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Guide to the text 
As you read this text you will find a number of features in every  

chapter that will enhance your study of psychology and help you to  
understand how the theory is applied in the real world.

CHAPTER-OPENING FEATURES

Gain an insight into how psychological 
theories relate to the real world 
through the chapter opener.

Identify the key concepts the chapter 
will cover with the learning objectives 
at the start of each chapter.

Examine how theoretical concepts 
have been used in practice through 
the applying psychology questions. 
Applying psychology icons in the 
chapter link these questions to in-
depth discussions about research.

Understand the skills required while 
studying psychology and how to master 
them by reviewing the psychological 
literacy and graduate competencies 
(GC) section.

PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY AND GRADUATE COMPETENCIES (GCs) 
In this chapter you are introduced to research methodology; 
specifically:
• (GC1.1.xii) Knowledge (research methods and 

statistics) – during the discussion of research 
approaches to understanding psychological phenomena, 
you are given a wide range of theoretical and research 
knowledge. For example, in the discussion of research 
approaches to determining the relative influence 
of genetics and environment on behaviour, you are 
introduced to the field of epigenetics.

• (GC1.3) Analyse and critique theory and research 
– this chapter provides you with the basis for 
understanding the methods that produced the findings 
reported in subsequent chapters, and also the basis for 
analysing and critiquing research on human behaviour 
and mental processing, that could be reported in a 
variety of formats (e.g., through social media).

• (GC1.8) Critical and creative thinking – critically 
thinking about the methodology that has led to certain 
findings is a key aspect of psychological literacy. 

Studying this chapter should help you to develop the 
capacity to use logic and evidence to critically evaluate 
and develop arguments, critically evaluate theoretical 
and methodological approaches in psychology, and 
demonstrate a rigorous and objective attitude in 
thinking and learning about human behaviour.
In terms of GC1.4 (values and ethics) and GC1.10 

(integration and application), we ask you whether, knowing 
about the nature of research methods in psychology after 
reading this chapter, you would challenge any of the 
following statements, rather than accepting them at face 
value:
• Theories in psychology are really just common sense.
• Research demonstrates that children who watch 

violent television shows are more aggressive; that is, 
watching violent television shows leads to increased 
aggression.

• Survey findings indicated that New Zealanders are in 
favour of abolishing a law that prohibits the smacking 
of children.

RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY

Our goal in this chapter is to describe the research methods psychologists use to help answer questions 
about behaviour and mental processes. We will also describe the critical thinking processes that help 
psychologists to form those questions and make sense of research results.

CHAPTER 

2

APPLYING PSYCHOLOGY
1 How do psychologists evaluate claims in the real world; for example, the 

impact of social media on wellbeing?
2 How can psychologists understand the experiences of individuals 

diagnosed with mental health issues?
3 How can psychologists protect the welfare of human and animal 

participants in research?

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

On completion of this chapter, you should be able to:
L O 1 O1  demonstrate an understanding of the scientific method and an 

appreciation of its role in developing psychological knowledge
L O 2   demonstrate an understanding of experimental research 

methodology and be able to outline the basic research designs
L O 3 L  demonstrate competence in basic statistical techniques using manual 

analysis methods
L O 4 4 explain the relevance of ethical guidelines for psychologists.
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FEATURES WITHIN CHAPTERS

Learn to analyse the evidence and draw conclusions  
using the five-question framework in the thinking 
critically sections. Throughout the book, psychological 
phenomena are described in a way that first reveals  
the logic of the scientific enterprise, then identifies 
possible flaws in its design or implementation, and  
finally leaves room for more questions and further 
research.

Examine the ways in which research methods have been 
applied to help advance understanding of behaviour 
and mental processes through the focus on research 
sections. Focus on research is organised around five key 
questions: (1) What was the researcher’s question? (2) 
How did the researcher answer the question? (3) What did 
the researcher find? (4) What do the results mean? And 
(5) what do we still need to know?

Application of proprioception
Proprioception is a critical sense for success in physical therapy and rehabilitative medicine, especially 
for people who have to relearn how to move their muscles after strokes or other problems. Research 
in a branch of physics called non-linear dynamics has been applied to problems in proprioception. 
For example, using the discovery that the right amount of random background noise can improve the 
detection of signals, rehabilitation neurologists have added a small amount of vibration (or ‘noise’) 
to muscle and joint sensations. This procedure dramatically increases patients’ ability to detect joint 
movements and position (Glanz, 1997). (See the upcoming section ‘In review: Sensing your body’ for a 
summary of our discussion of touch, temperature, pain and kinaesthetic perception.)

