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Examiner tips


Advice from the examiner on key points in the text to help you learn and recall unit content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summary




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



This book is a guide to Approaches and Research Methods in Psychology, compulsory Unit G544 of the A2 specification (aggregation code H568). This A2 unit may be referred to as ‘the synoptic unit’. This means that it is designed to test the knowledge, understanding and skills you have gained from the other AS and A2 psychology units and your ability to make links across different areas in answering questions. This unit guide is not a textbook; it is an aid to help you through the course and your revision. The emphasis is on informing you about exactly what you need to do and what you need to know to be successful in the examinations.


This guide has two sections:




•   Content Guidance. This takes you through the material that you need to cover for the examinations. It is divided into two main parts: the first part covers various aspects of research methods in psychology, while the second part covers a range of approaches, perspectives, debates and issues that are important in psychology. Many marks can be gained from a simple evaluation strategy. The Content Guidance section helps you to develop your own evaluative skills, and therefore to get a better grade.


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





The specification


Skills from AS


Unit G544 builds on the work you have done in the AS part of the course and the A2 options in a number of ways:




•   It considers how the five core approaches of psychology (cognitive, developmental, social, physiological and individual differences) apply in a variety of real-world contexts.


•   It brings together the range of methods and techniques covered at AS (self-report, experiments, observations and correlation) and considers how these are used in each of the A2 options.


•   It brings together methodological issues (such as reliability and validity), sampling techniques, experimental designs and data analysis techniques, and considers these in relation to each of the A2 options.


•   It brings together psychological issues, debates and perspectives raised at AS (such as ethics, ecological validity, quantitative and qualitative data, and snapshot and longitudinal studies), showing their relevance to each of the A2 options.






New skills for A2


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




•   determinism and free will


•   reductionism and holism


•   nature–nurture


•   ethnocentrism


•   psychology as science


•   individual and situational explanations


•   the usefulness of psychological research





The purpose of the options units is to apply approaches, methods and issues to specific subject matter, namely that from forensics, health, sport and education. The purpose of this compulsory synoptic unit is to bring together approaches, methods and issues covered elsewhere in the specification and add to them, extending knowledge and understanding.


Background


The fundamental questions of psychology are:




•   Why do people behave like this?


•   Why do people feel like this?


•   Why do people think like this?





This unit is designed to encourage you to think about these questions in two main ways:




•   how you might set about discovering the answers by planning a research project


•   the different types of explanations or answers that psychology has generated from the different approaches and perspectives





In many ways, the content of this unit is central to the study of psychology. If you go on to study psychology at university, you may or may not encounter some of the core studies from your AS course. However, you will certainly have to study research methods again, as well as the various approaches, perspectives, issues and debates — and in more depth and detail.


Section A: Research methods in psychology


Section A of the specification for this unit focuses on research methods, including the design of a research project. This section draws heavily on the material you learnt for Unit G541, Psychological Investigations. However, the emphasis here is rather different: you have to design a study in order to investigate a particular idea or research aim. You will need to use all your knowledge about experiments, self-report, observations and correlations, sampling, ethics, experimental designs and so on. You should design a study which, if you wanted or needed to, you could actually carry out yourself. Therefore, you should bear practical considerations in mind. You need knowledge and experience of:




•   the selection of a research question


•   the choice of an appropriate method (e.g. experiment, self-report, questionnaire, correlation)


•   the framing of operationalised hypotheses, including null and research hypotheses, and one- and two-tailed hypotheses


•   the description and justification of the chosen design, whether it be independent samples, repeated measures or matched pairs


•   populations, a suitable sample and sampling methods or techniques used to select participants


•   materials used in conducting a study


•   the procedure, including the measurement of variables, recorded using observations, self-reports or tests that generate nominal or at least ordinal data


•   the control of extraneous variables, such as participant, experimenter and situational variables


•   the counterbalancing of conditions (if appropriate) and the allocation of participants to groups


•   the consideration of ethical issues that are applicable to the study


•   the levels of measurement of the data (nominal, ordinal and possibly interval data)


•   the collection and recording of data


•   the presentation of the data, including descriptive statistics, measures of central tendency and dispersion (e.g. range), data tables and graphs


•   the analysis of data (using inferential statistics): nonparametric tests (sign test, chi-square, Wilcoxon, Mann–Whitney, Spearman) and levels of significance (probability, avoiding type 1 and type 2 errors)





In addition, you must consider:




•   the strengths and weaknesses of different research methods


•   the strengths and weaknesses of any aspect of the design, and the validity and reliability of the measurements


•   the ethics of any procedure


•   possible future research that could be conducted


•   alternative designs and samples





Section B: Approaches, perspectives, methods, issues and debates


Section B of the specification for this unit involves structured synoptic questions focusing on approaches, perspectives, methods, issues and debates. It examines all the key themes you have come across in all of your other units. For example, when studying for G542 (Core Studies), you will have come across the physiological approach, the cognitive approach and so on. You may well have come across these again later in your A2 applied psychology options for G543: for example, if you studied forensic psychology, you would probably have touched on the cognitive approach when you studied criminal thinking patterns. In a way, there is nothing completely new in this unit in terms of knowledge. What is new is that now the focus is on these approaches, perspectives etc. and on applying them and drawing knowledge together.


