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GETTING THE MOST FROM THIS BOOK

Essential Studies for A-level Psychology covers all of the main psychological studies you should know at A-level, whether you’re taking the AQA, OCR, Pearson Edexcel, WJEC, or WJEC Eduqas qualification. It’s been designed to help you understand and evaluate these studies, while boosting your marks by making connections across the specifications, and looking at comparative links to other studies too.

The features of the book have been carefully planned to ensure that you get the most from each study.

To begin with, the contents page allows you to easily find which studies are required for your course.

Each chapter then begins with a simple summary table detailing the aims of the study, the research methods used, the design of the experiment, the sample, the materials used, and the procedure.

Findings, Conclusions and Evaluation points are then provided to contribute to your AO2 and AO3 skills. They highlight the key ethical and methodological issues, as well as considering other evaluative points such as the usefulness of each study.

The following additional features have then also been included:
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NOTE

Additional details about how the studies were carried out and what the experimenters found out have been provided in notes.







Check your knowledge

Check Your Knowledge questions ensure that you’ve understood all of the essential information of the study.
Answers can be found online at: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/essentialstudiespsychology






RICHARD GROSS
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Students can benefit from bestselling psychology author Richard Gross’s experience and personal insights, flagging common misconceptions, useful additions, and signposting further evaluative material.







TIP

Tips draw your attention to useful, exam-relevant information and signposting to other resources and online information to help you pass your exams and give ideas on how to learn the studies.






Essential links to other topics in Psychology and to other studies, along with page references, are provided here.




Note from the author

I hope you enjoy reading the studies in this book. While there are of course hundreds of different psychological research experiments that could be studied as part of a robust A-level course, this book aims to provide you with the most essential ones, key to your understanding of the subject, and covered across the main A-level exam boards.

In line with that, there are lots of different ways that you can use this book to support your learning of Psychology. For example, Ofsted are interested in you studying ‘beyond the curriculum’ and this book offers you the opportunity to do just that. In addition to having the key named studies in year one of your specification, the book allows you to go beyond that and look at research that not only links to those studies but also ones that widen your understanding of the breadth of areas that psychologists research.

Essential Studies will also support your understanding of research methods. Each study has links, which signpost key things about the study, linking you back to the A level specification. So, for example, if you were studying research methods and looking at natural experiments, you could read the Rutter et al study as an example of what a natural experiment is, and how it is conducted. You could then compare it to a quasi experiment such as Baron-Cohen et al, 1997, to help you understand how they are different. You’ll also find links in some of the studies to the statistical methods that the researchers used to analyse the data. Reading about how they have analysed their data will help you with your understanding of which statistical test to use and why.

The studies can also support your learning in a broader sense. If you are studying attachment, for example, the Bowlby, Ainsworth or Rutter studies may not be named studies, but they will help you with your understanding of attachment behaviour. They can also support your learning in the second year of A-level, depending on which options you are studying. For example, if you are studying Autism, then the two Baron-Cohen studies will support your understanding of that topic.
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1 Lorenz (1935)



‘Der Kumpan in der Umwelt des Vogels’, J Ornithol, 83 , pp137–413

Summary



	Aims of the study

	To investigate imprinting in Greylag geese




	Research method

	Field experiment




	Design

	
Independent measures

IV: whether they were hatched by their mother or an incubator

DV: who they imprinted on





	Sample

	A clutch of Greylag goose eggs




	Materials

	•   Incubator




	Procedure

	
•   Lorenz placed half of the eggs under a goose mother and the other half in an incubator.

•   He ensured that he was the first moving object that the newly hatched incubator goslings saw. The incubator goslings imprinted on Lorenz and followed him.







Findings

In order to test that the goslings had fully imprinted on him, Lorenz put both the incubator goslings and those that had hatched with their mother under a box. When the goslings were later taken out of the box, half of them went to their goose mother and the other half went to Lorenz, ignoring their biological mother.

Lorenz believed that once a gosling had imprinted on something, it could not be reversed. He recorded that imprinting occurred between 4 and 32 hours after the goslings had hatched.

Conclusions

Imprinting is a form of attachment which has a survival advantage – i.e. if the goose imprints on its mother, then it will follow her around and stay close to her. This means that if a predator approaches, she will protect it and it is more likely to survive. The imprinting takes place within a critical period.