 FOCUS ON RESEARCH

THE CASE OF THE MYSTERIOUS SPELLS
Early in this chapter we discussed the specific energy 
doctrine, which says that each sensory system can send 
information to the brain only about its own sense, regardless 
of how the stimulation occurs. For example, gently pressing 
on your closed eye will send touch sensations from the skin 
on your eyelid and visual sensations from your eye. This 
doctrine applies even when stimulation of sensory systems 
arises from within the brain itself. For example, tinnitus, 
a continuous ‘ringing in the ears’, occurs as a result of 
spontaneous activation of nerve cells in auditory areas of 
the brain, not from any external sound source. The following 
case study illustrates a far less common example in which 
spontaneous brain activity resulted in erotic sensations.

What was the researcher’s question?
A 31-year-old woman we’ll call ‘Linda’ reported that for 
many years she had been experiencing recurring ‘spells’ that 
began with what seemed like sexual sensations (Janszky 
et al., 2002). These ‘orgasm-like euphoric erotic sensations’ 
were followed by a staring, unresponsive state in which 
she lost consciousness. The spells, which occurred without 
warning and in response to no obvious trigger, interfered 
severely with her ability to function normally in everyday 
life. Linda was examined by József Janszky, a neurologist, 
who suspected that she might be suffering from epilepsy, a 
seizure disorder in which nerve cells in the brain suddenly 
start firing uncontrollably. The symptoms of an epileptic 
seizure depend on which brain areas are activated. Seizures 
that activate the motor area of the cerebral cortex will cause 
uncontrollable movements, seizures that activate visual 
cortex will create the sensation of images, and so on. Could 
there be a specific brain region that, when activated by a 
seizure, causes the sensations of orgasm that are normally 
brought on by external stimulation?

How did the researcher answer the question?
It is not easy to study the neurological basis of sexual 
sensations because most people are understandably 
reluctant to allow researchers to monitor their sexual 
activity. In the process of diagnosing Linda’s problem, 

Janszky had a unique opportunity to learn something 
about the origin of orgasmic sensations without intruding 
on his patient’s privacy. His approach exemplifies the 
case study method of research. As described in Chapter 2, 
‘Research in psychology’, case studies focus intensively 
on a particular individual, group or situation. Sometimes 
they lead to important insights about clinical problems or 
other phenomena that occur so rarely that they cannot be 
studied through surveys or controlled experiments. In this 
case, Janszky decided to study Linda’s brain activity while 
she was actually having a spell. He reasoned that if the 
spells were caused by seizures in a specific brain region, 
it might be possible to eliminate the problem through 
surgery.

What did the researcher find?
Linda’s brain activity was recorded during five of her spells, 
using electroencephalography (EEG), a method described in 
more detail in Chapter 3, ‘Biological aspects of psychology’. 
During each spell, the EEG showed that she was having 
seizures in the right temporal lobe of her brain. A subsequent 
MRI of her brain revealed a small area of abnormal tissue in 
the same area of the right temporal lobe. The organisation 
of nerve cells in abnormal brain tissue can make it easier for 
seizures to occur, so Linda was advised to have some tissue 
surgically removed from the problem area. After the surgery, 
her seizures stopped.

What do the results mean?
Janszky concluded that Linda had been having 
‘localisation-related epilepsy’, meaning that her spells 
were seizures coming from a specific brain location. This 
conclusion was supported by the fact that she had right 
temporal lobe seizures on the EEG each time she had a 
spell. Her MRI showed an abnormality in the same region 
that commonly gives rise to seizures, and her spells 
disappeared after the abnormality was removed. Linda’s 
case also led Janszky to suggest that the right temporal 
lobe may play a special role in creating the sensory 
experience of orgasm.
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Explore how psychology is applied in the world around 
you with the snapshot boxes. 

School psychologists provide support to teachers and students, and they help to identify 
academic challenges and opportunities and to set up programs to improve students’ achievement 
and satisfaction in school. They are also involved in activities such as the early detection of students’ 
mental health issues or concerns, and crisis intervention.

Social psychology
Social psychologists study the ways in which people socially interact with those around them, how 
they think about themselves and others, and how people influence one another. Their research on 
persuasion has been applied to the creation of safe-sex advertising campaigns designed to stop 
the spread of AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) or quit smoking campaigns. Social 
psychologists also explore how peer pressure affects us, what determines who we like (or even love; 
see the Snapshot ‘Got a match?’), and why and how prejudice forms. They have found, for example, 
that although we may pride ourselves on not being prejudiced, we may actually hold unconscious 
negative beliefs about certain groups that affect the way we relate to people in those groups. 
Chapter 14, ‘Social psychology’, describes these and many other examples of research in social 
psychology.

school psychologists 
psychologists who work with 
teachers and students, assist in 
identifying students’ academic 
challenges and opportunities, 
provide counselling to students, 
and set up programs to improve 
students’ achievement and 
aspirational growth
social psychologists 
psychologists who study how 
people influence one another’s 
behaviour, social interactions 
and attitudes, individually and 
in groups

Got a match?
Some commercial matchmaking services, such as eHarmony (eharmony.
com.au), apply social psychologists’ research on interpersonal 
relationships and attraction in an effort to pair up people whose 
characteristics are most likely to be compatible. According to 
eHarmony, it uses the data of over 200 000 couples globally to  
identify personality dimensions that influence how well two people are 
suited to one another.