There are five core approaches of psychology that you need to know and understand:




•   cognitive


•   physiological


•   individual differences


•   developmental


•   social





There are two perspectives:




•   behaviourist


•   psychodynamic





There are a number of topics concerning methods:




•   experiment


•   self-report


•   correlation


•   observation


•   case study


•   methodological issues such as reliability and validity





There are also a number of issues and debates:




•   ethics


•   ecological validity


•   longitudinal and snapshot studies


•   qualitative data and quantitative data


•   determinism and free will


•   reductionism and holism


•   nature–nurture


•   ethnocentrism


•   psychology as science


•   individual and situational explanations


•   the usefulness of psychological research








Content Guidance


Research methods in psychology


Research methods


There are five main research methods: experiment, self-report, correlation, observation and case study. This section will describe each in turn, before summarising their strengths and weaknesses.


Experiment


One of the ideas behind the experimental method is that of cause and effect — that changes or differences in one thing bring about changes in another. For example, if you drink a large quantity of caffeinated coffee, you may start to feel jittery and shaky. Here the cause is coffee or caffeine, and the effect is feeling jittery and shaky. In experimental methods, the independent variable (IV) is the thing which is thought to be the cause, and the dependent variable (DV) is the effect. The following example shows how the relationship between caffeine and shakiness might be investigated by an experiment (though, please note, it would not be ethical).
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Examiner tip


Many students get the IV and DV the wrong way around. Make sure you do not!
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STUDY A, Experiment 1: the caffeine and shakiness experiment


I could find a sample of people and randomly allocate them to two different groups. One group drinks herbal tea (no caffeine group) and the other drinks strong caffeinated coffee (caffeine group). I could then measure their jitteriness by asking them to hold out their hands as still as possible and rating them for their stillness versus shakiness on a 10-point scale, where 1 = absolutely still and 10 = extremely shaky.


Here, we can see that:




•   type of drink (caffeinated or not caffeinated) = the IV (the cause)


•   shakiness (as measured by rating hand stillness/shakiness) = the DV (the effect)








[image: ]





The different kinds of experiment


There are three different kinds of experiment: laboratory experiment, field experiment and natural (or quasi-) experiment.


In a laboratory or field experiment, the researcher manipulates the IV. That is, the researcher makes the conditions happen or decides who is in which group. The researcher can then measure the effects (the DV). In a natural experiment, the IV varies naturally, without the researcher’s intervention. The researcher will have some way of knowing which group or condition the person is in and will then simply measure the effects.


A laboratory experiment takes place in a laboratory or under ‘controlled conditions’. It does not happen in a normal environment for the participant. A field experiment happens in ‘the field’: that is, in a natural or normal place — the sort of place you would expect to find people doing whatever it is that you are interested in as a researcher. A natural experiment can happen anywhere — laboratory (controlled conditions) or field (normal place). The important thing is that there is an IV, but it is one which varies or occurs naturally and the researcher has not intervened in order to vary it. The three different kinds of experiment are described in more detail below.
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Knowledge check 1


Give one similarity and one difference between a laboratory experiment and a field experiment.
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The laboratory experiment


Many people view the laboratory experiment as the main sort of experiment. We already know:




•   It happens in controlled conditions.


•   The researcher manipulates the IV.





‘Controlled conditions’ means somewhere that is kept the same for all participants and that is not where you would naturally come across the particular behaviour you are investigating. It could be a laboratory, a clinical room, or someone’s office borrowed as a quiet place to conduct your experiment. For Experiment 1 (see page 9), you could use a classroom at lunchtime. It would be a ‘controlled environment’ so long as it is quiet, no one else is around, and so on.


The researcher manipulates the IV. This means that the researcher decides, for Experiment 1, who gets the caffeine and who does not, and also how much caffeine the participants have.


Two other examples of possible laboratory experiments are given below.
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STUDY B, Experiment 2: colour of room and choice of music


I want to find out whether the colour of a room influences participants’ choice of music. I find two rooms, and paint one a bright canary yellow and the other one a deep, moody blue. Participants are randomly allocated to either the ‘yellow’ condition or the ‘blue’ condition. They are asked to walk into the room and then to choose a track to listen to on an iPod while they do a simple crossword. The iPod has a choice of just four tracks: one each of drum and bass, soul, jazz and bhangra. I note which track they choose.