Lorenz’s assumption that it was irreversible suggests that it has a biological origin.


Evaluation

•   Usefulness: It is a useful study as it supports research by psychologists such as Bowlby, who suggested that there is a critical period in which human infants can form an attachment.

•   Generalisability: However, Greylag geese are a very different species to humans. For example, they are far more precocious at birth. Therefore, you cannot generalise findings from geese to humans as attachment may happen very differently.

•   Validity: Although it was a field experiment, the incubator eggs were more than likely hatched in a laboratory and therefore it makes it low in ecological validity.

•   Reliability: Finally, Lorenz’s research has been replicated by other researchers such as Hess (1959). This suggests that his results were reliable. However, other researchers have suggested that the critical period was not as fixed as Lorenz and Hess suggested. Ducklings that were kept in isolation were able to imprint after the critical period that Hess suggested. Other researchers have suggested that the imprinting is in fact reversible, with birds being able to return to their own species if introduced slowly.
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Konrad Lorenz with his graylag geese







RICHARD GROSS
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One of the classics of ethology (the study of animal behaviour in its natural environment/habitat). I always wonder what happened to the incubator-hatched goslings as they matured; anecdotally, at least, there’s evidence that they tried to mate with Lorenz. Personally, I’ve always felt ‘uncomfortable’ about discussing Lorenz’s research because of his alleged sympathies for Nazi ideology and eugenics.






Check your knowledge

1   What is imprinting?

2   What was the critical period that Lorenz suggested?

3   What happened when the incubator and mother-hatched goslings were let out of the box?

4   Why can’t the findings be generalised to humans?

5   Which researcher supported Lorenz’s findings?






This study has the following links within the A-level specifications: attachment, animal research, field experiment.

The following studies also provide useful links:

Bowlby (1944) – pages 190–4

Harlow and Zimmerman (1959) – pages 3–6









2 Harlow and Zimmerman (1959)



The development of affectional responses in infant monkeys, Science, 130 (3373)

Summary



	Aims of the study

	To investigate whether the development of affection or love in infant monkeys is more strongly related to feeding or comfort




	Research method

	Laboratory experiment




	Design

	
Independent measures

IV: whether the infant monkey receives its milk from a cloth or wire ‘mother-substitute’

DV: how much time the monkey spends with each ‘mother’





	Sample

	Eight macaque monkeys that were separated from their mothers 6–12 hours after birth




	Materials

	
•   A wire monkey ‘mother-substitute’ – made with wire from a hardware shop which was ‘adequate’ both to provide support and be capable of nursing (feeding) the baby its milk. The face of the monkey was very basic.

•   A cloth monkey ‘mother-substitute’ – made from a block of wood covered by sponge rubber and sheathed with a terry cloth. Also capable of feeding the baby. The monkey had a more realistic-looking face.

•   A cage with two cubicles.

•   A heat pad.

•   Cloth nappies.






Experiment one: dual mother surrogate



	Procedure

	
•   Four of the infant monkeys were fed from the wire monkey. The other four were fed from the cloth monkey.

•   The monkeys (individually) were placed in cages which contained two cubicles, one with the cloth monkey and one with the wire monkey. The monkeys were all fed entirely by the monkey that they had been assigned to (wire or cloth).

•   During the first 14 days of the monkeys’ lives, a heat pad covered in a cloth was placed on the floor of the cage. This was removed after 14 days, after which the floor remained bare.

•   The monkeys were free at all times to be either on the floor or with the cloth or wire monkey.

•   The time that the infants spent with each mother-substitute was automatically recorded.





	Findings

	
•   The infant monkeys spent significantly more time with the cloth monkeys than with the wire monkeys, regardless of whether they were being fed exclusively by the wire monkey.

•   As the monkeys that were fed by the wire mother got older, they responded increasingly more to the cloth monkey.









Experiment two: mother as a comfort in time of danger



	Procedure

	•   The infants were presented with various fear-inducing stimuli, like a moving toy bear.




	Findings

	•   The infant monkeys consistently sought out the cloth mother for comfort, regardless of the nursing condition (fed by wire or cloth monkey).






Experiment three: strange situation



	Procedure

	
•   Four of the monkeys were tested.
 
•   The monkeys were introduced to a strange environment of a room measuring 6 ft by 6 ft. They were left in there for three minutes. There were multiple stimuli to engage the infants.

