GUIDED TOUR
Critical Discussion 50.2
This feature helps you to analyse,
evaluate and assess the validity of
scientific information – a crucial component
of A level and undergraduate study.

Are shared environments really that
unimportant?
According to the ‘average expectable environment’
(AEE), assuming a ‘normal’ environment, genes
will express their potential. Environmental
variations within the normal range are functionally
equivalent [...]

Evaluation 26.2
Provides new ways of thinking about
a particular study or theory, and what
conclusions we can draw from them, drawing
on different theoretical, ethical, historical
and methodological perspectives.

The Asch paradigm
● According to Fiske (2004), Asch’s research could

be seen as focusing on a ‘stripped-down’ form of
social influence, without any real interaction –
‘Asch’s groups weren’t very groupy’. This mirrors
Brown’s criticism of Sherif’s experiments.

Mythbuster 26.1
Understanding and reflecting on
common misconceptions, or ‘myths’, will
enable you to more easily evaluate major
studies and theories.

Understanding the context and ongoing
discussion of scientific findings helps you
to explain and evaluate a variety of methods
and results from different psychological
studies.

It can be hard to link theories to real
life. Case studies give you concrete
examples of people’s stories, and how
they confirm or challenge psychological
research.

Unconscious adjustments
Significantly, Sherif’s participants were relatively
unaware of being influenced by the other judges.
As Turner (1991) observes, they appear to be largely
unconsciously adjusting their judgement based on
others’ judgements to ‘arrive at a stable, agreed
picture of a shared but initially unstructured world’.

Ask Yourself
● Do you agree with Skinner’s claim that thoughts

and other ‘covert behaviours’ don’t explain
our behaviour (because they cannot determine
what we do)?

Case Study 4.1
The case of the phantom hand
Tom Sorenson lost a hand in a car accident, after
which his arm was amputated just above the elbow.
When his face was touched in various places, he
experienced [. . .]
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These provide important 'factual'
material about which there is little
disagreement or need for evaluation, such as
summaries of major concepts, theories or
other 'content'.

Focus 1.5 Some areas of research
interest among Forensic Psychologists
● Jury selection
● The presentation of evidence
● Eyewitness testimony (see Chapter 21)

Key Study 4.2
This feature explains the methods,
results and implications of some of
the more iconic or innovative work in
Psychology.

There is a lot to take in for your exams
and essays. This feature will help you to
revise, building up your knowledge of the
key points and how they fit together.

This feature helps you to evaluate a
particular theory or piece of research by
understanding its connections with others.

When the left brain literally doesn’t know
what the left hand is doing (Sperry, 1968)
● Participants sit in front of a screen, their hands

free to handle objects that are behind the screen
but which are obscured from sight.

Chapter Summary
● Biopsychology is the branch of neuroscience that

studies the biological bases of behaviour and
mental processes.

Links with Other Topics/Chapters
Chapter 28
Babies’ sociability has its adult
counterpart in the need for affiliation, the basis of
interpersonal attraction

MEET THE RESEARCHER
Cross-cultural constructions of English
and Italian people

Some of the top Psychology researchers
in the world talk in a more personal
way about why they asked the questions
they did. The methods they used, and the
stories behind their research, will help you to
explain and evaluate the impact of their
own and others’ work in this continually
developing science.

