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Using your Study Guide  
Welcome to the study guide for, designed to support those completing their Level 4 Diploma in 
Psychology. 

This study guide follows the order of the syllabus, which is the basis for your studies. Each 
chapter starts by listing the syllabus learning outcomes covered and the assessment criteria. 

Level 4 Units 

 

 

The study guide includes a number of features to enhance your studies:  

 

 

   

 

        

’Over to you’: activities for you to apply what you have learned) in the space 
provided). 
 

Industry Insights: discover up-to-date trends, expert opinions, and examples 
from leading organisations in the travel and tourism industry to help you 
understand how theory applies in real-world practice. 
 
Did you know? highlights interesting facts or surprising information to help you 
deepen your understanding of travel and tourism topics. 
 

 

Case studies: realistic business scenarios to reinforce and test your 
understanding of what you have read.  
 

 
’Revision on the go’: use your phone camera to capture these key pieces of 
learning, then save them on your phone to use as revision notes. 
 

 
’Need to know’: key pieces of information that are highlighted in the text. 
 

 
Examples: illustrating points made in the text to show how it works in practice.  
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Tables, graphs, and charts: to bring data to life.  
 

 Reading list: identifying resources for further study. 
 

 Source/quotation information to cast further light on the subject from industry 
sources. 
 

 Highlighted words throughout denoting glossary terms located at the end of 
the study guide.  
 

Note 

Website addresses current as of November 2025. 
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Level 4 The Scope of Psychology 

About this unit 
The aim of this unit is to provide you with a basic understanding of the history of psychology 
and applications in applied psychology. You will also discuss the theoretical distinctions on how 
psychologists form assumptions about which elements of a person should be studied.  
 
Despite the fact that the various techniques have distinct theories, they all share key concepts 
and assumptions. 
 
We address the origins of science and what it means to be a scientist, as well as the scientific 
study of human behaviour. 
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Chapter One – The scope of psychology. 
 

 

Introduction 
This chapter looks at the scope of psychology. 
 
You will learn how to define the word ‘psychology’. 
 
Next, you will analyse the emergence of psychology as a discipline. 
 
On completion of this chapter, you will gain an understanding of the concepts in psychology 
relate to current and contemporary issues in modern society. 
 

 

Learning Outcomes 
On completing the chapter, you will be able to: 

1. Understand the scope of psychology 

Assessment Criteria 
1.1 Define the word ‘psychology’ 
1.2 Analyse the emergence of psychology as a discipline. 
1.3 Analyse the theoretical approaches or orientations within psychology. 
1.4 Analyse the way in which concepts in psychology relate to current and contemporary issues 
in modern society. 
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1.1 Define the word ‘psychology’ 
 

       

Over to you – video watch: What is ‘psychology’ 

 
Watch this YouTube video:  
 
Title: What is psychology? 
 
Duration: 2.47 
 
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQvmuk5K1Q 
 

 

1. What is Psychology? 

Psychology is the scientific study of the mind, behaviour, and mental processes. It aims to 
understand how people think, feel, and behave in different situations. The term originates from 
the Greek words psyche (meaning mind or soul) and logos (meaning study or knowledge). 

Psychology is both a science and a social discipline. It uses systematic research methods, such 
as experiments, observations, and surveys, to investigate behaviour. At the same time, it 
focuses on individuals and groups in real-world contexts, making it highly relevant to education, 
business, health, and everyday life. 

Psychologists study many aspects of human functioning, including: 

- Thoughts and decision-making 

- Emotions and mental health 

- Personality and motivation 

- Social interaction and group behaviour 

- Learning and development across the lifespan 

- Biological influences on behaviour 

The goal of psychology is not only to explain behaviour, but also to predict and improve human 
wellbeing, performance, and relationships. 

 
 

       

Over to you – video watch: What is Psychology?  

 
Watch this YouTube video:  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQvmuk5K1Q
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Title: What is Psychology? 

Duration: 2.46 
 
Link : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3iOrvvWiLY 
 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That psychologists often use experiments similar to those in science, including controlled 
environments and measurable data. 

 
2. Why is Psychology Important? 

Psychology plays a vital role in: 

- Improving mental health and wellbeing 

- Supporting learning and development 

- Enhancing workplace productivity 

- Understanding consumer behaviour 

- Promoting social harmony and inclusion 

- Informing public policy and decision-making 

It also helps individuals develop self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and critical thinking 
skills, which are valuable in both academic and professional settings. 

 
       

Need to Know  

 
Psychology is not just about mental illness. It includes: 

- Everyday behaviour 

- Positive wellbeing 

- Motivation and performance 

- Relationships and communication 

- Human development 

- Understanding this broad scope is essential for success in this qualification. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3iOrvvWiLY
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        Did you Know  

 
That the first psychology laboratory was established in 1879 by Wilhelm Wundt in Germany. 

 

3. Main Branches of Psychology 

Some key areas within psychology include: 

- Cognitive psychology – thinking, memory, and problem-solving 

- Developmental psychology – human growth and change 

- Social psychology – behaviour in groups and society 

- Biological psychology – brain and nervous system 

- Clinical psychology – mental health and treatment 

- Educational psychology – learning and teaching 

- Occupational psychology – workplace behaviour 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That positive psychology focuses on happiness, resilience, and wellbeing rather than only 
mental illness.  

 

 
 

       

Over to you  

 
Think about your daily life. 

1. Identify three situations where psychological factors influence your behaviour (e.g., 
motivation to study, decision-making, social interaction). 

2. Explain which branch of psychology might help explain each situation. 

3. Share your ideas in a small group discussion. 

 

         Industry Insight –  
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Psychology has become increasingly important in modern organisations and industries. For 
example, companies such as Google and Unilever use psychological principles to improve 
employee wellbeing, motivation, and productivity. This includes designing workplaces that 
support creativity, using behavioural science to enhance leadership, and applying 
psychological testing in recruitment. 

In marketing and consumer research, psychological theories help organisations understand 
decision-making, emotions, and brand loyalty. Behavioural insights are also used by 
governments and public organisations to encourage positive behaviours such as healthy 
lifestyles, sustainability, and responsible financial choices. 

The rise of digital technology has created new areas such as cyberpsychology, which explores 
how people interact online, and behavioural data analytics, which examines large datasets to 
predict behaviour. As a result, psychology is now central to innovation, human-centred 
design, and organisational strategy. 

Employability in psychology is expanding rapidly, with career opportunities in: 

- Human resources and leadership 

- Mental health services 

- Education and training 

- Marketing and consumer behaviour 

- Public policy and behavioural economics 

- Technology and user experience design 

Understanding psychology provides transferable skills such as critical thinking, 
communication, research, and problem-solving—highly valued across sectors. 

 
 

Revision on the Go:  

• Psychology is the scientific study of the mind and behaviour. 

• It investigates how people think, feel, and act. 

• The subject combines science and social understanding. 

• It uses research methods such as experiments and observations. 

• Psychology applies to many sectors, including health, education, business, and 
society. 

• It aims to improve wellbeing, performance, and relationships. 

• There are many branches, including cognitive, social, clinical, and occupational 
psychology. 
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Case Study – Improving Student Engagement 

 
A college noticed that many students were not attending online support sessions. The 
academic team decided to apply psychological principles to address the issue. They used: 

- Social psychology to encourage peer support groups 

- Motivation theory to introduce rewards and recognition 

- Behavioural psychology to send reminder messages and personalised feedback 

Within one semester, attendance increased by 40%, and students reported higher 
satisfaction and confidence. 

This case highlights how psychology can be used to understand behaviour and design 
effective interventions. 
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1.2 Analyse the emergence of psychology as a discipline psychology 
 

       

Over to you – video watch: A Brief History of Psychology 

 
Watch this YouTube video:  
 
Title: A Brief History of Psychology: From Plato to Pavlov 

Duration: 11.33 
 
Link : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qqwq8EmTY4 
 

 
 
1. The Emergence of Psychology as a Discipline 
 
Psychology did not begin as a separate scientific subject. Instead, it developed over time from 
philosophy, biology, and medicine. Early thinkers were interested in questions about the mind, 
knowledge, and human behaviour, but their approaches were theoretical and based on 
reasoning rather than scientific evidence. 
 
The emergence of psychology as a discipline occurred during the late nineteenth century, when 
scholars began to apply scientific methods to the study of the mind and behaviour. This shift 
marked the transition from philosophical speculation to systematic research and 
experimentation. 
 