•   They were placed in the room twice a week for eight weeks.

•   There was no mother-substitute during alternate sessions and a cloth mother during the others. A cloth nappy was always one of the stimuli.





	Findings

	
Mother-substitute present

•   After one or two sessions, while the infant was getting used to the environment, the infant showed a very strong response by always rushing to the cloth monkey when it was present and clutching it.

•   After a few more sessions, the infants began to use the cloth monkey as a ‘safe base’ from which to explore their environment.

•   They would explore their environment and the various stimuli before returning to the cloth monkey and then exploring again.

Mother-substitute absent

•   When the mother-substitute (cloth monkey) was absent, the infants behaved very differently:

•   They would frequently freeze in a crouched position.

•   Behaviours demonstrating emotionality in the infant monkeys, such as vocalisation, crouching, rocking and sucking, increased sharply.

•   Some of the infant monkeys would rush to the centre of the room where the cloth monkey was usually placed, running from object to object screaming and crying.

•   Continuous and frantic clutching of their bodies was also observed.

•   They also frequently touched and clutched the cloth nappy, but it did not comfort them.

•   Total emotionality was cut in half when the mother-substitute was present.

•   There was no difference in behaviour between the wire monkey-fed infants and the cloth monkey-fed infants when the cloth monkey was either present or absent.
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Figure 2.1 Mother-substitutes: wire and cloth monkeys





Conclusions

Infant monkeys overwhelmingly favour the comfort of the cloth monkey over the wire monkey, regardless of which monkey fed them. This suggests that the assumption that bonding to the mother is conditioned through hunger/thirst reduction is not supported by this research.

The results strongly suggest that the primary function of feeding is to provide an opportunity for frequent, close body contact.

The results support the notion that comfort is important for an infant monkey’s development.

Evaluation

•   Ethics: There are ethical issues with this research. Harlow and Zimmerman do not mention the mothers of the infant monkeys. However, it is reasonable to assume that they must have suffered from the loss of their babies so soon after birth. The infant monkeys also experienced privation, having been removed from their mothers only hours after birth. They were placed in situations designed to cause them distress and were also denied the opportunity to learn normal primate behaviour from their mothers. However, Harlow and Zimmerman argued that any distress caused to the monkeys was far outweighed by the benefits that the findings gave to society.

•   Ethics: The research could not have been conducted on human infants for both ethical and practical reasons – ethical in terms of taking infant humans away from their mothers and raising them in isolation, and practical because human infants are less capable and mature more slowly than macaque infants. Therefore, as Harlow and Zimmerman stated, by the time the human infants were able to move independently and those movements became measurable, they would be ‘lost in a jumble and jungle of confounded variables’.

•   Confounding variable: The study itself had a potential confounding variable. The wire and the cloth monkeys differed in more than just the comfort of the covering. The wire monkey had a very basic face, but the face of the cloth monkey was designed to look more like an actual monkey. It might be that the infant macaques were attracted to the more realistic-looking face rather than the ‘comfort’ offered by the cloth.

•   Practical applications: The study is useful in that it helps us understand the importance of the bond between an infant and its caregiver and how that bond is more strongly related to
comfort than it is to food. This had important implications for human child-rearing. Previous advice, such as by John Watson in the 1920s, suggested that parents should be objective in their behaviour towards children and never hug or kiss them. Harlow and Zimmerman’s findings contradicted this advice and showed that comfort was important to infants.




RICHARD GROSS
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The view that food/feeding is the key to the formation of the child’s attachment to its mother is called the cupboard love theory. Bowlby cited Harlow’s research (as well as Lorenz’s) in discussing how he came to formulate his own theory of attachment. Bowlby, a psychoanalyst by training, clearly rejected the cupboard love view (which both Freud and behaviourist psychologists advocate).






Check your knowledge

1   What type of monkeys did Harlow use?

2   What was the IV in this experiment?

3   What was the DV?

4   What was the potential confounding variable in Harlow and Zimmerman’s research?

5   Which mother-substitute did the monkeys in both groups spend more time with?






This study has the following links within the A-level specifications: animal research, behaviourists, John Watson, animal ethics, attachment, confounding variables, laboratory experiment.