SNAPSHOT
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Organisational psychology
Organisational psychologists conduct research on leadership, stress, competition, pay rates and 
other factors that affect the efficiency, productivity and satisfaction of people in the workplace. They 
also explore topics such as worker motivation, work team cooperation, conflict resolution procedures 
and employee selection methods. Learning more about how businesses and organisations work – or 
fail to work – allows organisational psychologists to make evidence-based recommendations to help 
businesses work better. Today, companies all over the world are applying research from organisational 
psychology to promote the development of positive organisational behaviour. The results include 
more effective employee training programs, ambitious but realistic goal-setting procedures, fair 
and reasonable evaluation tools, and incentive systems that motivate and reward outstanding 
performance.

Other subfields
Our list of psychology’s subfields is still not complete. Sport psychologists use visualisation and 
relaxation training programs to help athletes reduce excessive anxiety, focus attention and make 
other changes that let them perform at their best. Forensic psychologists (see the Snapshot ‘Linking 
psychology and law’) may assist police and other agencies in understanding criminals, evaluating 
the mental competence of defendants, providing psychological reports for court processes, and 
performing many other tasks related to psychology and the law. Environmental psychologists 
study the effects of the environment on people’s behaviour and mental processes. The results of 
their research are applied by architects and interior designers as they plan or remodel university 
residences, shopping malls, auditoriums, hospitals, prisons, offices and other spaces to make them 
more comfortable and functional for the people who will occupy them. Cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists study the interactions between differing cultural groups. This is increasingly important 
in a globalised world where people are travelling more and encountering people from a wide range of 

organisational 
psychologists psychologists 
who study ways to improve 
efficiency, productivity and 
satisfaction among workers and the 
organisations that employ them
sport psychologists 
psychologists who explore 
the relationships between 
athletic performance and 
such psychological variables as 
motivation and emotion
forensic psychologists 
psychologists who assist in jury 
selection, evaluate defendants’ 
mental competence to stand 
trial, and deal with other issues 
involving psychology and the law
environmental 
psychologists psychologists 
who study the effects of the 
physical environment on 
behaviour and mental processes
cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists psychologists 
who help us to better 
understand the way culture 
affects our lives and to better 
understand our, and others, 
place in the world
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Test your understanding as you go via the in review 
boxes, which summarise information and are 
accompanied by check your understanding self-test 
questions to help you review, integrate, and comprehend 
large chunks of information.

 PERIPHERAL NERVOUS SYSTEM
The PNS sends sensory information from the eyes, ears and other sense organs to the CNS. The PNS 
also carries messages from the brain and spinal cord to the muscles, glands and other parts of the 
body. Unlike the CNS, it is not protected by bone. To accomplish its relay tasks, the PNS has two 
subsystems, the somatic nervous system and the autonomic nervous system (as shown in Figure 3.7), 
each of which performs both sensory and motor functions.

Somatic nervous system
The first of these components is the somatic nervous system, which transmits information from the 
senses to the CNS and carries signals from the CNS to the muscles that move the skeleton. Sensory 
neurons bring information into the brain. Motor neurons carry information from the brain to direct 
motion. For example, imagine that you are at the beach. You feel the warmth of the sun and smell 
the ocean because sensory neurons in your somatic nervous system take in these pieces of sensory 
information and send them to the CNS for processing. And when you decide it is time to turn over, sit 
up or put on more sunscreen, your brain sends movement instructions through motor neurons in the 
somatic nervous system. These motor neurons extend from your spinal cord to your muscles, where 
the release of a neurotransmitter onto them causes the muscles to contract.