One of the most significant milestones was the establishment of the first psychology laboratory 
by Wilhelm Wundt in 1879 in Leipzig, Germany. Wundt used controlled experiments and 
introspection to study conscious experience. This event is often considered the formal 
beginning of psychology as a scientific discipline. 
Psychology continued to evolve through the work of key theorists and the development of 
different schools of thought. Each contributed new methods and perspectives, shaping the 
modern discipline. 
 
 

         Industry Insight – Improving Mental Health Support in Universities 

 
A university noticed an increase in student anxiety and stress. The wellbeing team reviewed 
the development of psychological approaches and introduced a combination of: 
• Cognitive behavioural therapy workshops 
• Peer support programmes 
• Humanistic counselling approaches 
• Behavioural interventions such as goal setting and habit formation 

The programme led to improved student wellbeing, reduced dropout rates, and greater 
academic performance. 
This case demonstrates how the historical development of psychology provides a range of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qqwq8EmTY4
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tools to address modern challenges. 
 

 
2. Key Stages in the Development of Psychology 
 
1. Philosophical Foundations 
Ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle explored the nature of the mind, 
memory, perception, and learning. Their ideas formed the basis of early psychological thinking. 
 
2. Scientific Beginnings 
In the nineteenth century, advances in biology and physiology led to interest in how the brain 
and nervous system influence behaviour. This encouraged the use of scientific research. 
 
3. Structuralism 
Led by Edward Titchener, structuralism aimed to identify the basic components of conscious 
experience through introspection. 
 
4. Functionalism 
Influenced by William James, functionalism focused on the purpose of behaviour and how 
mental processes help individuals adapt to their environment. 
 
5. Behaviourism 
Psychologists such as John B. Watson and B. F. Skinner argued that psychology should focus 
only on observable behaviour and environmental influences. 
 
6. Psychoanalysis 
Developed by Sigmund Freud, this approach emphasised unconscious processes and early 
childhood experiences. 
 
7. Humanistic Psychology 
Figures such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow highlighted personal growth, free will, and 
human potential. 
 
8. Cognitive Psychology 
This modern approach examines mental processes such as thinking, memory, and decision-
making, influenced by developments in technology and neuroscience. 
 

 

       
Over to you:  

 
Choose a Why it is suitable 

- How it could be implemented 
- How success could be measured (e.g., reduced delays, higher employee satisfaction) 

 
Tip: Think like a manager, your recommendations should be practical, targeted, and aligned 
with organisational needs. 
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3. Why Understanding the Emergence of Psychology Matters 
 
Analysing the development of psychology helps students: 

- Understand how scientific thinking evolved 
- Recognise the strengths and limitations of different theories 
- Appreciate the diversity of approaches 
- Develop critical thinking skills 
- Apply psychological knowledge in real-world contexts 

 
It also highlights that psychology continues to evolve in response to social, cultural, and 
technological change. 
 

 
       

Need to Know  

 
Psychology is not a single theory or approach. It is a dynamic and evolving discipline shaped 
by: 
- Scientific discoveries 
- Cultural influences 
- Technological advances 
- Ethical considerations 

Understanding its history is essential for evaluating current research and practice. 
  

 
 

        Did you Know  

 
That the first psychology experiments involved measuring reaction time to understand 
mental processes. 

 

         Industry Insight – Modern psychology 

 
Modern psychology has transformed many professional fields. For example, organisations 
such as National Health Service in the UK rely on psychological theories developed over time 
to support mental health treatment, patient communication, and behavioural change. The 
evolution from psychoanalysis to evidence-based therapies such as cognitive behavioural 
therapy (CBT) shows how the discipline has become more scientific and outcome-focused. 
In the workplace, psychology informs leadership, employee wellbeing, diversity, and 
organisational culture. Behaviourist principles have influenced performance management 
and training, while humanistic approaches support inclusive and supportive working 
environments. Cognitive psychology has contributed to decision-making, problem-solving, 
and innovation. 
 
The digital age has also created new applications. Behavioural science is used in technology 
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design, user experience, and artificial intelligence. Governments apply psychological insights 
in public policy, such as encouraging sustainable behaviour, improving health choices, and 
increasing financial responsibility. 
 
As global challenges such as mental health, climate change, and social inequality grow, 
psychology continues to develop. Understanding its emergence allows professionals to 
apply evidence-based solutions and adapt to changing societal needs. 
 

 
 

       
Over to you 

 
Create a simple timeline. 

1. Identify four key stages in the emergence of psychology. 
2. Write one key contribution for each stage. 
3. Discuss in groups which stage has had the greatest impact on modern psychology and 

explain why. 
 

 
 

Revision on the Go:  
 

• Psychology developed from philosophy, biology, and medicine. 
• It became a scientific discipline in the late nineteenth century. 
• Wilhelm Wundt established the first psychology laboratory in 1879. 
• Early schools included structuralism and functionalism. 
• Behaviourism focused on observable behaviour. 
• Psychoanalysis explored unconscious processes. 
• Humanistic psychology emphasised personal growth. 
• Cognitive psychology examines mental processes. 
• Psychology continues to evolve through research and technology. 
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1.3 Analyse the theoretical approaches or orientations within 
psychology 
 

       

Over to you – video watch: Approaches to Therapy 

 
Watch this YouTube video:  
 
Title: Psychodynamic, Humanistic, Cognitive and Behavioural Therapy  

Duration: 9.52 
 
Link : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4yPz1q6F_o 
 

 

1. Introduction: Theoretical Approaches in Psychology 

Psychology is a diverse discipline that includes a range of theoretical approaches (or 
orientations). Each approach offers a different perspective on how and why people think, feel, 
and behave. Rather than relying on a single explanation, psychologists analyse behaviour using 
multiple frameworks to gain a deeper understanding of human experience. 

Analysing these theoretical orientations helps students evaluate strengths and limitations, 
compare viewpoints, and apply psychological knowledge in real-world contexts such as health, 
education, and business. 

 

        Did you Know  

 

That brain imaging technology has strengthened biological psychology. 

 

2. Major Theoretical Approaches in Psychology 
 

i. Behavioural Approach 

The behavioural approach focuses on observable behaviour and how it is shaped by 
environmental factors such as reinforcement, punishment, and conditioning. Key figures such 
as John B. Watson and B. F. Skinner argued that behaviour can be learned and modified through 
experience. 

Strengths: 

- Scientific and measurable 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4yPz1q6F_o
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- Practical applications in education and therapy 

Limitations: 

- Ignores internal thoughts and emotions 

 

        Did you Know  

 

That culture plays a major role in shaping behaviour and mental health. 

 

ii. Cognitive Approach 

The cognitive approach studies mental processes, including memory, perception, problem-
solving, and decision-making. It views the mind as an information-processing system. 

Strengths: 

- Explains complex behaviours 

- Supported by scientific research 

Limitations: 

- May overlook emotional and social factors 

 

iii. Biological Approach 

This orientation explores how brain structure, genetics, and hormones influence behaviour. 
Advances in neuroscience have strengthened this perspective. 

Strengths: 

- Scientific and objective 

- Important for understanding mental health 

Limitations: 

- May ignore environmental and social influences 

 

        Did you Know  
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That many modern therapies combine cognitive, behavioural, and humanistic approaches. 

 

iv. Psychodynamic Approach 

Developed by Sigmund Freud, this approach emphasises unconscious processes, early 
childhood experiences, and internal conflicts. 

Strengths: 

- Highlights emotional and developmental influences 

Limitations: 

- Difficult to test scientifically 

 

         Industry Insight – Improving Workplace Motivation 

A company noticed low employee motivation and productivity. The HR team analysed the 
problem using multiple psychological approaches: 

- Behavioural strategies such as reward systems 

- Cognitive approaches focusing on goal-setting and feedback 

- Humanistic approaches promoting wellbeing and work-life balance 

- Social approaches encouraging teamwork and collaboration 

After implementing these changes, employee satisfaction and productivity improved 
significantly. 

This case demonstrates the importance of analysing and integrating theoretical orientations 
in practice. 

 

v. Humanistic Approach 

Humanistic psychology focuses on personal growth, free will, and self-actualisation. Influential 
figures include Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow. 

Strengths: 

- Positive and holistic 

- Emphasises individual potential 

Limitations: 

- Less scientific and measurable 
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vi. Social and Cultural Approach 

This perspective examines how social interactions, culture, and group behaviour influence 
individuals. 

Strengths: 

- Recognises diversity and context 

Limitations: 

- Behaviour may be difficult to generalise across cultures 

 

       
Need to Know  

No single theoretical approach can fully explain human behaviour. Effective psychologists 
use: 

- Multiple perspectives 

- Scientific evidence 

- Ethical and cultural awareness 
This is known as the biopsychosocial approach, which integrates biological, 
psychological, and social factors. 