3 Asch (1955)



Opinions and social pressure, Scientific American, November, 193 (5), pp31–5

Summary



	Aims of the study

	To test how strong the urge is towards social conformity




	Research method

	
Laboratory experiment

IV: the response of the confederates (whether they give a correct or incorrect answer)

DV: the response of the participants (whether they conform or not)





	Design

	Repeated measures




	Sample

	123 male participants from three institutes of higher learning in America




	Materials

	•   Large white cards containing lines of different lengths.




	Procedure

	
•   ‘Participants’ were assembled in classrooms in groups of between seven and nine individuals. (Of these, only one was a participant – all the others were confederates.)

•   The assembled group was told that the aim of the research was a psychological experiment into ‘visual judgement’. Participants were then told that they would be comparing line lengths.

•   They were shown two large white cards, one of which had the one vertical line, the other of which had three vertical lines. They were asked to choose the line from the second card that had the same length as the single line on the first card.

•   The participants then announced their answers in the order in which they had been seated in the room. The actual participant was seated near the end of the group.

•   Confederates gave the correct answer in the first two trials. In the third trial the confederates gave an incorrect answer.

•   There were 18 trials in each series (i.e. 18 different sets of cards). In 12 of the trials, the confederates gave the incorrect answer.

•   At the end of the trials, participants were interviewed and asked about their reasons for either conforming to the majority or not.
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Figure 3.1 Participants were asked to choose the line from the second card that best matched the length of the target line
	






NOTE

•   The cards were split into ‘sets’, with each set consisting of two cards. In each ‘set’:

•   one card had one single vertical line on it (this was a standard whose length needed to be matched)

•   the other card showed three vertical lines, one of which was the same length as the line on the other card

•   the other two lines were of different lengths

•   the difference in length ranged from ¾ of an inch to 1¾ inches

•   an example of the type of cards used is shown in Figure 3.1.






NOTE

In a few cases participants became suspicious, in which case the experiment was stopped and the results were not used.




Findings

The participants yielded to the majority and gave the wrong answer in 36.8 per cent of the selections.

Approximately 25 per cent (one quarter) of the participants never agreed with the incorrect answer given by the majority (the confederates).

Those who started out by being independent generally did not yield to the majority, even after a large number of trials.

Those who complied initially with the majority found it difficult to ‘free themselves’ and give independent answers as the trials continued.

Table 3.1 contains qualitative data demonstrating why individuals were either independent or yielding.



Table 3.1 Qualitative data from interviews with the participants



	Individuals who were independent

	Had confidence in their own judgement, or came to believe that the majority was correct but felt they had to ‘call it as they saw it’.




	Participants who yielded

	
Felt ‘I am wrong, they are right’.

Didn’t want to ‘spoil’ the results.

Suspected that the majority were ‘the sheep’ following the first responder.

The majority were victims of an optical illusion.

Underestimated how often they had conformed.






A number of variations to the study were also conducted. Those variations, along with their findings, are shown in Table 3.2 (overleaf).



Table 3.2 Variations on the experiment



	Variation

	Findings




	
Size of the opposition

1   Just a single confederate gave the wrong answer – as opposed to the majority of the group.

2   Two confederates gave the wrong answer.

3   Three confederates gave the wrong answer.

4   Further increases did not affect the weight of pressure to conform substantially.


	
1   The participant was not influenced by the one confederate giving a wrong answer. The participant gave the correct answer in nearly every trial.

2   With two confederates giving wrong answers, they become an influential minority and the participants conform on 13.6 per cent of the trials.

3   Effect increases to participants conforming on 31.8 per cent of the trials.





	
Participant given support

The participant was given a supporting partner – either someone who was not aware that the rest of the group were confederates or someone who was instructed to answer correctly all of the time.


	
The rate of conformity reduced by one quarter compared with when all of the others in the group gave incorrect responses.

(Participants reported feeling warmth and closeness towards this person, but denied their support allowed them to be independent.)





	
Dissenting individual

One confederate was instructed to give a different answer to the others but still an incorrect response in two variations:

•   The majority chose the worst matching line and the moderate dissenter chose the line that was closer to the actual answer.

•   The extreme dissenter chose the worst matching line and the majority chose the line that was closer to the actual answer.


	
The effect of the majority reduces by approximately one third and most of the errors that the participants do make are moderate.

Conformity dropped to 9 per cent and any errors made were moderate.