3.2

somatic nervous system 
the subsystem of the peripheral 
nervous system that transmits 
information from the senses to 
the central nervous system and 
carries signals from the central 
nervous system to the muscles
sensory neurons cells in the 
nervous system that provide 
information to the brain about 
the environment
motor neurons cells in the 
nervous system that the brain 
uses to influence muscles and 
other organs to respond to the 
environment in some way

 IN REVIEW

PART FUNCTION TYPE OF SIGNAL CARRIED

Axon Carries signals away from the cell body The action potential, an all-or-nothing 
electrochemical signal that shoots down the 
axon to vesicles at the tip of the axon, releasing 
neurotransmitters

Dendrite Detects and carries signals to the cell body The postsynaptic potential, an electrochemical signal 
moving towards the cell body

Neurotransmitter A chemical released by one cell that binds to the 
receptors on another cell

A chemical message telling the next cell to fire or not 
to fire its own action potential

Receptor Protein on the cell membrane that receives chemical 
signals

Recognises certain neurotransmitters, thus allowing it 
to begin a postsynaptic potential in the dendrite

Synapse Provides an area for the transfer of signals between 
neurons, usually between the axon of one cell and the 
dendrite of another

Chemicals that cross the synapse and reach receptors 
on another cell

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

1 For one neuron to communicate with another, a    has to cross the    
between them.

2 The nervous system’s main functions are to   ,    and    
information.

3 The two main types of cells in the nervous system are    and   . 
of a sound wave.

Nervous system
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 THINKING CRITICALLY

WHAT CAN fMRI TELL US ABOUT BEHAVIOUR AND MENTAL PROCESSES?
 A picture may be worth a thousand words, but the 

pictures of brain activity offered by fMRI are generating 
millions of them. There are many thousands of scientific 
articles that have discussed the results of fMRI scans 
taken while people engaged in various kinds of thinking 
or experienced various emotions. Neuroscientists who use 
brain-imaging techniques are now to be found in psychology 
departments around the world, and, as described in other 
chapters, their work is changing the research landscape in 
cognitive, social and abnormal psychology. Excitement over 
fMRI is not confined to scientists. Popular and scientific 
magazines routinely carry fMRI pictures that appear to 
‘show’ people’s thoughts and feelings as they happen. 
Readers see these articles as more believable than those 
offering the same data in less dramatic tables or graphs 
(McCabe & Castel, 2008), which may be one reason why so 
many companies these days are making money by offering 

brain-imaging services that 
can supposedly improve the 
quality of employee selection, 
lie detection, political 
campaign strategies, product 
design and diagnosis of mental 
disorders. The editor of one 
scientific journal summed up 
this trend by saying that ‘a 
picture is worth a thousand 
dollars’ (Farah, 2009).

What am I being asked to 
believe or accept?
In the early 1800s, similar 
excitement surrounded 

phrenology, a technique that involved feeling bumps and 
depressions on the skull. It was claimed that these contours 
reflect the size of 27 structures on the brain’s surface that 
determine personality traits, mental abilities, talents 
and other characteristics. Although wildly popular with 
the public (Benjamin & Baker, 2004), phrenology did not 
survive the critical thinking of 19th-century scientists 
and the technique has long been discredited. Today, some 
scientists wonder whether fMRI is a 21st-century version of 
phrenology, at least in the sense that their colleagues might 
be accepting its value too readily. These scientists point out 
that although fMRI images can indicate where brain activity 
occurs as people think and experience emotion, there is 
no guarantee that this activity is actually causing the 
associated thoughts and feelings (Aldridge, 2005). Questions 
are also being raised about the assumption that particular 
thought processes or emotions occur in a particular brain 

structure or set of structures. It is easy to talk about 
‘thinking’ or ‘attention’, but these psychological terms might 
not correspond to specific biological processes that can be 
isolated and located by any technology.

Is there evidence available to support the claim?
When a participant in an fMRI experiment thinks or feels 
something, you can actually see the colours in the brain scan 
change, much like the colour changes you see on weather radar 
as a rainstorm intensifies or weakens. Looking at an fMRI scan, 
you get a clear impression of the brain areas that ‘light up’ 
when a person experiences an emotion or performs a cognitive 
task (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1, ‘Introducing psychology’).

These scans are not as precise as they seem, though, 
because fMRI does not directly measure brain cell activity. 
The colours seen in an fMRI scan reflect instead the flow 
of blood in the brain and the amount of oxygen the blood is 
carrying. Changes in blood flow and blood oxygen are related 
to changes in the firing rates of neurons, but the relationship 
is complex and not yet fully understood (Maandag et al., 
2007; Perthen et al., 2008). Furthermore, when brain cells 
process information, their firing rate may either increase 
or decrease (Gonsalves, Kahn, Curran, Norman, & Wagner, 
2005). If the increases and decreases in a particular brain 
region happen to cancel each other out, an fMRI scan will 
miss the neuronal activity taking place in that region. In fact, 
compared with the direct measurement of brain cell activity 
that can be done in research with animals, fMRI technology 
is still rather crude. It takes coordinated changes in millions 
of neurons to produce a detectable change in the fMRI signal.