Viv Burr
Contrary to how it may appear in psychology textbooks,
I believe the research that Psychologists (and other
scientists) undertake often arises from a strong personal
interest rather than a disinterested concern to build
on previous research findings. This is how I, together
with my colleagues, came to research the cross-cultural
perceptions of English and Italian people.
For many years, my theoretical framework and
epistemological perspective has been informed by
Social Constructionism and Critical Psychology. These
argue that the phenomena of our social and personal
worlds are constructed by the meanings that people
make together in the course of their daily lives. I and my
Huddersfield colleague at that time, Trevor Butt, also had
a longstanding interest in Personal Construct Psychology
(PCP), a theoretical approach that focuses on how people
make meaning out of their experience, and so PCP is a
good ‘fit’ with these perspectives.
Trevor and I attended many international conferences on
PCP, and at these conferences we regularly met academics
from other cultures. We especially looked forward to
meeting up with our Italian colleagues, who seemed to
us to embody the essence of Italian charm, grace and
hospitality. On one occasion, we discussed our perceptions
with Massimo Giliberto, who leads a psychotherapy training
course in Italy, and we were surprised and intrigued to hear
him talk of how he believed English people were perceived
in Italy. Likewise, he was also surprised by our perceptions
of Italian people and culture. This conversation led us to
plan a small research project in the two countries, with
the aim of exploring cross-cultural perceptions using PCP.
But the value of the research was not just in satisfying
our personal curiosity. How we perceive other cultures
is arguably of increasing importance in contemporary
society, impacting on realms such as international relations,
business and tourism. Perceptions and stereotypes of
people from different nations around the world have
previously received a good deal of attention from
researchers, so we felt that our research could help extend
existing academic understanding of these.

How we conducted the research
Although there had already been quite a lot of research
done exploring the perceptions and stereotypes that
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people from one culture may hold about another,
there seemed to be no existing research that mirrored
our conference conversation, in which we shared our
perceptions with the ‘other’ and had to engage with their
response to this. It seemed important to explore what
happens when people are confronted with others’ views
on the accuracy or inaccuracy of their own perceptions, and
so we decided to build this feature into our research. We
used focus groups of participants in both England and Italy,
and we ensured that all participants had previous, direct
experience of the other culture; this was because we were
interested in perceptions that were based on personal
experience rather than simply popular stereotypes.

The first stage of the research was to explore our
participants’ perceptions of both their own and the other
culture, and we asked them to do this by thinking about
a range of features such as attitudes, behaviour and
appearance. Research methods drawn from PCP often
make use of contrasts, as this can help in establishing the
full nature of the meanings that participants attribute
to people and events. So, we asked them questions such
as ‘What comes to mind when you think of someone as
typically Italian (or English)?’, then in response to their
answers we asked ‘What would be the contrast to this?’
In addition to asking them how they perceived their own
and the other culture, we also asked them to tell us how
they imagined they were perceived by the other. This
seemed important to us because how we feel about others
is inevitably bound up with how we think they see us.

After we had fully explored our participants’
perceptions, we wrote a summary of what they had
told us and, in the second stage of the research, these
summaries were presented to the participants in the
other culture, before a second focus group session in
which they were asked to discuss their response to these
perceptions.

Perceiving similarity and difference: the
struggle for understanding
The first interesting finding was that, although the
perceptions that one culture held about the other were
often similar to how the other saw themselves, these
perceptions did not carry the negative connotations that
participants from the perceived culture anticipated. For
example, both English and Italian participants saw Italian
people as warm and hospitable and English people as
more reserved. The English participants thought they
would be seen by Italians as rather cold and inhospitable,
but, as the contributions from Maria and Antonio below
illustrate, English people were instead construed as
hospitable but in a different way:
Maria: I think of their respect for privacy… both their
privacy and [that of] others...
Antonio: It’s because they have a different conception
of hospitability. Here the guest has to be attended;
there, instead, the guest is free. I was free to open
the fridge, to prepare a meal… It was something that
makes me feel comfortable…
So while a superficial reading of our findings might
suggest that participants saw Italians as warm and
welcoming and the English as less friendly, in fact
both cultures recognised a difference but saw the
other positively with regard to hospitality. Both sets
of participants also saw a difference between the
two cultures in terms of how ‘family oriented’ they
are, but whereas the Italians assumed they would be
regarded as unable to disengage themselves from
family relationships, being seen as ‘Mummy’s boys’,
the English participants in fact valued what they saw
as the involvement of Italian children in all aspects of
social life.
But a second finding was more interesting still. When
presented with the summaries from stage 1, participants
were sometimes perplexed by the fact that those in the
other culture had not even mentioned qualities that,
in their own focus group, had been regarded as a key
component of the other’s national character. For example,
Vittorio expressed surprise that the English focus groups
did not mention what was perceived by Italians as English