	
Consequences of losing or gaining a partner

1   The partner was instructed to answer correctly on the first six trials.

2   After six trials the partner was instructed to join in with the majority.

3   In another trial the partner left the group (with an excuse of having to ‘see the dean’).


	
1   18/24 participants did not conform to the majority.

2   There was an abrupt rise in conformity (to the level it was when there had been a unanimous majority).

3   The level of conformity rose after the partner left but less than when the partner switched to the majority.





	
Having support

The majority started by giving correct answers but gradually broke away until by the sixth trial the participant was alone with the group unanimously against him.


	While the participant had anyone on his side, he did not conform to the majority almost all of the time, making few errors. However, when he was alone, conformity to the majority rose abruptly.




	
Changing the line length

In order to make it as obvious as possible, the line length was changed so the difference was 7 inches.


	This had no effect on conformity.






Conclusions

People are more likely to conform to majority influence if they are the only one with an opposing view. However, people are more able to be independent if one or more others also disagree with the majority.

Some people will never yield to majority influence, regardless of whether they think the majority are correct.

Evaluation

•   Ecological validity: As the research was conducted in a laboratory, it could be argued that it lacks ecological validity. The line task was unusual and did not reflect how people would potentially conform in real-life settings and therefore cannot be generalised.

•   Demand characteristics: Some participants who conformed demonstrated demand characteristics. Having stated when interviewed that they ‘did not want to spoil your results’, they may have just been giving the wrong answers as they thought that was what was expected of them as part of the research.

•   Replication: However, as the research was based in a laboratory and the procedure was detailed, this has allowed the research to be replicated. This is important as replication demonstrates that the results are not due to chance.

•   Population validity: The research used male students only. Therefore, the results lack population validity and should not be generalised to females or older people as they may have reacted differently.

•   Ethics: The study could be argued to be unethical in that participants were made to feel uncomfortable and embarrassed. Some of those who did conform, despite not agreeing with what the majority said, felt that their difference from the majority ‘was a sign of general deficiency in themselves’. They were also deceived about the true nature of the experiment, having been told it was a psychological experiment about ‘visual judgement’. However, it would have been impossible to run the experiment if participants had been aware of its true nature.




RICHARD GROSS
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One of the classics of social psychology. The simplicity of the line-comparison task is both a strength and a weakness: it’s easy to replicate and understand, but at the same time it’s not the sort of thing that puts us under pressure to conform in everyday life. An undoubted strength is that Asch provides both quantitative and qualitative data. Percentages (i.e. conformity rates) are all very well, but they tell us only part of the story: knowing that people conform doesn’t tell us why.






Check your knowledge

1   Describe the sample.

2   What percentage of participants did not conform to the majority when they had a partner who gave the correct answers?

3   What were the participants told was the aim of the study?

4   What is the psychological term for people who pretend to be participants but are actually working for the researcher?

5   What ethical issues were there with the study?






This study has the following links within the A-level specifications: conformity, social psychology, laboratory research, group pressure, majority influence.









4 Haney, Banks and Zimbardo (1973)



Interpersonal dynamics in a simulated prison, Naval Research Reviews


Summary



	Aims of the study

	To investigate whether the brutality of the US prisons was due to the sadistic, insensitive nature of the guards (dispositional hypothesis) or whether the guards and prisoners were simply conforming to roles dictated by the situation that they were in (prison)




	Research method

	Controlled observation




	Sample

	
An advertisement was placed in a newspaper asking for volunteers to take part in a psychological study of prison life. Participants were offered $15 per day to take part (this is around $90 in today’s money, so quite a substantial amount of money to be earning each day).

Those who responded to the advertisement completed questionnaires on:

•   family background 

•   physical and mental health history

•   any prior criminal involvement.

They were also interviewed by one of the experimenters.
The participants who were chosen to take part were those who were judged to be the most physically and mentally stable.

A total of 22 participants were chosen from 75 male volunteers. Due to one deciding not to take part, there were 10 prisoners and 11 guards.

They were all male college students from the USA (who happened to be in Stanford for the summer) and were mainly white and of middle-class socioeconomic status. They were all strangers.