Critics also argue that the results of fMRI research can 
depend too much on how experimenters choose to interpret 
them. In a typical fMRI experiment, participants are shown 
some kind of display, such as pairs of photos, and asked to 
perform various tasks. One task might be to press a button if 
the photos are exactly the same. A second task might be to 
press the button if objects in the photos are arranged in the 
same way. In this second task, a participant should press 
the button if one photo shows, say, a short man standing to 
the left of a tall woman, and the other photo shows a small 
dog standing to the left of a giraffe. Both versions of the task 
require the participant to compare two images, but only the 
second of them requires considering whether things that 
look different are actually similar in some way. The fMRI 
scans taken during these tasks might show certain brain 
areas ‘lighting up’ only during the second task. If so, the 
researcher would suggest that those areas are involved in 
recognising analogies, or the similarities between apparently 
different things (Wharton et al., 2000). The researcher 
would base this conclusion on a computer program that 

APPLYING 
PSYCHOLOGY

Is it possible to show 
that gamblers who won 
a sizeable amount of 
money, actually had only 
a small amount of brain 
activity in the brain area 
that normally increases in 
activity when the person is 
rewarded?
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PSYCHOLOGY LINKAGES

Understand the network of relationships among psychology’s subfields through the psychology linkages features in  
this book. 

•	 �Linkages sections take an in-depth look 
at topics that feature interrelated fields of 
psychology.

•	� Linkages diagrams at the end of every 
chapter present a set of questions that 
illustrate three of the ways material in the 
chapter is related to other chapters. 

•	� Linkages icons throughout the book are a 
quick reminder to consider the bigger picture 
of psychology as an interrelated discipline.

Important key terms are marked in bold in the text and 
defined in the margin when they are used for the first time.

Actively try out the concepts discussed in the chapter by 
following the Try this icons throughout the text.

School psychologists provide support to teachers and students, and they help to identify 
academic challenges and opportunities and to set up programs to improve students’ achievement 
and satisfaction in school. They are also involved in activities such as the early detection of students’ 
mental health issues or concerns, and crisis intervention.

Social psychology
Social psychologists study the ways in which people socially interact with those around them, how 
they think about themselves and others, and how people influence one another. Their research on 
persuasion has been applied to the creation of safe-sex advertising campaigns designed to stop 
the spread of AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) or quit smoking campaigns. Social 
psychologists also explore how peer pressure affects us, what determines who we like (or even love; 
see the Snapshot ‘Got a match?’), and why and how prejudice forms. They have found, for example, 
that although we may pride ourselves on not being prejudiced, we may actually hold unconscious 
negative beliefs about certain groups that affect the way we relate to people in those groups. 
Chapter 14, ‘Social psychology’, describes these and many other examples of research in social 
psychology.

school psychologists 
psychologists who work with 
teachers and students, assist in 
identifying students’ academic 
challenges and opportunities, 
provide counselling to students, 
and set up programs to improve 
students’ achievement and 
aspirational growth
social psychologists 
psychologists who study how 
people influence one another’s 
behaviour, social interactions 
and attitudes, individually and 
in groups

Got a match?
Some commercial matchmaking services, such as eHarmony (eharmony.
com.au), apply social psychologists’ research on interpersonal 
relationships and attraction in an effort to pair up people whose 
characteristics are most likely to be compatible. According to 
eHarmony, it uses the data of over 200 000 couples globally to  
identify personality dimensions that influence how well two people are 
suited to one another.

SNAPSHOT

eH
ar

m
on

y

Organisational psychology
Organisational psychologists conduct research on leadership, stress, competition, pay rates and 
other factors that affect the efficiency, productivity and satisfaction of people in the workplace. They 
also explore topics such as worker motivation, work team cooperation, conflict resolution procedures 
and employee selection methods. Learning more about how businesses and organisations work – or 
fail to work – allows organisational psychologists to make evidence-based recommendations to help 
businesses work better. Today, companies all over the world are applying research from organisational 
psychology to promote the development of positive organisational behaviour. The results include 
more effective employee training programs, ambitious but realistic goal-setting procedures, fair 
and reasonable evaluation tools, and incentive systems that motivate and reward outstanding 
performance.

Other subfields
Our list of psychology’s subfields is still not complete. Sport psychologists use visualisation and 
relaxation training programs to help athletes reduce excessive anxiety, focus attention and make 
other changes that let them perform at their best. Forensic psychologists (see the Snapshot ‘Linking 
psychology and law’) may assist police and other agencies in understanding criminals, evaluating 
the mental competence of defendants, providing psychological reports for court processes, and 
performing many other tasks related to psychology and the law. Environmental psychologists 
study the effects of the environment on people’s behaviour and mental processes. The results of 
their research are applied by architects and interior designers as they plan or remodel university 
residences, shopping malls, auditoriums, hospitals, prisons, offices and other spaces to make them 
more comfortable and functional for the people who will occupy them. Cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists study the interactions between differing cultural groups. This is increasingly important 
in a globalised world where people are travelling more and encountering people from a wide range of 