 

3. Why Analysing Theoretical Approaches Matters 

Understanding theoretical orientations allows psychologists and professionals to: 

- Compare different explanations of behaviour 

- Apply appropriate approaches in therapy, education, and organisations 

- Develop critical thinking skills 

- Recognise ethical and cultural considerations 

- Combine approaches for a more holistic understanding 

Modern psychology often uses an integrated approach, combining theories to address complex 
human behaviour. 

 

         Industry Insight – Interpersonal Skills in the Middle East & Asia 

Theoretical approaches in psychology play a crucial role across professional sectors. In 
healthcare organisations such as the National Health Service, different orientations are used 
to support patient treatment and wellbeing. For example, cognitive and behavioural 
approaches form the basis of therapies such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which is 
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widely used to treat anxiety and depression. Biological approaches guide medical treatment, 
while humanistic principles inform patient-centred care. 

In the corporate world, organisations including Microsoft and Google apply psychological 
theories to leadership development, motivation, and employee engagement. Behavioural 
approaches are used in performance management, while humanistic and social approaches 
support diversity, inclusion, and organisational culture. 

Marketing and consumer psychology also draw on multiple theoretical frameworks. For 
example, behavioural and cognitive theories help explain consumer decision-making and 
brand loyalty. Governments use behavioural science to design public policy, encouraging 
healthier lifestyles, environmental sustainability, and financial responsibility. 

Understanding different orientations allows professionals to apply the most effective 
strategies, demonstrating the real-world value of psychology. 

 

       

Over to you:  

 
Choose one real-life situation, such as: 

- Learning in education 

- Workplace motivation 

- Consumer decision-making 

- Mental health support 

1. Explain how two different theoretical approaches could be used to understand this 
situation. 

2. Compare the strengths and limitations of each. 

3. Present your ideas in a short group discussion. 

 

 

Revision on the Go:  
• Psychology includes several theoretical orientations. 

• Behaviourism focuses on observable behaviour and conditioning. 

• Cognitive psychology studies thinking and mental processes. 

• Biological psychology explores brain and genetics. 

• Psychodynamic theory emphasises unconscious influences. 

• Humanistic psychology focuses on growth and potential. 
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• Social approaches consider culture and group behaviour. 

• Modern psychology integrates different perspectives. 
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1.4 Analyse the way in which concepts in psychology relate to current 
and contemporary issues in modern society. 
 

       

Over to you – video watch: Intro to Psychology  

 
Watch this YouTube video:  
 
Title: Intro to Psychology: Crash Course Psychology 
 
Duration: 10.33 
 
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M 
 

 

Introduction 

Psychology is highly relevant to understanding the challenges and opportunities facing modern 
society. From mental health and digital behaviour to workplace wellbeing, crime, artificial 
intelligence and social inequality, psychological concepts help explain how individuals and 
groups think, behave, and interact. In contemporary contexts, psychology plays a vital role in 
shaping policies, improving quality of life, and supporting innovation across sectors such as 
healthcare, education, business, criminal justice, and technology. 

 

Psychology and Contemporary Issues in Modern Society 

1. Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Mental health has become a global priority, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Psychological theories such as cognitive behavioural theory and stress models are used to: 

- Understand anxiety, depression, and burnout 

- Design mental health interventions 

- Promote resilience and emotional wellbeing 

- Improve workplace and educational support systems 

Governments and organisations increasingly rely on psychological research to develop policies 
and reduce stigma. 

 

2. Digital Behaviour and Social Media 

Modern psychology examines how technology affects: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M
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- Attention and concentration 

- Identity and self-esteem 

- Social relationships 

- Addiction and behavioural habits 

Concepts such as social comparison theory, behavioural reinforcement, and cognitive overload 
are applied to understand the effects of platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and online gaming. 

 

        Did you Know  

 

Behavioural psychology has been used by governments to design “nudge” strategies that 
influence positive behaviours such as saving money or reducing energy consumption. 

 

3. Diversity, Equality, and Inclusion 

Psychology helps address issues related to: 

- Prejudice and discrimination 

- Cultural identity 

- Gender and diversity 

- Social justice 

Social psychology theories explain stereotyping, group behaviour, and bias, which inform 
organisational diversity strategies and public policy. 

 

4. Workplace Behaviour and Organisational Psychology 

Modern organisations use psychological principles to: 

- Improve leadership and decision-making 

- Enhance employee motivation and productivity 

- Support wellbeing and reduce burnout 

- Develop inclusive workplace cultures 

This has become especially important in hybrid and remote working environments. 
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        Did you Know  

 

Psychological research shows that social media “likes” to activate the brain’s reward system 
in a similar way to addictive behaviours. 

 

5. Crime, Safety and Risk 

Psychology is used in: 

- Criminal profiling 

- Understanding violent and deviant behaviour 

- Risk perception and public safety 

- Terrorism and radicalisation research 

These insights influence policing, rehabilitation, and public security policies. 

 

6. Environmental Psychology and Sustainability 

Psychology supports behaviour change related to: 

- Climate change awareness 

- Sustainable consumption 

- Energy and waste reduction 

- Conservation behaviours 

Understanding motivation and attitudes helps governments design more effective 
environmental campaigns. 

 

7. Artificial Intelligence and Human Behaviour 

Emerging psychological research explores: 

- Human–machine interaction 

- Ethical decision-making 

- Trust in technology 

- Automation and employment 

This highlights psychology’s relevance in shaping the future of work and society. 
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Need to Know  

Psychological concepts are increasingly used to solve complex global challenges. The 
discipline is no longer limited to clinical settings but is central to policymaking, business 
strategy, technology design, and social development. 

 

         Industry Insight  

 

Psychology plays a critical role in modern industries. For example, global organisations such 
as Google and Microsoft employ behavioural scientists to design user-friendly technology 
and improve digital wellbeing. In healthcare, psychological approaches inform preventative 
care, patient engagement, and public health campaigns. Governments also rely on 
behavioural insights to influence public behaviour, such as encouraging vaccination, safe 
driving, and sustainable lifestyles. In the future, psychological expertise will be even more 
important in areas such as artificial intelligence ethics, cybersecurity, climate change, and 
digital communication. This highlights the growing demand for psychology graduates across 
diverse sectors. 

 

       

Over to you:  

 
 

Choose one contemporary issue (e.g. mental health, climate change, social media, 
workplace stress, or diversity). 
 

Write a short report (300–400 words) analysing how at least two psychological concepts can 
help explain and address this issue. Include real-world examples. 

 
 

        Did you Know  

 
That environmental campaigns that use emotional messaging are often more effective than 
those using facts alone. 
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Revision on the Go:  

• Psychology explains real-world social and behavioural issues. 

• Key modern topics include mental health, technology, diversity, and sustainability. 

• Psychological theories help inform policy, healthcare, and business. 

• Behavioural science is used to influence public decisions. 

• Psychology is increasingly interdisciplinary and future-focused. 

 

 

 

       

Over to you: Psychology and Social Media Use Among Young 
People 

 
 

A recent study found that excessive social media use among teenagers is associated with 
increased anxiety, poor sleep, and reduced self-esteem. Researchers applied social 
comparison theory to explain how individuals compare themselves with idealised online 
images. Interventions were developed to encourage digital balance, promote media literacy 
and support emotional wellbeing. 

Discussion: 
This case shows how psychological concepts can help address real-world challenges in 
education, parenting, and digital policy. 
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Summary 
In this chapter you looked at the scope of psychology.  
 
You learnt how to define the word ‘psychology’. 
 
Next, you analysed the emergence of psychology as a discipline.  
 
On completion of this chapter, you gained an understanding of the concepts in psychology 
relate to current and contemporary issues in modern society. 
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Chapter Two – Understand the theoretical approaches to psychology 
and their implications 

Introduction 
In this chapter you will learn about the theoretical approaches to psychology and their 
implications. 
 
You will learn about the principles and assumptions of theoretical approaches to psychology. 

You will explore the way in which principles and assumptions underpin theoretical approaches 
to psychology. 

Next, you will assess the appropriateness of using scientific methods to study human behaviour 
and cognitive processes. 

On completion of this chapter, you will apply the ethical issues concerning research with 
human participants and non-human participants. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
On completing the chapter, you will be able to: 

2. Understand the theoretical approaches to psychology and their implications. 

Assessment Criteria 
2.1 Explain the principles and assumptions of theoretical approaches to psychology. 