	Materials

	
The prison

This was built in the basement of the Psychology building at Stanford University. It contained:

1   Three 6 × 9 ft cells with a bed for each prisoner.

2   A small unlit cupboard which was used for ‘solitary confinement’.

3   Rooms for the guards to change into their uniform.

4   Bedrooms for the ‘warden’ and the ‘superintendent’.

5   An interview-testing room.

6   An observation room with video-recording equipment.

Uniforms

Guards



	Uniform

	Rationale




	Plain khaki shirts and trousers

	To look like military clothes




	Whistle

	Sign of control/power




	Wooden baton

	Sign of control/power




	Reflecting sunglasses

	So that it is impossible to make eye contact





Prisoners



	Uniform

	Rationale




	Loosely-fitted smock with ID number

	To deindividuate and humiliate




	No trousers

	To deindividuate and humiliate




	Light chain and lock around one ankle

	Symbol of subservience and dependence




	Nylon stocking made into a cap

	To remove any individuality that their hair might give them









	Procedure

	
Participants were randomly assigned to be prisoners or guards.

The prisoners

1   They were arrested at their homes by the Palo Alto City Police Department.

2   They were handcuffed and ‘charged’ with suspicion of burglary or armed robbery, then taken to the police station.

3   At the police station, they were fingerprinted and placed in a cell.

4   Each prisoner was then blindfolded and taken to the mock prison by one of the experimenters.

5   Upon arrival at the prison, they were stripped and ‘deloused’ (sprayed with deodorant) and made to stand naked and alone in the prison yard.

6   They were then given their uniform and put in their cell.

The guards

1   They attended an orientation meeting the day before the prisoners arrived.

2   Zimbardo took the role of superintendent of the prison.

3   An undergraduate student took the role of warden.

4   Guards were told to ‘maintain a reasonable degree of order within the prison’.

5   Guards were not told how this order was to be maintained.

6   Guards were not permitted to use physical punishment or aggression.

7   Guards worked in shifts and went home between shifts.

Debriefing

At the end of the study, participants were brought together in three sessions to discuss their thoughts and feelings about the study. The three sessions included:

1   Guards.

2   Prisoners.

3   Guards and prisoners together.

Participants then had follow-up interviews over the year.

Data collection

1   Videotaping – hidden recordings were made.

2   Audio recording – hidden microphones recorded conversations between participants.

3   Individual difference scales – the day before the study began, participants completed psychological tests.
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Figure 4.1 The guards and prisoners were given different uniforms, each designed with different rationales in mind






Findings

In general, both the guards and the prisoners experienced more negative emotions as the study progressed. Encounters between guards and prisoners tended to be negative, hostile and dehumanising.

Prisoners were generally passive in their encounters with the guards whilst the guards were very active when interacting with the prisoners.

Five ‘prisoners’ had to be released early because of their extreme reactions – crying, rage, acute anxiety. One had a rash covering part of his body as a result of the psychological harm that he experienced.

The study had to be stopped after six days (instead of running for the original two weeks as planned) due to the psychological harm the participants were experiencing.

Most of the guards were distressed that the study was ending as they had been enjoying their roles. All of the remaining prisoners were delighted that it was over.

Video recordings

During the six days of the study, daily events such as mealtimes were recorded along with unusual events, including visits from parents, a priest and a lawyer, a prisoner rebellion, and parole board meetings.

Out of the three guard shifts, the evening shift was significantly ‘tougher’ and ‘crueller’ than the others. Aggression towards the prisoners got increasingly worse as each day passed.

Audio recordings

When in their cells, the prisoners spent 90 per cent of the time talking about prison-related topics. They behaved the same way in their cells as they did when they were being observed by the guards.

Pathology of power

Although guards had been assigned randomly to their roles, the role promoted them to become powerful and important. They also became increasingly more powerful whenever they thought that the prisoners posed a threat.



NOTE

Zimbardo finally chose to end the experiment after his girlfriend at the time (now wife, psychologist Christina Maslach) visited the prison and expressed her horror at what was happening and how the participants were suffering.




The most hostile guards on each shift took the leadership roles and therefore set the standard for the guards’ behaviour.

Although activities such as watching movies were suggested by the experimenters to the guards as rewards for the prisoners, the guards dismissed these; instead, rewards became having permission to eat, sleep, go to the toilet or wear glasses. This served to demonstrate their total control over the prisoners’ most basic human rights.