organisational 
psychologists psychologists 
who study ways to improve 
efficiency, productivity and 
satisfaction among workers and the 
organisations that employ them
sport psychologists 
psychologists who explore 
the relationships between 
athletic performance and 
such psychological variables as 
motivation and emotion
forensic psychologists 
psychologists who assist in jury 
selection, evaluate defendants’ 
mental competence to stand 
trial, and deal with other issues 
involving psychology and the law
environmental 
psychologists psychologists 
who study the effects of the 
physical environment on 
behaviour and mental processes
cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists psychologists 
who help us to better 
understand the way culture 
affects our lives and to better 
understand our, and others, 
place in the world
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clinical, community, counselling, criminal justice and forensic, educational and developmental, 
organisational, health, and special interest group (coaching). These groups provide members with 
opportunities to attend professional development activities and meet with other psychologists 
who work in similar areas of practice. The Australian Psychological Society and the New Zealand 
Psychological Society have a reciprocal relationship. If you are fully registered with one society, 
you will be able to apply to register with the other society. For more on these societies and the 
Psychology Board of Australia, see the upcoming ‘Studying and working in psychology in Australia 
and New Zealand’ section.

We will now take a quick look at the typical interests and activities of psychologists in each 
subfield. Please be aware that we are using the term ‘psychologist’ loosely to include psychological 
scientists (who work in different subfields) as well as registered psychologists. We will describe 
their work in more detail in later chapters. Bear in mind though, that use of the term ‘psychologist’ 
to describe yourself is restricted to those who satisfy the requirement of the Psychology Board of 
Australia for registration and practice, otherwise you will be in breach of the Health Practitioner 
Regulation National Law Act 2009. 

Biological psychology
Biological psychologists, also called physiological psychologists, use high-tech scanning devices 
and other methods to study how biological processes in the brain affect, and are affected by, 
behaviour and mental processes (see Figure 1.1). Have you ever had the odd feeling that a new 
experience, such as entering an unfamiliar house, has actually happened to you before? Biological 
psychologists studying this illusion of déjà vu (French for ‘already seen’) suggest that it may be 
due to a temporary malfunction in the brain’s ability to combine incoming information from 
the senses, creating the impression of two ‘copies’ of a single event (Brown, 2004). In Chapter 3, 
‘Biological aspects of psychology’, we describe biological psychologists’ research on many other 
topics, such as how your brain controls your movements and speech, and what organs help you 
cope with stress and fight disease.

biological psychologists 
psychologists who analyse 
the biological factors 
influencing behaviour and 
mental processes; also called 
physiological psychologists

Cognitive psychology
TRY THIS  Stop reading for a moment and look left and right. Your ability to follow this suggestion, to 
recognise whatever you saw, and to understand the words you are reading right now are the result of 
mental, or cognitive, abilities. Those abilities allow you to receive information from the outside world, 
understand it and act on it. Cognitive psychologists study mental abilities such as sensation and 
perception, learning and memory, thinking, consciousness, intelligence and creativity. Cognitive 
psychologists have found, for example, that we do not just receive incoming information – we mentally 
manipulate it. Notice that the drawing in Figure 1.2 stays physically the same, but two different 
versions emerge, depending on which of its features you emphasise.

cognitive psychologists 
psychologists whose research 
focuses on analysis of the 
mental processes underlying 
judgement, decision-making, 
problem-solving, imagining 
and other aspects of human 
thought or cognition

FIGURE 1.1 Visualising brain activity

Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
techniques allow biological psychologists to study 
the brain activity accompanying various mental 
processes. 

Science Photo Library/Zephyr
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FEATURES WITHIN CHAPTERS

Lansford et al., 2005). These findings remind us that it is important to evaluate parenting styles in their 
cultural context. There is no single, universally ‘best’ style of parenting (Holden, 2014).

Peer friendships and popularity
Social development over the years of childhood occurs in a world that broadens to include brothers, 
sisters, playmates and classmates. Relationships with other children start early (Rubin, Bukowski, & 
Parker, 2015). By two months of age, infants engage in mutual gazing. By six months, they vocalise 
and smile at each other. By eight months, they prefer to look at another child rather than at an adult 
(Bigelow, MacLean, Wood, & Smith, 1990). In other words, even infants are interested in other people, 
but it is a long journey from interest to intimacy.