2.2 Assess the way in which principles and assumptions underpin theoretical approaches to 
psychology. 

2.3 Assess the appropriateness of using scientific methods to study human behaviour and 
cognitive processes 

2.4 Evaluate the ethical issues concerning research with human participants and non-human 
participants. 
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2.1 Explain the principles and assumptions of theoretical approaches 
to psychology 
 

Introduction 

Psychology is built on a range of theoretical approaches that provide different ways of 
understanding human behaviour and mental processes. Each approach is based on specific 
assumptions about how individuals think, feel and act. These perspectives influence research, 
therapy, education, workplace practices, and public policy. Understanding these approaches 
enables learners to critically evaluate psychological theories and apply them to real-world 
contexts. 

Key Theoretical Approaches in Psychology 

1. Behavioural Approach 

The behavioural approach focuses on observable behaviour rather than internal mental 
processes. It assumes that behaviour is learned through interaction with the environment. 

Principles 

- Behaviour is shaped by conditioning and reinforcement. 

- Learning occurs through experience. 

- Humans and animals learn in similar ways. 

Assumptions 

- Behaviour can be predicted and controlled. 

- Environmental factors are more important than biological or cognitive influences. 

This approach is used in areas such as education, therapy, and behavioural modification. 

       
Need to Know  

 
Each theoretical approach provides a unique perspective on behaviour. No single theory 
explains everything; therefore, modern psychology often uses an integrated and 
multidisciplinary approach. 

 

2. Cognitive Approach 

The cognitive approach examines mental processes such as memory, perception, thinking, and 
decision-making. 

Principles 

- The mind works like an information-processing system. 

- Internal mental processes influence behaviour. 
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- Thoughts and beliefs affect emotions and actions. 

Assumptions 

- Individuals actively interpret and organise information. 

- Behaviour cannot be fully understood without studying cognition. 

This approach is widely used in education, artificial intelligence, and mental health treatment. 

 

       
Need to Know  

 
A young professional experiences high levels of anxiety at work. A psychologist uses cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT) to help the individual identify negative thought patterns and change 
unhelpful behaviours. Over time, the client learns coping strategies and improves confidence. 

 

3. Biological Approach 

The biological perspective emphasises the role of genetics, brain structure, and neurochemistry 
in behaviour. 

Principles 

- Behaviour has a physiological basis. 

- Genes and hormones influence personality and mental health. 

- Brain activity is linked to emotions and behaviour. 

Assumptions 

- Psychological disorders have biological causes. 

- Behaviour is influenced by evolutionary processes. 

This approach is central in neuroscience, medicine, and pharmacological treatment. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That advances in brain imaging technology have strengthened the biological approach to 
understanding behaviour. 

 
 

4. Psychodynamic Approach 

Developed by Freud, this approach focuses on unconscious processes and early childhood 
experiences. 
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Principles 

- Behaviour is influenced by unconscious motives. 

- Early experiences shape personality. 

- Internal conflicts affect mental health. 

Assumptions 

- Human behaviour is driven by hidden psychological forces. 

- Emotional difficulties often originate in childhood. 

This perspective is used in psychotherapy and counselling. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is one of the most widely used and evidence-based 
psychological treatments globally. 

 
 

5. Humanistic Approach 

The humanistic approach emphasises free will, personal growth and self-actualisation. 

Principles 

- Individuals have the potential to grow and develop. 

- People seek meaning and fulfilment. 

- Positive environments support psychological wellbeing. 

Assumptions 

- Humans are inherently good. 

- Personal responsibility and choice are central. 

This approach is applied in counselling, education, and leadership. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That humanistic psychology influenced modern coaching and leadership development 
programmes. 

 
 

6. Social and Cultural Approaches 
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These approaches examine how society, culture and relationships influence behaviour. 

Principles 

- Behaviour is shaped by social context. 

- Cultural values affect thinking and behaviour. 

- Group dynamics influence decision-making. 

Assumptions 

- Human behaviour cannot be understood without considering social and cultural 
factors. 

These perspectives are relevant in diversity, globalisation, and organisational behaviour. 

 

         Industry Insight  

 

Psychological approaches are widely used in professional practice. For example, behavioural 
techniques are used in education and behaviour therapy, cognitive approaches support 
mental health and decision-making in business, and biological perspectives inform medical 
and pharmaceutical treatments. Organisations also apply humanistic and social approaches 
to leadership, employee wellbeing, and diversity strategies. In the future, combining these 
approaches will be essential in areas such as artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, healthcare, 
and sustainable behaviour change. This highlights the practical value of understanding 
theoretical psychology in modern careers. 

 

       
Over to you 

 
Select one psychological approach and: 

- Describe its key principles. 

- Identify a real-life issue (e.g. stress, education, social media, crime). 

- Explain how this approach could be used to understand and address the issue. 
Present your findings in a short report or presentation. 
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Revision on the Go:  

- Psychology includes multiple theoretical approaches. 

- Behavioural: behaviour is learned through conditioning. 

- Cognitive: thoughts influence behaviour. 

- Biological: genetics and brain processes matter. 

- Psychodynamic: unconscious and early experiences shape behaviour. 

- Humanistic: focus on growth and potential. 

- Modern psychology integrates multiple perspectives. 
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2.2 Assess the way in which principles and assumptions underpin 
theoretical approaches to psychology 
Introduction 

Psychological theories are built on underlying principles and assumptions about human 
behaviour, mental processes, and development. These foundations shape how researchers 
design studies, how professionals deliver therapy, and how organisations apply psychology in 
real-world settings. Assessing the assumptions behind different approaches allows students to 
evaluate their strengths, limitations, and relevance in contemporary contexts. This critical 
perspective is essential for understanding how psychology evolves and adapts to modern 
challenges. 

 

Assessing the Principles and Assumptions of Psychological Approaches 

1. Behavioural Approach 

The behavioural approach assumes that behaviour is learned through conditioning and 
environmental interaction. 

Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Supported by strong experimental evidence. 

- Strength: Effective in behaviour change interventions (e.g. addiction treatment, 
education). 

- Limitation: May ignore internal mental processes and emotions. 

- Limitation: Can oversimplify complex human behaviour. 

This approach is highly useful in controlled environments but less effective in explaining 
creativity or emotional complexity. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
Cultural psychology has become increasingly important as globalisation connects diverse 
societies. 

 
 

2. Cognitive Approach 

This approach assumes that internal mental processes influence behaviour. 

Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Recognises the importance of thinking, perception, and decision-making. 

- Strength: Supported by advances in neuroscience and brain imaging. 
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- Limitation: Mental processes cannot always be directly observed. 

- Limitation: May underestimate emotional and social influences. 

The cognitive perspective is widely used but may not fully capture the impact of culture and 
environment. 

 

3. Biological Approach 

The biological perspective assumes behaviour is influenced by genetics, hormones, and brain 
structures. 

Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Scientific and measurable. 

- Strength: Useful in understanding mental disorders. 

- Limitation: Risk of reductionism (explaining behaviour only biologically). 

- Limitation: May overlook social and environmental factors. 

While powerful in healthcare, this approach may neglect psychological and cultural 
dimensions. 

 

4. Psychodynamic Approach 

The psychodynamic approach assumes unconscious processes shape behaviour. 

Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Highlights emotional and early childhood influences. 

- Strength: Influential in therapy. 

- Limitation: Difficult to test scientifically. 

- Limitation: Concepts such as the unconscious are hard to measure. 

This approach is insightful but criticised for lack of empirical evidence. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
Behavioural insights teams (often called “nudge units”) are used by governments worldwide 
to influence public behaviour. 

 

5. Humanistic Approach 

The humanistic perspective assumes individuals have free will and seek personal growth. 
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Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Positive and holistic view of human nature. 

- Strength: Influential in counselling and coaching. 

- Limitation: Hard to measure scientifically. 

- Limitation: May overlook biological or unconscious factors. 

It emphasises wellbeing but lacks predictive power. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
Modern psychotherapy often uses an integrative approach rather than relying on a single 
theory. 

  
 

6. Social and Cultural Approaches 

These approaches assume behaviour is shaped by social context and cultural influences. 

Assessment of assumptions: 

- Strength: Relevant in global and diverse societies. 

- Strength: Explains prejudice, group behaviour, and social change. 

- Limitation: Cultural research can be complex and context-specific. 

- Limitation: May overlook individual differences. 

These perspectives are increasingly important in multicultural environments. 

 

Integrated Psychological Approaches in Workplace Stress 

A multinational company identified rising employee stress levels. Initially, management used 
behavioural techniques such as reward systems to encourage productivity. However, results 
were limited. The organisation then introduced cognitive training, wellbeing coaching, and 
flexible working policies. By integrating behavioural, cognitive, and humanistic approaches, 
employee satisfaction and performance improved significantly. 