Pathological prisoner syndrome

By using the experiences of the prisoners, Zimbardo was able to demonstrate how those individuals had begun very quickly to show signs of learned helplessness and psychological distress.

The guards’ use of power over the prisoners’ basic human rights helped promote a feeling of helplessness among the prisoners – for example, when they had to publicly ask for permission to go to the toilet (which was not always granted).

Prisoners at first reacted to their conditions with disbelief, then rebellion, and then later by setting up a collective grievance committee. When all of these failed, the prisoners began to work individually rather than as a group.

Half of them experienced significant psychological stress, while others worked against their fellow prisoners.

When one prisoner went on hunger strike, the other prisoners, rather than supporting him, treated him like a troublemaker who deserved to be punished.



Conclusions

Normal individuals, given the right situation, can quickly show sadistic, dehumanising behaviour to other individuals.

In a short time, psychologically healthy individuals can demonstrate behaviour which could be described as pathological and antisocial where the situation they find themselves in is pathological.




Evaluation

•   Bias: One of the weaknesses of this research is that the data recording on both video and audio was biased, with Zimbardo himself stating that the recordings tended to be ‘focused on the more interesting and dramatic events which occurred’. (For example, only one incident showing helping behaviour was recorded, but this may not have been reflective of how participants behaved outside of the times when they were being recorded.)

•   Lacking objectivity: Zimbardo also reflects that as both he and his research student had positions within the prison as superintendent and warden respectively, they were not as ‘distant and objective’ as they could have been. This could have impacted on both how and what data was recorded and how the prison itself was run. Therefore, while Zimbardo attributes the behaviour of the prisoners and guards to situational factors, it may well have been his influence as superintendent that created the situation in the prison itself.

•   Ethics: The study is unethical because the participants, in particular the prisoners, experienced psychological and in some cases physical harm. Prisoners were humiliated and degraded from the very beginning of the research, not just by the guards. Being arrested at their homes in front of their neighbours and being forced to strip naked at the ‘prison’ would have been embarrassing and humiliating. One guard admitted to hitting a prisoner with his night stick, despite being told that physical violence was not permitted. Prisoners were also told that they had to be ‘paroled’ if they wanted to leave the prison, which meant going before a ‘parole board’ and stating why they should be released. This made withdrawing from the study extremely hard, although in reality they could have just said they wanted to leave. Zimbardo argued that at follow-up interviews, the negative effects had lasted only a short term and had not caused psychological harm.

•   Demand characteristics: Zimbardo himself noted that there appeared to be an effect of demand characteristics, which meant that participants began playing the role that they had been assigned and acting out what they thought was expected of them in a prison setting. However, Zimbardo argued that because 90 per cent of the conversations that were had when the prisoners did not think they were being overheard were still about the prison life, this suggested that they had gone beyond play-acting. He also suggested that many of the guards went far beyond the role of play-acting in terms of their aggression and abuse of power towards the prisoners. Equally, some of the prisoners showed signs of pathology, with one experiencing stress-induced rashes across his body, suggesting again that the study went beyond play-acting. Therefore, the results suggest that much of the behaviour shown was pathological and not just people acting the part.

•   Practical applications: The study is useful because it can help psychologists understand why, in certain situations, people behave in negative ways that are out of character. For example, Zimbardo used his research to explain why the horrific abuse in 2003 of prisoners by the US military at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq took place.




NOTE

If you want to find out more about the story of the Stanford Prison Experiment, go to www.prisonexp.org. You can also look for original video clips on YouTube to see the behaviour of the prisoners and guards for yourself. Search for ‘Zimbardo prison experiment original footage’.







TIP

There have been many criticisms of the Stanford Prison Experiment over the years. A quick search online will bring these up, along with Philip Zimbardo’s own responses to these criticisms.






RICHARD GROSS
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Another social psychology classic, which (like Milgram’s obedience experiments) has become part of popular culture: people who have never formally studied Psychology may well have heard of the study and know something about it. In trying to reject the dispositional hypothesis (DH), Haney et al. risked creating a false dichotomy, i.e. having to choose between two alternatives (the DH and the situational hypothesis) when both may be (at least partially) true. Human social behaviour is highly complex and is usually influenced both by (i) features of the social situation (such as social roles and norms) and (ii) individual differences (such as personality).