•   IV = colour of room participant is placed in


•   DV = choice of music
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Examiner tip


It is crucial that you are able to identify the IV and DV correctly. This is why there are three examples of experiments here, all with the IV and DV clearly identified.
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STUDY C, Experiment 3: doing homework with or without television on


Many students do their homework in front of the television. We want to find out whether watching television has any effect on task performance. Participants are asked to complete a moderately difficult crossword and then a set of simple sums on a ‘brain training’ program. They are timed and scored. Half an hour later, they are given another crossword and set of sums, but this time the television is switched on. Again they are timed and scored at these tasks.




•   IV = television or no television


•   DV = task performance on crossword and simple sums
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Knowledge check 2


What are ‘controlled conditions’? Give an example of a ‘controlled condition’.


Knowledge check 3


Give five examples of core studies that were done in a laboratory.
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The field experiment


A field experiment takes place in a natural or normal environment for the behaviour under scrutiny. For example, if you want to conduct a field experiment about how children learn you would base your study in a classroom. If you are interested in whether athletes improve their performance when there is an audience compared with when there is no audience, you would hold your experiment at the race track. Again, for it to be a real field experiment, the researcher has to manipulate or set up the different conditions of the IV. Two examples of possible field experiments follow.
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STUDY D, Experiment 4: feedback on essays and student progress


Researchers are interested in how feedback to students on essays affects their progress and attainment in writing essays. In one class, half the students receive one type of feedback on their homework (feedback A) and the other half get another type of feedback (feedback B). Feedback A consists of giving a mark and an overall comment at the end of the essay (holistic). Feedback B consists of giving small comments throughout the work — on parts which are good, how some parts could be improved etc. — as well as an overall mark. This pattern of feedback continues for one term and all essay scores are noted.




•   IV = type of feedback received


•   DV = students’ progress and attainment
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Examiner tip


There are an IV and a DV for all field experiments. An experiment has an IV and a DV whether it is conducted in or outside a laboratory.
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STUDY E, Experiment 5: fashion magazines and effects on self-esteem


Researchers are interested in whether reading women’s fashion and celebrity magazines, such as Cosmopolitan or Hello!, has an effect on self-esteem. Researchers think that looking at a fashion magazine might make the readers feel insecure about how they look (e.g. how they do their make-up, how their hair is cut, the shape of their bodies, the style of their clothes).


Customers arrive at a hairdresser’s shop and are asked to wait for 5 minutes. Some participants are given a fashion magazine to read. Other participants are given a different type of magazine, about houses and gardens and recipes.


Later, when each participant is seated in the hairdressing chair, the hairdresser asks, ‘Are you happy with how you look at the moment?’ The participants’ replies are noted and later scored for how positive or negative their self-esteem is according to this response.




•   IV = type of magazine


•   DV = self-esteem score based upon response to question
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Knowledge check 4


Give an example of a core study that was done in the ‘field’.





[image: ]





[image: ]






Examiner tip


Although you do not manipulate the IV with a natural experiment, there is still an IV and a DV.





[image: ]





The natural experiment


A natural experiment is one where the conditions of the IV happen by themselves. For example, we might be interested in whether males or females are more likely to do well on a memory test. The IV is sex — male or female. This cannot be ‘manipulated’ by the experimenter — it happens independently. Some other examples follow:




•   Does age affect whether or not you follow the advice from a doctor? (The IV, age, is naturally occurring.)


•   Does the weather affect whether people are more likely to return a greeting from a stranger? (The IV, the weather, is naturally occurring.)


•   Do children who are born in months later in the school year (July, August) do less well at school than children who are born earlier in the school year (September, October)? (The IV, month of birth, happens naturally.)


•   Are babies who are delivered by Caesarean section, rather than naturally, better or worse at dealing with stress? (This IV, type of birth, cannot be manipulated by the researcher for ethical reasons.)
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Knowledge check 5


What is the difference between a natural experiment and a field or laboratory experiment?
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Examiner tip


You could be asked to design an experiment. Make sure you are clear about the differences between the three types of experiment.
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We will come back to experiments later because much of the specification content regarding controls, designs, procedures and so on relates to experiments.


Self-report


Self-report simply means asking participants about something so they can report on it themselves. There are various ways of asking participants questions:





(1) Interview (face to face)







     (a) Structured interview: each participant is asked exactly the same questions in the same order.


     (b) Unstructured interview: the researcher asks different questions, depending on where the discussion takes him or her.


