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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.

Knowledge check answers

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

Summaries

 Each core topic is rounded off by a 
bullet-list summary for quick-check 
reference of what you need to know.

Knowledge check

Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content 
guidance section to check your understanding.

Questions & Answers

Exam-style questions

Examiner comments 
on the questions
Tips on what you 
need to do to gain full 
marks, indicated by the 
icon .

Sample student 
answers
Practise the questions, 
then look at the student 
answers that follow 
each set of questions.

Examiner commentary 
on sample student 
answers
Find out how many marks 
each answer would be 
awarded in the exam and 
then read the examiner 
comments (preceded by 
the icon ) following 
each student answer. 
Some comments include 
annotations that link back 
to points made in the 
student answers, to show 
exactly how and where 
marks are gained or lost.
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Questions & Answers

Edexcel AS Psychology

 This answer relies on examples quite a lot, but that is fine because they are clearly explained 
to show underlying principles of the approach, such as the focus on groups and interactions 
between individuals. If you are using an example, make sure you either give quite a few instances, 
as in the last point, or you explain fully, as in the second point.

(3)  Explain what is meant by agentic state and in-group behaviour. In your answer give  
an example of each. (6 marks, AO1)

 Assume there are 3 marks for each term, and that in each case 1 of those marks is for 
the example. The other 2 marks in each case will be given for a clear definition, and a weaker 
definition will get 1 mark.

Student answer

The agentic state is a term used in Milgram’s agency theory and applies to when 
people obey someone in authority because they give that person the power to make 
decisions for them  and they are acting as an agent for the authority figure.  An 
example is when soldiers act under orders rather than because of their own decision-
making, or when Milgram’s participants obeyed an order which they thought meant 
they were giving another person electric shocks.  In-group behaviour refers to 
when people who are part of a group act according to group norms and rules that 
have been drawn up by the group members.  They might wear a uniform or similar 
clothing or something that identifies them as part of a group.  An example of in-
group behaviour is when supporters of one football team wear the colours of the 
team and sing chants that they have developed. 

 Full marks are given here because the basic definition is there in each case, with some 
elaboration for the second mark. There are clear examples as well, with two examples for the 
explanation of ‘agentic state’.

Methodology

(1) Give one strength and one weakness of surveys as a research method. (4 marks, AO3)

 There are 2 marks for the strength and 2 marks for the weakness. Do not just give a brief 
answer for each — be sure to expand your answer enough for the full 2 marks. For example, say 
what the strength is, and then say something else to explain it further or give an example.

Student answer

One strength is that a lot of people can be reached relatively cheaply by posting 
surveys or by handing them out in busy areas. Compared with an experiment, many 
participants can be reached and potentially can contribute data.   A weakness 
is that there can be a poor response rate. When a lot of people are asked, it is 
likely that many will not post the questionnaire back, or that people will refuse to 
complete it if asked personally. A poor response rate can mean a biased sample and 
bias in replies  
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Content guidance

Edexcel AS Psychology

Definition and key terms

Two studies in detail

You have to cover Godden and Baddeley’s (1975) study of divers and whether they forgot 

more in the same context or when they recalled in a different context. As well as this ‘set’ 

study, you have to learn one other from Peterson and Peterson (1959), Craik and Tulving 

(1975) or Ramponi et al. (2004). Here Craik and Tulving (1975) is chosen because you 

need it to help you understand the levels of processing framework of how memory works. 

However, you might like to revise the study that you covered in your own course, if it was 

a different one.

One key issue

You will have studied a key issue in the cognitive approach and could revise that, but here 

the one chosen is the reliability of eyewitness testimony, so you could use that if you wish 

(if you studied a different issue).

Practical

It is best to use your own practical, as obviously a practical cannot be done here. A list is 

provided in this section to remind you of what you need to know for the exam.

Definition and key terms

Underpinning ideas (assumptions) about the 
cognitive approach and cognitive psychology
The cognitive approach is about the processing of information. If you think about 
information coming in through the senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch), 
the cognitive approach is about what happens to the information then, including 
how it is processed in the brain and what the result of that processing is. The multi-
store model (see Figure 1) is a theory of memory that shows clearly one idea of how 
information is processed in order to retain it (memory), and this model is an example 
of information processing. There is input, some processing occurs, and then there 
is output.

Short-term memory:
lasts up to 30 seconds

mainly auditory

Long-term memory:
lasts possibly years

mainly semantic

capacity unlimited

If not rehearsed, is lost 

Trace decay

If not attended to, is lost

Trace decay

Needs retrieval cue 

Trace decay 

Interference

Sensory register:
lasts up to 2 seconds

modality specific

Figure 1 The multi-store model

The cognitive approach has also used the idea of the brain being like a computer — 
which has input, processing and output. Using the computer analogy (which is 
what comparing the brain to a computer is called), ideas can be suggested for how 
processing (in the form of perceiving, remembering, using language and forgetting) 

Examiner tip
Questions about 
approaches themselves 
and what they are can be 
in the form of multiple-
choice questions. However, 
there could be a different 
style of question so be 
ready to write not only 
about specific content 
within an approach but 
also about the approach 
itself, in the sort of way 
that is done here.
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The cognitive approach

Unit 1: Social and Cognitive Psychology

takes place. A model of memory called ‘spreading activation’ was developed in part 
to try to understand how to programme a computer to understand language, for 
example.

Defining the terms
Terms that you need to be able to define for the cognitive approach are listed. 
A question will often ask ‘What is meant by…?’ and give the term. The terms are: 
information processing, memory, storage, retrieval and forgetting. In this 
section on cognitive psychology, you will find these terms defined (for example 
information processing, which has already been explained).

Examiner tip
Use the idea of information 
processing and the idea of 
a computer analogy as two 
underpinning ideas within 
cognitive psychology and 
an example to show your 
understanding. Then list 
the five terms given here, 
and make sure you can say 
what is meant by each of 
them. This would give you 
a clear overview of the 
approach. An overview 
can be extremely useful 
when learning, as it helps 
you to put other material 
into context.

Knowledge check 27

Explain the term 
‘information processing’.
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nowadays would link to neuroscience and actual 
brain functioning, but as an early approach it is 
about modelling processes rather than the biological 
elements.

 Modelling is about working out the principles of 
processing and models, include the multi-store 
model of memory, reconstructive memory and 
cue-dependent forgetting.

 The computer analogy has been used to help 
understand cognitive processes — and the way 

the brain processes information can be used in 
computing too.

 Memory is part of cognitive psychology and looks at 
encoding, storage and recall processes.

 There are theories of forgetting too, such as that 
forgetting is about not having cues present to trigger 
memory.

 Terms to consider in cognitive psychology include 
information processing, memory, forgetting, storage 
and retrieval.

Methodology
What is explained here includes only what you need for the cognitive approach, 
in addition to what has already been explained within the social approach in the 
methodology section. First, it is worth considering what you might be asked about 
regarding the cognitive approach covered earlier in this book. The following table 
lists what you should already know from having revised the social approach.

Table 29 Cognitive approach as covered in this book

Feature of experiments Tick if understood

Alternative hypothesis

Independent variable (IV)

Dependent variable (DV)

Operationalisation

Control

Situational variables

Participant variables

Condition

Objectivity/subjectivity
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