Discussion: 
This case demonstrates the importance of assessing theoretical assumptions and combining 
approaches to address complex problems. 
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Over to you  

 
Choose two psychological approaches and: 

- Compare their assumptions. 

- Identify strengths and limitations. 

- Explain which approach is most useful in addressing a modern issue such as mental 
health, digital addiction, or climate change. 

Prepare a short presentation or written report. 

 

         Industry Insight – Interpersonal Skills in in Vietnam’s Hospitality 
Sector  

 

In modern practice, psychological professionals rarely rely on a single theoretical approach. 
For example, therapists often combine cognitive, behavioural, and humanistic methods to 
provide personalised treatment. Organisations use biological insights to support employee 
wellbeing, cognitive psychology to improve decision-making, and social psychology to build 
inclusive workplace cultures. Governments also apply behavioural science to influence 
public health and sustainability. This integrative approach reflects the growing recognition 
that human behaviour is influenced by biological, psychological, and social factors, making 
interdisciplinary knowledge essential for future careers. 

 

       

Need to know –  

 
Critically assessing theoretical approaches helps psychologists develop more balanced and 
integrated perspectives. Modern psychology often combines approaches to address complex 
human behaviour. 
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Revision on the Go:  

- Psychological theories are based on assumptions about behaviour. 

- Each approach has strengths and limitations. 

- Behavioural: strong evidence but may ignore emotions. 

- Cognitive: focuses on thinking but less on social factors. 

- Biological: scientific but reductionist. 

- Humanistic: holistic but less measurable. 

- Modern psychology integrates multiple perspectives. 
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2.3 Assess the appropriateness of using scientific methods to study 
human behaviour and cognitive processes 
 

Introduction 

Scientific methods are central to modern psychology, allowing researchers to investigate 
human behaviour and mental processes in a systematic, objective, and reliable way. However, 
studying human behaviour presents unique challenges because individuals are complex, 
influenced by emotions, culture, personal experiences and social context. This section explores 
the strengths and limitations of scientific methods in psychology and evaluates their 
appropriateness in understanding behaviour and cognition. 

 

1. The Role of Scientific Methods in Psychology 

Scientific methods involve systematic observation, measurement, experimentation, and 
analysis. These approaches aim to ensure that findings are: 

- Reliable and replicable 

- Objective and unbiased 

- Evidence-based 

- Measurable and testable 

Common methods in psychology include experiments, surveys, observations, case studies, and 
brain imaging. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That brain imaging technologies such as MRI and EEG have strengthened scientific research 
in psychology. 

 
 

2. Strengths of Scientific Methods 

i. Objectivity and Reliability 

Scientific methods reduce bias by using structured procedures and standardised tools. This 
improves the credibility of psychological research. 

ii. Replication 

Experiments can be repeated to test the reliability of findings. This supports the development of 
evidence-based knowledge. 
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        Did you Know  

 
That behavioural experiments are widely used by governments to design public health 
campaigns. 

 
 

iii. Measurement and Quantification 

Scientific approaches allow researchers to measure behaviour, cognitive processes and 
biological factors using statistics and technology such as brain scans. 

iv. Practical Applications 

Scientific research informs real-world interventions in: 

- Healthcare and mental health 

- Education and learning 

- Organisational and workplace psychology 

- Public policy and behaviour change 

 

       

Over to you  

 
Evaluate the strengths and limitations of scientific methods in studying one of the following: 

- Social media use 
- Mental health 
- Climate behaviour 
- Workplace stress 

Write a short report (300–400 words) discussing whether scientific or qualitative approaches 
are more appropriate. 
 

 
 

3. Limitations of Scientific Methods 

i. Complexity of Human Behaviour 

Human behaviour is influenced by emotions, beliefs, culture, and context, which may be 
difficult to measure scientifically. 

ii. Ethical Considerations 

Researchers must protect participants’ wellbeing, which can limit the types of experiments that 
can be conducted. 
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iii. Artificial Environments 

Laboratory settings may not reflect real-life behaviour, reducing ecological validity. 

iv. Reductionism 

Scientific approaches may oversimplify behaviour by focusing only on measurable variables. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That many psychologists now use both scientific and qualitative methods to gain deeper 
insights. 

 
 

4. Evaluating Appropriateness 

Scientific methods are highly appropriate when: 

- Studying biological and cognitive processes 

- Testing cause-and-effect relationships 

- Measuring behaviour in controlled settings 

However, they may be less appropriate when: 

- Exploring emotions, personal meaning, and subjective experiences 

- Understanding cultural and social influences 

- Investigating complex human relationships 

Qualitative methods such as interviews and observations are often used alongside scientific 
approaches to provide a more holistic understanding. 

 
       

Need to Know  

 
Modern psychology uses a mixed-methods approach, combining scientific and qualitative 
methods to balance objectivity with understanding human complexity. 

 
 

       

Case Study – Using Scientific Methods in Cognitive Psychology 
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Researchers investigated how smartphone use affects attention. In a controlled experiment, 
participants completed memory and concentration tasks with and without phone 
notifications. Results showed reduced performance when notifications were present. 
However, follow-up interviews revealed that stress and work habits also influenced attention. 
Discussion: 
This case shows the value of scientific experiments but also highlights the need for qualitative 
insights to understand behaviour fully. 
 

 

 

Revision on the Go:  

• Scientific methods make psychology evidence-based. 

• Strengths: objectivity, reliability, measurement, and application. 

• Limitations: complexity, ethics, artificial settings, and reductionism. 

• Scientific methods are appropriate for controlled and measurable studies. 

• Mixed-methods research provides a more holistic understanding. 
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2.4 Evaluate the ethical issues concerning research with human 
participants and non-human participants. 
 

Introduction 

Ethics play a central role in psychological research. Because psychology often involves studying 
sensitive aspects of human and animal behaviour, researchers must follow strict ethical 
guidelines to protect participants from harm. Ethical standards ensure that research is 
responsible, fair, and respectful, while also maintaining public trust in psychology. Evaluating 
ethical issues helps learners understand the balance between advancing scientific knowledge 
and protecting the wellbeing of individuals and animals. 

 

1. Ethical Issues in Psychological Research with Human Participants 

i. Informed Consent 

Participants must be fully informed about the nature, purpose, and procedures of the research 
before agreeing to take part. They should understand: 

- What they will be asked to do 

- Any potential risks 

- Their right to withdraw 

However, in some studies (e.g. social psychology), full information may not be provided initially 
to avoid bias. 

Evaluation: 

- Strength: Promotes autonomy and respect. 

- Limitation: May reduce validity if participants change behaviour. 

 

ii. Deception 

Some research involves misleading participants about the true purpose of the study. 

Evaluation: 

- Strength: Can improve realism and validity. 

- Limitation: May cause distress or damage trust. 

- Ethical requirement: Participants must be debriefed afterwards. 

 

iii. Protection from Harm 

Researchers must ensure participants are not exposed to: 

- Physical harm 
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- Psychological distress 

- Emotional trauma 

Studies must minimise risks and provide support if needed. 

 
       

Need to Know  

 
Ethical guidelines protect participants, maintain public trust, and ensure that psychological 
research is socially responsible and credible. 

 

iv. Confidentiality and Privacy 

Personal data must be kept secure and anonymous. This is especially important in sensitive 
areas such as mental health or crime. 

 

v. Right to Withdraw 

Participants should be able to leave the study at any time without penalty. 

 

2. Ethical Issues in Research with Non-Human Participants (Animals) 

i. Justification of Research 

Animal research must have clear scientific value and no suitable alternative. 

 

ii. Minimising Harm 

Researchers must: 

- Reduce suffering 

- Use the minimum number of animals 

- Provide appropriate care 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That modern research must pass ethical review before it begins. 
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iii. Replacement, Reduction and Refinement (3Rs) 

- Replacement: Use alternatives where possible. 

- Reduction: Use fewer animals. 

- Refinement: Improve procedures to reduce suffering. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That some famous psychological experiments, such as the Stanford Prison Experiment, led to 
stricter ethical regulations. 
 

 

3. Evaluation of Animal Research 

- Strength: Has contributed to major scientific and medical advances. 

- Limitation: Raises moral and ethical concerns about animal rights. 

 

4. Balancing Scientific Value and Ethical Responsibility 

Ethical review boards and professional organisations (e.g. British Psychological Society) 
evaluate research proposals to ensure ethical standards. Researchers must justify that the 
potential benefits outweigh the risks. 

Modern psychology increasingly promotes: 

- Transparency 

- Cultural sensitivity 

- Inclusion 

- Ethical responsibility in digital and global research. 