open-mindedness and independence. However, they made
great efforts to explain differences and to understand
them from the perspective of the other. Maria suggests
that similar experiences are construed in different ways by
each culture:
Instead of talking about independence/dependence,
they talk about integration… We read it like ‘we
are dependent, they are independent’, but for them
this is not a matter of independence, it’s a matter of
integration or not in the family unit…
When Fiona expressed surprise that the Italians saw
the English rail service as ‘punctual’, Derek tries to
understand and explain this:
You kind of view other people from where you’re
positioned yourself, so, like, we notice their moderation
about alcohol because we don’t have it… so it might be
that their trains are so extremely bad in certain areas
that they think ours, which are moderately good, are
better than the Germans...
Furthermore, participants made considerable efforts
to diminish ‘difference’ in order to represent Italians
and English as fundamentally similar. For example, Claire
drew on the perception that Italians are ‘superstitious’
and that the English are known for their ‘stiff upper lip’,
suggesting that these could both be forms of ‘tradition’
expressed in different ways.

Conclusions
Our participants, when presented with the other’s
perceptions, employed various strategies in order to
reconcile differences, such as invoking the notion of the
relativity of experience or subsuming apparently different
characteristics under a more superordinate characteristic.
They seemed to be trying to really understand the other’s
perspective, and they reported that taking part in the
research had enlarged their understanding. It may be that
opportunities to reflect on others’ perceptions can be
at least as effective as direct contact with other cultures
in fostering understanding and improving intercultural
relations. In this research, we found PCP methods to be
very fruitful in gaining rich insights into our participants’
perspectives, and, with colleagues at Huddersfield, I am
currently engaged in research that uses PCP methods to
understand people’s perceptions of ‘nature’.
Viv Burr is Professor of Critical Psychology at the
University of Huddersfield, UK. She has published
over 40 peer-reviewed articles and is author of
Social Constructionism (3rd edition), Routledge,
London, 2015.
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Evaluation 2.2
Behaviourism
In addition to the criticisms – both general and
specific – that occur in the particular chapters
where Behaviourist explanations are presented, two
evaluative points will be made here:
1. The ‘Skinner box’ is an ‘auto-environmental chamber’,
in which rats’ and pigeons’ environments can be
totally controlled by the experimenter. This is central
to Skinner’s analysis of behaviour. A rat pressing a
lever was intended to be equivalent to a cat operating
an escape latch in Thorndike’s puzzle box (1898), so
counting the number of lever presses (the response
rate) became the standard measure of operant
learning. Consequently, attention became focused
on the frequency of behaviour, ignoring intensity,
duration and quality. As Glassman (1995) observes:

THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF PSYCHOLOGY

While the focus on frequency was a practical
consideration, it eventually became part of the overall
conceptual framework as well – a case of research
methods directing theory.
But in everyday life, frequency isn’t always the
most meaningful aspect of behaviour. For example,
should we judge an author’s worth by how many
books s/he publishes, rather than their content?

by other behaviour analysts. Possessing language
allows us to communicate with each other and to
think about ‘things’ that have never been observed
(and may not even exist), including rules, laws and
principles (Garrett, 1996). While these can only be
expressed in or thought about in words, much of
our behaviour is governed by them. According to
Garrett, when this happens:
… behaviour is now shaped by what goes on inside
their [people’s] heads … and not simply by what goes
on in the external environment.
So, what people think is among the important variables
determining what they do and say, the very opposite of
what Skinner’s radical behaviourism claims.
However, behaviour analysts recognise the
limitations of their approach. For example, Leslie
(2002) admits that operant conditioning cannot
provide a complete account of psychology from a
behavioural perspective, even in principle. Similarly,
O’Donohue and Ferguson (2001) acknowledge that
the science of behaviour cannot account for creativity,
as in music, literature and science.