     (c) Semi-structured interview: the researcher has a certain number of set questions but can also ask other questions depending on where the responses take him or her, in order to investigate in more depth and prompt more detailed response.








(2) Questionnaires (paper or online): usually participants fill them in themselves.





Self-reports are useful for investigating things that would otherwise be difficult or impossible to measure or observe. For example, if a researcher wants to find out what people dream about every night, or, perhaps more interestingly, what people choose to think about as they are dropping off to sleep at night, there is no other way than to ask them. Self-report is also interesting for some of the why questions (e.g. Why do you play the lottery? Why do you smoke cigarettes? Why don’t you give up?) — it can help researchers to access people’s beliefs (whether rational or not).
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Knowledge check 6


Outline (a) two types of interview and (b) two types of questionnaire.





[image: ]


There are different kinds of questions that you could include in any self-report measure. Closed questions usually have a limited range of answers, while open questions allow a free response.
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Examiner tip


Before you choose open or closed questions, think about exactly what it is you want to find out. Also think about the type of data you want to gather. In other words, think through everything you are proposing before you start to write any answer.
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The following are examples of closed questions:





(1) Do you like dogs?


          Yes/No



(2) How much do you like studying psychology?


          Not at all   1   2   3   4   5 a lot



(3) How much chocolate do you eat?






	Two or more bars per day
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	One bar per day
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	4–6 bars per week
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	1–3 bars per week
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	1–4 bars per month

	[image: ]






	Less than one bar per month
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(4) Which of the following aspects of your school do you like/enjoy? (You may tick more than one.)






	The lessons

	[image: ]






	The food
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	The teachers
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	Seeing your friends
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	Sports activities
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	Other activities
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(5) I like taking the lead in a group situation.






	Agree
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	Disagree
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The following are examples of open questions:





(1) What do you think about dogs?



(2) How much do you like studying psychology?



(3) How often do you eat chocolate?



(4) What aspects of your school do you like/enjoy?



(5) How do you behave in a group situation?





You can see that closed questions generally lend themselves to quantitative data, while open questions give qualitative data.


Finally, note that self-report techniques are sometimes used as part of an experimental method as a way of measuring the DV (see Experiment 5 on page 11).
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Examiner tip


You may be asked to compare one method (such as the experimental method) with another (such as the self-report method).
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Correlation


In a correlation usually, two ‘measurements’ are taken from the same set of participants. For example, we could get a sample of ten participants and for each of them measure their height (cm) and the length of their right foot (cm). The results are plotted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1





The graph shows an overall upward movement. This is a positive correlation: as one variable increases (height), so does the other variable (length of foot).


What conclusions can we draw from such a correlation? Can we say that being tall causes people to have bigger feet? No. Can we conclude that having big feet makes you tall? No. All we can conclude is that the two variables are associated. We can never draw conclusions about cause and effect, however tempting this may be, when scattergraphs show a strong relationship between two variables.


There are essentially two types of correlation:





(1) Positive correlation: as one variable increases, the other variable increases.



(2) Negative correlation: as one variable increases, the other variable decreases.





Of course there might also be no correlation. When setting up research using a correlational design, you need to think about collecting two sets of data from each participant. Some examples are given below.
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STUDY F, correlation between confidence and ability to write essays


A student researcher notices that some people in her class seem very confident about everything they say and do, but wonders whether this relates to how good they are at what they do. Also, some people seem quite low in confidence and uncertain, but as you get to know them you find out they have little ground for this — they are getting very good results. The student decides to investigate it. She draws up a table and approaches 12 people in her class. She asks each person to rate how confident they feel about their academic ability on a scale of 1 to 10. She then asks them to note down the last three scores for their essays and adds them up.
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Figure 2





When she plots the scores on a scattergraph (Figure 2), she can see that there is an inverse relationship — a negative correlation — between the two variables. As confidence rating increases, the total score on the last three essays (academic performance) decreases.
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What is the difference between a correlation and an experiment? This is a fundamental question. The difference is that, with an experiment, the IV is manipulated; but with a correlation, the two variables are just measured. Let us look at an example. You may have noticed that it can be hard to concentrate when it is too hot. Below are two studies, both concerned with temperature and concentration. In both studies, concentration is measured in the same way — by a computer task where participants listen to a radio programme through a computer. Each participant has been instructed to hit the space bar on the computer every time the radio presenter says a particular word. If the participant loses concentration, he or she will miss the word. The computer records how long (in seconds) the participant continues to concentrate without missing any target word.
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Examiner tip


It is crucial that you know the difference between an experiment and a correlation. If you muddle up the two in an exam answer, you will score very low marks. An experiment has an IV and a DV; a correlation does not.
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