 

          
Industry Insight 

 
Ethics are essential across professional psychology. In healthcare, ethical standards protect 
patient rights and confidentiality. In business and marketing, psychologists must ensure 
ethical data collection and avoid manipulation. In technology and artificial intelligence, 
ethical concerns include privacy, consent, and responsible use of behavioural data. 
Governments and global organisations increasingly focus on ethical frameworks for research 
involving vulnerable populations and emerging technologies. As psychology becomes more 
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global and digital, ethical competence is a key skill for professionals in healthcare, education, 
cybersecurity, and policy development. 
 

 

 

          
Industry Insight 

 
Ethics in Social Media Research 
A research team analysed social media posts to understand mental health trends. While the 
data was publicly available, users were unaware their content was being used. Some 
participants later reported feeling uncomfortable. 
Discussion: 
This case highlights modern ethical challenges, including consent, privacy, and digital 
research. It shows the need to update ethical guidelines for new technologies. 
 

 

       

Over to you  

 
Evaluate the ethical issues in one of the following research areas: 

- Mental health studies 

- Social media research 

- Animal testing 

- Brain imaging 

Discuss the benefits, risks and how researchers can ensure ethical practice. 

 

Revision on the Go:  

• Ethics ensure research is safe, fair, and responsible. 

• Key human issues: consent, deception, harm, confidentiality, and withdrawal. 

• Animal research follows the 3Rs: replacement, reduction, and refinement. 



49 
 

• Ethical review protects participants and researchers. 

 

 

Summary 
In this chapter you looked at the theoretical approaches to psychology and their implications. 
 
You learnt about the principles and assumptions of theoretical approaches to psychology. 

You explored the way in which principles and assumptions underpin theoretical approaches to 
psychology. 

Next, you assessed the appropriateness of using scientific methods to study human behaviour 
and cognitive processes. 

On completion of this chapter, you applied the ethical issues concerning research with human 
participants and non-human participants.  
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Chapter Three – Understand psychology as a science 
 

Introduction 
In this chapter you will explore psychology as a science. 
 
On completion of this chapter, you will learn how to assess how appropriate it is to use the 
scientific method to study human behaviour and cognitive processes. 
 

 

Learning Outcomes 
On completing the chapter, you will be able to: 

3. Understand psychology as a science 
 

Assessment Criteria 
3.1 Assess how appropriate it is to use the scientific method to study human behaviour and 
cognitive processes.  
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3.1 Assess how appropriate it is to use the scientific method to study 
human behaviour and cognitive processes. 

 
Introduction 
 
Psychology aims to understand human behaviour and mental processes using systematic and 
evidence-based approaches. The scientific method is central to psychology because it allows 
researchers to collect reliable, objective, and measurable data. However, human behaviour is 
complex and influenced by emotions, culture, and social context, which raises important 
questions about how suitable scientific methods are in studying the mind and behaviour. This 
section critically assesses the strengths and limitations of using scientific approaches in 
psychology. 
 
 
• What is the Scientific Method in Psychology? 
 
The scientific method involves: 

- Observation and questioning 
- Forming hypotheses 
- Collecting data 
- Testing predictions 
- Analysing results 
- Drawing conclusions 

Psychologists use methods such as: 
- Experiments 
- Surveys 
- Observations 
- Case studies 
- Brain imaging techniques 

 
 

       
Need to Know  

 
Psychology is both a science and a social discipline. Using a range of methods allows 
researchers to gain a more complete understanding of human behaviour. 

 
 
• Strengths of Using the Scientific Method 
 
1. Objectivity and Reliability 
Scientific methods aim to reduce bias by using structured procedures. This makes research 
findings more credible and consistent. 
 
2. Replication 
Research can be repeated to confirm findings. This strengthens psychological knowledge and 
supports evidence-based practice. 
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        Did you Know  

 
That many modern psychologists use both quantitative and qualitative methods. 

 
 
3. Measurement and Quantification 
 
Scientific approaches allow behaviour and cognition to be measured, for example: 

- Reaction times 
- Brain activity 
- Memory performance 

This improves accuracy and understanding. 
 
 
4. Practical Applications 
 
Scientific research contributes to: 

- Mental health treatments 
- Educational interventions 
- Workplace productivity 
- Public policy and behaviour change 

 
 

        Did you Know  

 
That behavioural science is used by governments worldwide to influence public behaviour. 

 
• Limitations of Using the Scientific Method 
 
1. Complexity of Human Behaviour 
 
Human behaviour is influenced by many factors, including: 

- Emotions 
- Culture 
- Social context 
- Personal experiences 

These factors are difficult to measure scientifically. 
 
 
2. Artificial Research Settings 
 
Laboratory experiments may not reflect real-life behaviour, reducing ecological validity. 
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3. Ethical Constraints 
 
Researchers cannot manipulate certain variables, such as trauma or dangerous behaviour, 
limiting scientific investigation. 
 
 
4. Reductionism 
 
Scientific approaches may oversimplify behaviour by focusing on measurable factors only. 
 

 
 

          
Industry Insight – Ho 

 
Scientific psychology plays a crucial role in many industries. In healthcare, scientific research 
informs treatment and diagnosis of mental and neurological disorders. In technology, 
experimental psychology helps design user-friendly digital platforms and improve artificial 
intelligence systems. Organisations use scientific approaches to improve decision-making, 
employee performance, and customer behaviour. Governments rely on behavioural science 
to shape policies in areas such as climate change, cybersecurity, and public health. However, 
professionals increasingly recognise the importance of combining scientific evidence with 
ethical, cultural, and social understanding to ensure responsible and effective outcomes. 
This highlights the growing demand for psychologists with strong research and analytical 
skills. 

 
 
• Evaluating Appropriateness 
 
The scientific method is appropriate when: 

- Studying biological and cognitive processes 
- Testing cause-and-effect relationships 
- Conducting controlled experiments 

 
However, it may be less suitable when: 

- Exploring personal meaning and emotions 
- Understanding cultural and social influences 
- Investigating complex human experiences 

 
Therefore, modern psychology often uses a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative 
and qualitative research. 
 
 

        Did you Know  
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That brain imaging technologies such as fMRI have strengthened the scientific status of 
psychology. 
 

 

 

       
Over to you: Understanding Team Roles 

 
Write a short essay (300–400 words) evaluating whether scientific or qualitative methods are 
more appropriate for studying one of the following: 

- Social media behaviour 
- Mental health 
- Climate change behaviour 
- Workplace decision-making 
 

 

 

Revision on the Go:  

• The scientific method makes psychology evidence-based. 
• Strengths include objectivity, reliability, and measurement. 
• Limitations include complexity, ethics, and artificial settings. 
• Scientific methods are best for biological and cognitive research. 
• Mixed-methods research provides a more complete understanding. 
 

 

 

Summary 
In this chapter you looked at psychology as a science. 
 
On completion of this chapter, you learnt how to assess how appropriate it is to use the 
scientific method to study human behaviour and cognitive processes. 
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Chapter Four – Understand ethical issues in psychology 
 

Introduction 
In this chapter will learn about the ethical issues in psychology. 
 
You will investigate the ethical issues surrounding research with human participants and non-
human participants. 
 
On completion of this chapter, you will analyse the ethical issues surrounding research with 
human participants and non-human participants. 
 

 

Learning Outcomes 
On completing the chapter, you will be able to: 

4. Understand ethical issues in psychology 
 

Assessment Criteria 
4.1 Identify the ethical issues surrounding research with human participants and non-human 
participants. 

4.2 Analyse the ethical issues surrounding research with human participants and non-human 
participants.  
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4.1 Identify the ethical issues surrounding research with human 
participants and non-human participants. 
 

Introduction 

Ethical practice is essential in psychological research to ensure the safety, dignity, and rights of 
participants. Psychology often explores sensitive areas such as mental health, emotions, 
behaviour, and decision-making. Therefore, researchers must follow strict ethical guidelines to 
protect individuals and animals from harm. Understanding ethical issues is important for 
maintaining trust in psychological research and ensuring that studies are socially responsible. 

 

1. Ethical Issues in Research with Human Participants 

i. Informed Consent 

Participants must be given clear information about: 

- The purpose of the research 

- Procedures involved 

- Potential risks and benefits 

- Their rights, including withdrawal 

This allows individuals to make an informed decision about participation. 

 

ii. Deception 

In some psychological studies, participants may not be fully informed about the true aim of the 
research. 

Ethical issue: 

- Participants may feel misled or distressed. 

Researchers must: 

- Justify deception 

- Debrief participants afterwards 

 

iii. Protection from Harm 

Researchers must ensure participants are not exposed to: 

- Physical harm 

- Emotional distress 

- Psychological trauma 
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Support and counselling must be provided if needed. 