Observations of two-year-olds show that the most they can do with their peers is to look at 
them, imitate them and exchange – or grab – toys. By age four, they begin to play ‘pretend’ together, 
agreeing about roles and themes (Coplan & Arbeau, 2011). This kind of play is important because it 
provides a new context for communicating desires and feelings, and offers an opportunity to form first 
‘friendships’ (Dunn & Hughes, 2001; Rubin et al., 2015). In the school years, peer interaction becomes 
more frequent, complex and structured. Children play games with rules, join teams, tutor each other, 
and cooperate – or compete – in achieving goals. Friends become more important and friendships 
longer-lasting as school-age children find that friends are a source of companionship, stimulation, 
support and affection (Rose & Asher, 2017). In fact, companionship and fun are the most important 
aspects of friendship for children at this age. Psychological intimacy does not enter the picture until 
adolescence (Furman & Rose, 2015).

Friends help children establish their sense of self-worth (Harter, 2012). Through friendships, 
children can compare their own strengths and weaknesses with those of others in a supportive and 
accepting atmosphere. Some children have more friends than others. When children are asked to 
nominate the classmates they like the best and the least, those who get the most votes – the popular 
children – tend to be the ones who are friendly, assertive and good at communication; they help set the 
rules for their group, and they engage in positive social behaviour, such as helping others. Especially 
in early adolescence, children who are athletic, arrogant or aggressive may also be popular, as long as 
their aggressiveness is not too extreme (Asher & McDonald, 2011).

Unfortunately, about 10 per cent of schoolchildren do not have friends. Some, known as rejected 
children, are actively disliked, either because they are too aggressive and lacking in self-control, or 
because they are anxious and socially unskilled. Others, called neglected children, are seldom even 
mentioned in peer nominations; they are isolated, quiet and withdrawn but not necessarily disliked. 
Friendless children tend to do poorly in school and usually experience psychological and behaviour 
problems in later life (Asher & Hopmeyer, 2001; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003). It appears that having 
even one close, stable friend can protect schoolchildren from loneliness and other problems (Laursen, 
Bukowski, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007; Parker, Saxon, Asher, & Kovacs, 2001). It also appears that the single 
most important factor in determining children’s popularity is the social skills that they learn over the 
years of childhood and adolescence (Rubin et al., 2015).

Social skills and understanding
Changes in peer interactions and relationships over childhood show children’s increasing social talents 
and understanding. Social skills, like cognitive skills, are learnt (Rubin et al., 2015).

One of the most basic of these social skills is the ability to engage in sustained, responsive 
interactions with peers. These interactions require cooperation, sharing and taking turns – behaviours 
that first appear in the preschool years. A second social skill that children learn is the ability to detect 
and correctly interpret other people’s emotional signals. Therefore, children’s social performance 
depends on processing information about other people (Fischer & Manstead, 2016). 

A related set of social skills involves the ability to feel what another person is feeling, or something 
close to it (empathy), and to respond with comfort or help if the person is in distress. Children who 
understand another person’s perspective, who appreciate how that person might be feeling, and who 
behave accordingly tend to be the most popular members of their peer group (Rubin et al., 2015). Children 
who do not have these skills are rejected or neglected; they may become bullies or the victims of bullies. 

Bullying has attracted intense attention in recent years, not only because its victims often 
experience reduced self-esteem and depression (Leadbeater, Thompson, & Sukhawathanakul, 2014; 

LINKAGES 

Do children perceive 
others as adults 
do? (A link to 
Chapter 14, ‘Social 
psychology’.)
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CHAPTER 
REVIEW

LINKAGES 

As noted in Chapter 1, ‘Introducing psychology’, all 
of psychology’s subfields are related to one another. 
Our discussion of behavioural genetics illustrates just 
one way in which the topic of this chapter, research 
in psychology, is linked to the subfield of biological 
psychology (see Chapter 3, ‘Biological aspects of 

psychology’). The ‘Linkages’ diagram shows ties to 
two additional subfields and there are many more ties 
throughout the book. Looking for linkages among 
subfields will help you see how they all fit together 
and help you better appreciate the big picture that is 
psychology.

SUMMARY

 THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT PSYCHOLOGY
• Critical thinking is the process of assessing claims 

and making judgements on the basis of well-supported 
evidence.

• Often, questions about behaviour and mental processes 
are phrased in terms of hypotheses about variables that 
have been specified by operational definitions. Tests of 
hypotheses are based on objective, quantifiable evidence, 

or data, representing the variables of interest. If data are 
to be useful, they must be evaluated for reliability and 
validity.

• Explanations of phenomena often take the form of a 
theory, which is a set of statements that can be used to 
account for, predict and even suggest ways of controlling 
certain phenomena.

L O 1

is it possible to do 
experiments on 
psychotherapy?

how much of our behaviour 
is due to genetics and 
how much is due to our 
environment?

CHAPTER 3 
Biological aspects of 

psychology

CHAPTER 13 
Psychological disorders and 

treatment

CHAPTER 14 
Social psychology

is it ethical to deceive 
people in order to 
learn about their social 
behaviour?