Check your knowledge

1   What method did Haney et al. use to obtain their sample? Explain why you chose this answer.

2   What did the prisoners have to wear?

3   Why did the guards wear reflecting sunglasses?

4   What controls did Haney et al. use to try to ensure that differences in behaviour were due to the environmental factors rather than individual personalities?

5   According to Zimbardo, did they find evidence to support the dispositional or situational hypothesis?






This study has the following links within the A-level specifications: conformity, situational hypothesis, dispositional hypothesis, social psychology, authoritarian personality, ethics, controlled observation.

The following studies also provide useful links:

Milgram (1963) – pages 30–4

Bocchiaro, Zimbardo and van Lange (2012) – pages 111–15









5 Ainsworth and Bell (1970)



Attachment, exploration and separation: illustrated by the behaviour of one-year-olds in a strange situation, Child Development, 41 (1), pp49–67

Summary



	Aims of the study

	To observe the extent to which an infant could use his mother as a secure base from which to explore a strange environment. Observing the attachment bonds between mother and baby




	Research method

	Controlled observation




	Sample

	
56 babies with white middle-class parents who were originally contacted through paediatricians in private practice.

23 of the babies had been observed since birth and were seen in the ‘Strange Situation’ when they were 51 weeks old.

The remaining 33 babies were part of a different project, and were observed at 49 weeks old.





	Materials

	
•   Child’s chair

•   Toys

•   Chair for the mother

•   Chair for a female stranger (who was part of the research)





	Procedure

	
•   The experimental room was 9 × 9 ft. At one end was a child’s chair and toys and at the other was a chair for the mother. On the opposite side of the room, near the door, was a chair for the stranger.

•   Each baby was placed in the middle of the triangle of chairs and given the freedom to move where it pleased.

•   The mother and the female stranger were instructed in advance on how to act during the research, with the Strange Situation taking place in eight different episodes, as follows:

•   M = mother

•   B = baby

•   O = observer

•   S = stranger

1   M (carrying the baby) and O entered the room. Then O left (to observe the interactions through a one-way mirror).

2   M put B down in a specified place.

3   S entered, sat in silence for one minute, spoke to M for one minute, then slowly approached B, showing B a toy. At the end of the third minute, M left the room unobtrusively.

4   If B was happy playing with the toys, S did not engage with B. If B wasn’t playing, S tried to get B to play with the toys. If B was distressed, S tried to comfort or distract B. This episode lasted for three minutes, except in cases where B could not be comforted; in these instances the episode ended early.

5   M entered the room, pausing in the doorway to give B a chance to show a spontaneous reaction to her appearance. S left unobtrusively. Once B settled down to play with the toys again, M left the room after saying ‘bye bye’.

6   B was then left alone for three minutes, again except in cases where B was very distressed; in these instances the episode again ended early.

7   S entered and behaved as in episode 4 (unless B was very distressed, in which case the episode was again cut short).

8   M returned, S left and after the reunion had been observed, the Strange Situation ended.

Behaviour ratings

In order to transform the qualitative data into quantitative data, each baby’s behaviour was ‘rated’. Two types of measures were rated, based on the narrative accounts of the observations:

A score of 1 was given for each 15-second time interval, each time the behaviour occurred for:

Exploratory behaviour 

a   locomotor

b   manipulation

c   visual

Crying

Behaviours that were linked to the mother or stranger:

a   Proximity or contact-seeking – such as approaching and clambering up or reaching.

b   Contact-maintaining – clinging, embracing, clutching, holding on.

c   Proximity and interaction-avoiding – ignoring the adult, avoiding looking at her, turning away.

d   Contact and interaction-resisting – angry, ambivalent, attempts to push away, kick or hit the adult.

e   Search behaviour – this was based on the mother only, including following her to the door, banging on the door, going to the mother’s empty chair.







[image: image]

Figure 5.1 The Strange Situation was based in a room with the child, their mother and a stranger. Here, Mother, Baby and Stranger sit together before Mother leaves








NOTE

Observation of behaviour

•   The behaviour of the participants was observed via a one-way mirror.

•   For the first 23 participants two observers dictated continuous narrative accounts of the behaviour into a dual-channel tape recorder (this also recorded the click of a timer every 15 seconds).

•   For the second group of 33 participants, there was one observer.

•   Inter-rater reliability was checked and found to be high.
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