Ask Yourself
● Do you agree with Skinner’s claim that thoughts

and other ‘covert behaviours’ don’t explain our
behaviour (because they cannot determine what
we do)?
2. Skinner’s claim that human behaviour can be
predicted and controlled in the same way as the
behaviour of non-humans is usually accepted only

THE PSYCHODYNAMIC APPROACH
The term ‘psychodynamic’ denotes the active forces
within the personality that motivate behaviour,
and the inner causes of behaviour (in particular, the
unconscious conflict between the different structures
that compose the whole personality). While Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory was the original Psychodynamic
theory, the Psychodynamic theories of Jung (1964),
Adler (1927) and Erikson (1950) aren’t psychoanalytic.
Because of their enormous influence, Freud’s ideas will
be the focus of this section.

Figure 2.2 Behaviourists have difficulty explaining
creativity or any kind of novel behaviour

begin (Jacobs, 1992). Fortunately, Freud himself stressed
the acceptance of certain key theories as essential to the
practice of psychoanalysis, the form of psychotherapy he
pioneered and from which most others are derived.

Basic principles and assumptions
Freud’s concepts are closely interwoven, making it
difficult to know where a description of them should

Figure 2.3 Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)
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The Humanistic approach
● Like Freud’s theory, many of its concepts are difficult

to test empirically (such as self-actualisation), and it
cannot account for the origins of personality. Since it
describes but doesn’t explain personality, it’s subject
to the nominal fallacy (Carlson & Buskist, 1997).
● However, as with Freud, it shouldn’t be condemned
in its entirety. Apart from his hierarchy of needs,
Maslow conducted empirical research into the
characteristics of the self-actualised person, and
self-actualisation has been found to be significantly
related – in the expected direction – to several other
theories and research areas; these include Rogers’
account of the fully functioning person, Kohlberg’s
theory of moral development (see Chapter 35), and
Erikson’s psychosocial theory (see Chapters 33 and
37–39) (Compton, 2018).

● As we noted earlier, Maslow didn’t reject

Behaviourism’s mechanistic approach; rather, he
wanted to provide a comprehensive understanding
of human nature. While embracing science,
he advocated that scientists should be more
transparent, receptive, patient, empathic, caring and
open-minded (Compton, 2018). He saw his work as
an attempt to rehumanise science (1969).
● Whatever the empirical support or otherwise for
Maslow’s idiographic theory (i.e. focusing on every
individual’s uniqueness), it undoubtedly represents
a major counterbalance to the nomothetic (‘lawlike’) approach of other personality theorists, such
as Eysenck and Cattell (see Chapter 42) by trying
to capture the richness of the personal experience
of being human. Indeed, Rowan (2001) claims
that Humanistic Psychology may be the only true
Psychology, the type that’s genuinely applicable to
human beings.

programmes and forms of psychotherapy having a
‘cognitive tilt’ (Nye, 2000).
As Wade and Tavris (1990) say, Cognitive Psychology
doesn’t yet have a unifying theory and, unlike other
‘brands’ of Psychology, it lacks an acknowledged
spokesperson: there’s no specific figure who can be
identified as being central to its development in the
same way as Watson, Freud and Rogers can with their
respective approaches.