 

        Did you Know  

 
That some countries have strict laws governing animal research and participant protection. 

 

iv. Confidentiality and Privacy 

Personal information must be kept secure and anonymous. This is particularly important in 
research involving: 

- Mental health 

- Criminal behaviour 

- Sensitive personal experiences 

 

v. Right to Withdraw 

Participants must be free to withdraw at any stage without penalty or negative consequences. 

 

       
Over to you: 

 
 

Ethics in Workplace Psychology Research 
A company conducted a study on employee stress without fully informing staff that their 
responses would be analysed. Some employees later felt uncomfortable and mistrustful. 
Discussion: 
This case highlights the importance of informed consent, confidentiality, and transparency in 
organisational research. 
 

 
 

        Did you Know  

 
That ethical guidelines continue to evolve as technology and society change. 
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2. Ethical Issues in Research with Non-Human Participants (Animals) 

i. Justification of Research 

Animal studies must be necessary and scientifically valuable. Researchers should only use 
animals when no alternatives exist. 

 

ii. Minimising Harm 

Animals must be treated humanely and protected from unnecessary pain or distress. 

 

iii. The 3Rs Principle 

- Replacement: Use alternative methods where possible. 

- Reduction: Use the minimum number of animals. 

- Refinement: Improve procedures to minimise suffering. 

 

iv. Welfare and Care 

Animals must be: 

- Properly housed 

- Given appropriate nutrition 

- Monitored by trained professionals 

 

       
Over to you:  

 
Choose one ethical issue (e.g. deception, confidentiality, or animal research) and: 

- Explain why it is important. 
- Identify potential risks. 
- Suggest how researchers can address the issue. 

Present your findings in a short report. 
 

 
 

3. Why Ethics Matter 

Ethical guidelines: 

- Protect participants 
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- Improve research quality 

- Maintain public trust 

- Prevent harm 

- Ensure responsible scientific progress 

Organisations such as the British Psychological Society (BPS) and ethics committees review 
research proposals before approval. 

 
 

       
Need to Know  

 
Ethics are not just rules but a professional responsibility. Modern psychology emphasises 
respect, transparency, and cultural sensitivity in research. 

 
 

        Did you Know  

 
That many famous psychological experiments are now considered unethical and would not 
be approved today. 
 

 

          
Industry Insight  

 
Ethical standards are essential across many professional fields. In healthcare, psychologists 
must protect patient confidentiality and wellbeing. In business and marketing, ethical 
research ensures consumer data is collected responsibly. In technology and artificial 
intelligence, psychologists help design ethical systems that respect privacy and prevent bias. 
Governments also rely on ethical frameworks when conducting research involving vulnerable 
populations. As digital and global research grows, understanding ethics is increasingly 
important for careers in psychology, healthcare, education, cybersecurity, and policy 
development. 
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Revision on the Go:  

• Ethics protect participants and ensure responsible research. 

• Key issues: consent, deception, harm, confidentiality, and withdrawal. 

• Animal research must follow the 3Rs. 

• Ethics committees review research proposals. 

• Ethical practice builds trust in psychology. 
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4.2 Analyse the ethical issues surrounding research with human 
participants and non-human participants. 
 
Introduction 

Ethical considerations are fundamental to psychological research because they ensure the 
protection, dignity, and rights of both human and non-human participants. As psychology 
investigates complex and often sensitive aspects of behaviour, researchers must carefully 
balance the pursuit of scientific knowledge with the responsibility to prevent harm. Analysing 
ethical issues allows learners to critically examine how research methods, cultural contexts 
and technological developments influence ethical decision-making in psychology. 

 

Analysing Ethical Issues in Research with Human Participants 

1. Informed Consent and Autonomy 

Informed consent ensures that participants voluntarily agree to take part in research after 
understanding the purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits. 

Analysis: 

- This promotes respect for individual autonomy and human rights. 

- However, in some experimental research, full disclosure may reduce validity. 

- Researchers must balance transparency with methodological integrity. 

This raises debates about whether deception can ever be justified. 

 

2. Deception and Scientific Validity 

Deception may be used in social psychology to study natural behaviour. 

Analysis: 

- It can enhance realism and prevent bias. 

- However, it may damage trust and cause emotional distress. 

- Ethical guidelines require justification, minimal risk, and full debriefing. 

This highlights the tension between scientific rigour and participant wellbeing. 

 

3. Protection from Psychological and Emotional Harm 

Researchers must minimise potential harm, including stress, embarrassment, or trauma. 

Analysis: 

- Some influential studies (e.g. authority or obedience research) produced significant 
stress. 
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- Modern ethics emphasise participant safety. 

- However, restricting risk may limit important research in areas such as crime or trauma. 

 

4. Confidentiality and Data Privacy 

Maintaining privacy is increasingly complex in digital and global research. 

Analysis: 

- Protects individuals from stigma and discrimination. 

- Challenges include big data, social media, and online behaviour tracking. 

- Ethical frameworks must adapt to technological advances. 

 

5. Cultural and Global Ethical Considerations 

Ethical standards vary across cultures. 

Analysis: 

- Western ethical frameworks may not always reflect global values. 

- Researchers must consider cultural sensitivity and inclusivity. 

- Ethical research requires respect for diverse perspectives. 

 

          
Industry Insight –  

 
Ethical decision-making is critical in professional psychology and related industries. In 
healthcare, ethical research informs safe and effective treatments while protecting 
vulnerable patients. In business, ethical consumer research builds trust and protects privacy. 
In technology and artificial intelligence, psychologists help address concerns about data 
security, bias, and responsible use of behavioural information. Governments and global 
organisations increasingly rely on ethical frameworks to guide research in areas such as 
public health, sustainability, and cybersecurity. As digital research expands, professionals 
must navigate complex ethical challenges related to big data, online consent, and global 
cultural differences. This highlights the importance of ethical awareness and critical thinking 
in modern psychology careers. 
 

 

• Analysing Ethical Issues in Research with Non-Human Participants 

1. Scientific Benefits versus Animal Welfare 

Animal research has contributed to major advances in medicine and psychology. 
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Analysis: 

- Supporters argue it benefits society. 

- Critics argue it causes unnecessary suffering. 

- Ethical debate centres on whether human benefits justify harm to animals. 

 

       
Need to Know  

 

Team dynamics directly impact service quality, efficiency, and workplace morale in 
hospitality. 

 

2. The 3Rs and Ethical Responsibility 

Replacement, reduction, and refinement aim to balance research and welfare. 

Analysis: 

- These principles improve standards. 

- However, alternative methods may not always replicate biological processes. 

 

3. Public Attitudes and Ethical Change 

Society increasingly demands humane and transparent research. 

Analysis: 

- Advances in technology, such as simulations, reduce animal testing. 

- Ethical standards evolve with social values. 

 
       

Need to Know  

 
Ethical analysis involves evaluating both the benefits and risks of research. Psychologists 
must justify that the potential value outweighs the potential harm. 

 

       

Case Study – Ethical Challenges in Digital Behaviour Research 
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A research team analysed millions of social media interactions to understand emotional 
trends. Although the data was publicly available, users were unaware their behaviour was 
being studied. When results were published, public criticism emerged regarding privacy and 
consent. 
Discussion: 
This case illustrates the growing complexity of ethical issues in modern psychology, 
particularly in digital and global contexts. 
 

 

 

       

Over to you  

 
Analyse one ethical issue in modern psychology (e.g. digital privacy, deception, animal 
testing, or cultural ethics). 
Discuss: 

- Benefits of the research 
- Risks and ethical concerns 
- Possible solutions 
- Whether the research should be conducted 

Prepare a short report or presentation. 
 

 

Revision on the Go:  

• Ethics balance scientific progress and participant protection. 
• Key issues include consent, deception, harm, and privacy. 
• Animal research raises moral debates. 
• Ethical frameworks evolve with society and technology. 
• Ethical analysis requires critical evaluation. 

 

Summary 
In this chapter you looked at the ethical issues in psychology. 
 
You investigated the ethical issues surrounding research with human participants and non-
human participants. 
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On completion of this chapter, you analysed the ethical issues surrounding research with 
human participants and non-human participants. 
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Glossary 

Word / Term Explanation 
Behaviour Observable actions or reactions of individuals in response to internal 

or external stimuli. 

Biological 
Psychology 

The branch of psychology that studies how the brain, nervous 
system, hormones, and genetics influence behaviour and mental 
processes. 

Clinical Psychology A field of psychology focused on assessing, diagnosing, and treating 
mental health disorders and emotional difficulties. 

Cognitive 
Psychology 

The study of mental processes such as thinking, memory, 
perception, problem-solving, and decision-making. 

Consciousness 

 

Awareness of thoughts, feelings, sensations, and the surrounding 
environment. 

Developmental 
Psychology 

The study of human growth and changes in behaviour across the 
lifespan, from infancy to old age. 

Educational 
Psychology 

The application of psychological principles to learning, teaching, and 
student development in educational settings. 

Emotion 

 

A complex psychological state that involves subjective experience, 
physiological responses, and behavioural expression. 

Empirical Evidence Information gained through observation, experimentation, or 
measurable research rather than opinion. 

Experimental 
Method 

A research approach used to investigate cause-and-effect 
relationships by manipulating variables in a controlled environment. 

Human Behaviour The range of actions and reactions displayed by individuals, 
influenced by biological, psychological, and social factors. 

Hypothesis A testable prediction about the relationship between variables in 
research. 

Mental Processes Internal activities such as thinking, memory, perception, reasoning, 
and problem-solving. 

Motivation The internal and external factors that stimulate, direct, and maintain 
behaviour toward goals 

Observation A research method that involves systematically watching and 
recording behaviour. 

Occupational 
Psychology 

The application of psychology to the workplace, including leadership, 
motivation, job satisfaction, and performance. 
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Perception The process of organising and interpreting sensory information to 
understand the environment. 

Personality The unique and consistent patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving 
that make individuals different from one another. 

Psychology The scientific study of the mind, behaviour, and mental processes. 

Psychologist A professional trained in psychology who studies behaviour and 
mental processes and may work in areas such as health, education, 
or business. 

Research Methods 

 

Systematic techniques used to collect, analyse, and interpret data in 
psychological studies. 

Scientific Approach 

 

The use of objective, measurable, and evidence-based methods to 
investigate behaviour and mental processes. 

Social Psychology The study of how individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are 
influenced by others and social environments. 

Wellbeing A state of physical, mental, and emotional health and life 
satisfaction. 
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Self-assessment Tests 

True/false questions 

Answer True or False to the following statements. Justify your answers. 

 

1. Psychology is only about mental health problems. 
 

2. Psychology uses scientific research methods. 
 

3. Psychology can be applied in business and marketing. 
 

4. Psychology has always been a scientific discipline. 
 

5. Cognitive psychology studies mental processes such as thinking and memory. 
 

6. The development of psychology has no relevance today. 
 

7. One theoretical approach can fully explain human behaviour. 
 

8. The cognitive approach studies thinking and decision-making. 
 

9. Social and cultural factors can influence behaviour. 
 

10. Psychology is only used in clinical healthcare settings. 
 

11. Environmental psychology focuses on how people interact with their surroundings. 
 

12. Organisational psychology has no relevance in modern workplaces. 
 

13. The biological approach ignores the role of the brain. 
 

14. Behavioural psychology focuses on observable actions. 
 

15. Modern psychology often combines different theoretical approaches. 
 

16. All psychological approaches have the same assumptions. 
 

17. Modern psychologists often use more than one theoretical approach. 
 

18. Social psychology considers cultural and environmental influences. 
 

19. Scientific methods are always the best way to study all aspects of human behaviour. 
 

20. Qualitative methods help explore personal and cultural experiences. 
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Multiple-choice questions 

1. Psychology is best defined as: 
A. The study of mental illness only 
B. The scientific study of the mind and behaviour 
C. The study of personality tests 
D. The study of emotions only 

 

2. Which of the following is a key goal of psychology? 
A. To ignore human behaviour 
B. To predict and improve wellbeing 
C. To focus only on the brain 
D. To eliminate emotions 

 

3. Which branch of psychology focuses on learning and teaching? 
A. Social psychology 
B. Educational psychology 
C. Biological psychology 
D. Clinical psychology 

 
4. Which event is considered the formal beginning of psychology as a discipline? 
A. Freud’s psychoanalysis 
B. The establishment of the first psychology laboratory 
C. The development of behaviourism 
D. The introduction of cognitive therapy 
 
 
5. Behaviourism focuses on: 
A. Unconscious thoughts 
B. Personal growth 
C. Observable behaviour 
D. Emotions only 
 
 
6. Humanistic psychology emphasises: 
A. Conditioning 
B. Brain structure 
C. Personal potential and free will 
D. Experimental methods only 
 

7. Which approach focuses on observable behaviour? 
A. Cognitive 
B. Behavioural 
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C. Humanistic 
D. Psychodynamic 

 

8. The humanistic approach emphasises: 
A. Conditioning 
B. Genetics 
C. Personal growth 
D. Brain structure 

 

9. The biopsychosocial approach refers to: 
A. Using only biological explanations 
B. Combining biological, psychological, and social factors 
C. Ignoring environmental influences 
D. Focusing on unconscious processes 

 

10. Which area of psychology is most relevant to understanding workplace motivation? 
A. Developmental psychology 
B. Organisational psychology 
C. Cognitive psychology 
D. Biological psychology 

 

11. Which approach focuses on unconscious motives? 
A. Cognitive 
B. Behavioural 
C. Psychodynamic 
D. Biological 
 

12. The cognitive approach mainly studies: 
A. Genes 
B. Observable behaviour 
C. Mental processes 
D. Cultural values 

 

13. The humanistic approach emphasises: 
A. Conditioning 
B. Free will and personal growth 
C. Brain structure 
D. Unconscious conflict 
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14. Which criticism is commonly directed at the biological approach? 
A. It ignores thinking 
B. It is too subjective 
C. It is reductionist 
D. It lacks evidence 

 

15. Which approach is most difficult to test scientifically? 
A. Behavioural 
B. Psychodynamic 
C. Biological 
D. Cognitive 

 

16. An integrative approach in psychology means: 
A. Using only biological methods 
B. Combining multiple theoretical perspectives 
C. Ignoring research 
D. Studying only behaviour 

 

17. Which method is most useful for exploring subjective experiences? 
A. Laboratory experiment 
B. Brain scan 
C. Interview 
D. Statistical analysis 

 

18. Ecological validity refers to: 
A. Accuracy of measurement 
B. Generalisation to real-life situations 
C. Brain structure 
D. Ethical approval 

 

19. Which is a key strength of scientific methods in psychology? 
A. Subjectivity 
B. Bias 
C. Reliability 
D. Guesswork 

 

20. What does the principle of ‘replacement’ in animal research refer to? 
A. Replacing animals with alternative methods  
B. Using more animals 
C. Increasing research speed 
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D. Testing only on humans 
 

 

Answers to true/false questions  

1. False. Psychology is NOT only about mental health problems. 

2. True. Psychology uses scientific research methods. 

3. True. Psychology can be applied in business and marketing. 
 

4. False. Psychology has NOT always been a scientific discipline. 

5. True. Cognitive psychology studies mental processes such as thinking and memory. 

6. False. The development of psychology DOES have relevance today. 
 

7. False. One theoretical approach CANNOT fully explain human behaviour. 
 

8. True. The cognitive approach studies thinking and decision-making. 
 

9. True. Social and cultural factors can influence behaviour. 

10. False. Psychology is NOT only used in clinical healthcare settings. 

11. True. Environmental psychology focuses on how people interact with their surroundings. 

12. False. Organisational psychology DOES have relevance in modern workplaces. 

13. False. The biological approach ignores the role of the brain. 

14. True. Behavioural psychology focuses on observable actions. 

15. True. Modern psychology often combines different theoretical approaches. 

16. False. All psychological approaches DO NOT have the same assumptions. 

17. True. Modern psychologists often use more than one theoretical approach. 
 
18. True. Social psychology considers cultural and environmental influences. 
 

19. False. Scientific methods are NOT always the best way to study all aspects of human 
behaviour. 
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20. True. Qualitative methods help explore personal and cultural experiences. 
 

 

Answers to multiple-choice questions  

1. (b)  The scientific study of the mind and behaviour  

2. (b) To predict and improve wellbeing  

3. (b) Educational psychology 

4. (b)  The establishment of the first  

5. (c)  Observable behaviour  

6. (c)  Personal potential and free will  

7. (b)  Behavioural  

8. (c)  Personal growth  

9. (b)  Combining biological, psychological, and social factors  

10. (b)  Organisational psychology 

11. (c)   Psychodynamic 

12. (c)  Mental processes 

13. (b)  Free will and personal growth 

14. (c)  It is reductionist 

15. (b)  Psychodynamic 

16. (b)  Combining multiple theoretical perspectives 

17. (c)  Interview 

18. (b)  Generalisation to real-life situations 

19. (c)  Reliability 

20. (a) Replacing animals with alternative methods 

 