2: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO PSYCHOLOGY

Evaluation 2.4

Theoretical contributions

Figure 2.6 Carl Rogers (1902–1987)

THE COGNITIVE APPROACH
Basic principles and assumptions
Despite its undoubted influence within Psychology as
a whole (see below and Chapter 3), it’s more difficult
to define the boundaries of Cognitive Psychology
compared with the other major approaches. It
cannot be considered to be a specific, integrated
set of assumptions and concepts; it has several
contemporary forms, with many theories, research

We noted earlier that two major modifications to
‘orthodox’ learning theory are Tolman’s cognitive
behaviourism and social learning theory (associated
primarily with Bandura), both of which stress the
central role of cognitive processes in the learning
process. The influence of the information-processing
approach is obvious in relation to attention, pattern
recognition and memory (see Focus 2.6), but it has
permeated many other areas of Psychology. As noted
in Chapter 1, social cognition is now a commonly used
term to refer to many aspects of the perception of
people (see Chapter 22), attribution (see Chapter 23),
attitudes and attitude change (including prejudice,
see Chapters 24 and 25), and other areas of Social
Psychology.
The information-processing approach also
represents an increasingly influential view of cognitive
development (see Chapter 34) and of the nature of
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in philosophy, although in 1894 he became the first
American to call favourable attention to the recent
work of the then little-known Viennese neurologist,
Sigmund Freud (Fancher, 1979).

THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF PSYCHOLOGY

Figure 3.3 William James (1842–1910)

James proposed a point of view (rather than a
theory) that directly inspired functionalism, which
emphasises the purpose and utility of behaviour
(Fancher, 1979). Functionalism, in turn, helped to
stimulate interest in individual differences, since they
determine how well or poorly individuals adapt to
their environments. These attitudes made Americans
especially receptive to Darwin’s (1859) ideas about
individual variation, evolution by natural selection, and
the ‘survival of the fittest’ (see Chapters 2, 28 and 30).

Mythbuster 3.1
Was Wundt really the founder of the new
science of Experimental Psychology?
There are two main reasons for questioning Wundt’s
status as the key figure in the emergence of the
‘new Psychology’:
1 According to Richards (2010), Fechner’s (1860)
Elements of Psychophysics is generally regarded as
the work that marks the beginning of Experimental
Psychology. Fechner’s greatest achievement was to
show how Psychology could initiate a programme
of systematic empirical research (i) without
possessing any standard units of measurement and
(ii) without committing the ‘Psychologists’ fallacy’
(confusing the analysis of subjective experience with
objective reality (Bunn, 2010; Leary, 1990)). Fechner
claimed that Psychology’s task was to search for a
functional relationship between the ‘physical and
the psychical that would accurately express their
general interdependence’ (psychophysics). Robinson
(2010) believes that psychophysics remains the ‘gold
standard’ for Experimental Psychology.
2 Consistent with the above, Wundt believed
that introspection was only applicable to
psychophysiological phenomena, i.e. ‘lower mental
processes’ (or immediate objects of conscious
awareness) such as sensations, reaction times
and attention. He and Fechner both claimed
that the experimental method was restricted to
the investigation of the most basic psychological
mechanisms; this is often overlooked in accounts
of structuralism and Wundt’s (claimed) pioneering
research. These basic mechanisms lend themselves to
research methods used in the Naturwissenschaften
(natural sciences), with the experiment at their centre.
However, memory, thinking, language, personality,
social behaviour, myth and cultural practices (the
‘higher mental processes’) can only be understood
in the context of the communities within which
they exist: they’re too complex to be experimentally
manipulated and can only be studied using the
methods of Geisteswissenschaften – social/human
sciences and the humanities.

Watson’s behaviourist revolution

Figure 3.4 Charles Darwin (1809–1882)

Watson took over the Psychology Department at
Johns Hopkins University in 1909, and immediately
began cutting Psychology’s ties with philosophy and
strengthening those with biology. At that time, Wundt’s
and James’s studies of consciousness were still the ‘real’
Psychology, but Watson was doing research on nonhuman animals and became increasingly critical of the
use of introspection.
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Can subliminal advertising really make us
consume more popcorn and cola?
This is by far the most controversial aspect of
advertising. It originated with Jim Vicary, an
American market researcher, who arranged with the
owner of a New Jersey cinema to install a second
special projector which, during a film, flashed on
the screen phrases such as ‘Hungry? Eat Popcorn’
and ‘Drink Coca-Cola’. These were either flashed
so quickly, or printed so faintly, that they couldn’t
be consciously perceived (‘subliminal perception’
means recognition without awareness), even after a
warning that they were about to appear.
Vicary claimed that sales of popcorn rose by almost
50 per cent and soft drinks by about 18 per cent,
although he believed it unlikely that a subliminal
stimulus could produce any response at all, unless
prospective customers already intended buying
the product. Subsequent research seems to have
supported Vicary’s belief (Bargh, 2014). Nevertheless,
and despite the current belief that it was all just
a publicity hoax (Pratkanis and Aronson, 2001),
subliminal advertising was banned in the USA, UK
and Australia.
Vicary admitted (in 1962) that he had invented the
whole story! (Pratkanis, 1992.)

realising it. His research indicates that subliminal
messages hold sway over our behaviour in the same
way as these environmental influences do. However, to
have any genuine effect, subliminal slogans would have
to be short, delivered near the time of a decision and
relate to a person’s immediate intentions or habits. In
practice, subliminal messaging is far less powerful than
first thought; it might even be put to good use, as when
millisecond exposures of ‘relax’ can definitely reduce
blood pressure and heart rate (albeit short-lived).

THEORIES of ATTITUDE CHANGE
The most influential theories of attitude change
have concentrated on the principle of cognitive
consistency. Human beings are seen as internally
active information-processors, who sort through and
modify a large number of cognitive elements in order
to achieve some kind of cognitive coherence. This
need for cognitive consistency means that theories
such as Heider’s balance theory (1958), Osgood and
Tannenbaum’s congruity theory (1955), and Festinger’s
cognitive dissonance theory (1957) aren’t just theories
of attitude change, but are also theories of human
motivation (see Chapter 9).

Cognitive dissonance theory (CDT)
According to cognitive dissonance theory (CDT),
whenever we simultaneously hold two cognitions
which are psychologically inconsistent, we experience
dissonance. This is a negative drive state, a state of
‘psychological discomfort or tension’, which
motivates us to reduce it by achieving consonance.
Attitude change is a major way of reducing
dissonance. Cognitions are ‘the things a person knows
about himself, about his behaviour and about his
surroundings’ (Festinger, 1957), and any two cognitions
can be consonant (A implies B), dissonant (A implies
not-B) or irrelevant to each other.
For example, the cognition ‘I smoke’ is psychologically
inconsistent with the cognition ‘smoking causes cancer’
(assuming that we don’t wish to get cancer).

Ask Yourself
● How might someone who smokes try to reduce

dissonance?

Perhaps the most efficient (and certainly the
healthiest!) way to reduce dissonance is to stop
smoking, but many people will work on the other
cognition; for example, they might:
● belittle the evidence about smoking and cancer
(e.g. ‘The human data are only correlational’)
● associate with other smokers (e.g. ‘If so-and-so
smokes, then it can’t be very dangerous’)
● smoke low-tar cigarettes
● convince themselves that smoking is an important
and highly pleasurable activity.
These examples illustrate how CDT regards human
beings not as rational but rationalising creatures:
attempting to appear rational, both to others and to
themselves.

24: ATTITUDES AND ATTITUDE CHANGE

Mythbuster 24.1

Dissonance following a decision
If we have to choose between two equally attractive
objects or activities, then one way of reducing the
resulting dissonance is to emphasise the undesirable
features of the one we’ve rejected. This adds to the
number of consonant cognitions and reduces the
number of dissonant ones.
This was demonstrated in a study by Brehm (1956).
Female participants had to rate the desirability of
several household appliances on an eight-point scale.
They then had to choose between two of the items
(their reward for participating). For one group the
items were ½ to 1½ point apart on the scale (high
dissonance condition), while for a second group they
were a full three points apart (low dissonance condition).
When they were asked to re-evaluate the items they’d
chosen and rejected, the first group showed increased
403
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