CHAPTER 2  RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY
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PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH METHODS AND BEHAVIOURAL GENETICS
One of the most fascinating and difficult challenges in 
psychology is to find research methods that can help us 
understand the ways in which people’s genetic inheritance 
(their biological nature) intertwines with environmental 
events and conditions before and after birth (often called 
nurture) to shape their behaviour and mental processes 
(Moffitt, Caspi, & Rutter, 2005). Consider Mark and John, 
identical twins who were both adopted at birth because 
their biological parents were too poor to care for them. John 
grew up with a married couple who made him feel secure 
and loved. Mark went from orphanage to foster home to 
hospital and, finally, back to his biological father’s second 
wife. In other words, these genetically identical people had 
encountered quite different environments. Still, when they 
met for the first time at the age of 24 years, they discovered 
similarities that went far beyond physical appearance. They 
used the same aftershave lotion, smoked the same brand of 
cigarettes, used the same imported brand of toothpaste, and 
liked the same sports. They had joined the military within 
eight days of each other, and their IQ scores were nearly 
identical. How had genetic influences operated in two 
different environments to shape such similarities?

Exploring questions such as these has taken 
psychologists into the field of behavioural genetics, the 
study of how genes and environments work together 
to shape behaviour. They have discovered that most 
behavioural tendencies are likely to be influenced by 
interactions between the environment and many different 
genes. Accordingly, research in behavioural genetics 
is designed to explore the relative roles of genetic and 

environmental factors 
in producing differences 
among people in 
personality, mental 
ability, mental disorders 
and other phenomena, 
as noted in the Snapshot 
‘Twins and behavioural 
genetics’. It also seeks to 
identify specific genes that 
contribute to hereditary 
influences.

Animal research
Some behavioural genetics research takes the form of 
experiments, mainly on the selective breeding of animals 
(Suomi, 2004). For example, Stephen Suomi (1999) identified 
monkeys whose genes predisposed them to show strong or 
weak reactions to stress. He then mated strong reactors with 
other strong reactors and mated weak reactors with other weak 
reactors. Within a few generations, descendants of the strong-
reactor pairs reacted much more strongly to stressors than did 
the descendants of the weak-reactor pairs. Selective-breeding 
experiments must be interpreted with caution, though, 
because animals do not inherit specific behaviours. Instead, 
they inherit differing sets of physical structures and capacities 
that make certain behaviours more likely or less likely.

However, these behavioural tendencies can be altered 
by the environment (Grigorenko, 2002; Parker et al., 2006). 
For example, when Suomi (1999) placed young, highly 
stress-reactive monkeys with unrelated ‘foster mothers’, he 
discovered that the foster mothers’ own stress reactivity 
amplified or dampened the youngsters’ genetically

behavioural genetics the study of how genes and environment work 
together to shape behaviour

LINKAGES 

How much of our 
behaviour is due 
to genetics and 
how much to our 
environment?  
(A link to Chapter 3, 
‘Biological aspects  
of psychology’.)

Liamputtong, 2010). Snell and Hodgetts (2007) used photo elicitation techniques to explore heavy 
metal music communities.

Qualitative methods have been used extensively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). Aboriginal cultures adhere to oral traditions, and ‘yarning’ is a very 
important part of the way that people communicate and come to know their culture and knowledges 
(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). Yarning is a culturally safe and culturally appropriate way to learn about 
the lived experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Bessarab, Ng’andu, 2010; Geia, 
Hayes, & Usher, 2013). Importantly, yarning connects the person and the researcher to the collective 
experiences of the person, their family and their history. We discuss these concepts more in Chapter 
16, ‘Indigenous psychology’. 

Qualitative methods also can be used in conjunction with other research methods to provide 
a richer understanding of psychological phenomena, which is termed a multimethod approach to 
collecting information. Using multiple methods allows us to ‘triangulate’ the data sources to see if 
they are all converging on the same conclusions. Qualitative research traditionally involves a smaller 
sample size. It does not seek to be representative of a population or of a psychological phenomenon 
but allows for in-depth understanding and may provide the basis for further research.
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END-OF-CHAPTER FEATURES

At the end of each chapter you will find several tools to help you to review, practise and extend your knowledge of the 
key learning objectives in the chapter review section.

Review your understanding of the  
key chapter topics with the summary, 
which connects back to the chapter-
opening learning objectives.

Consolidate your learning by 
considering the chapter talking points 
section. How would you explain these 
points to friends and family?

Extend your understanding through 
the suggested further reading and 
extensive references list relevant to 
each chapter.

CHAPTER 
REVIEW

SUMMARY
Psychology is the science that seeks to understand behaviour and mental processes and to 
apply that understanding in the service of human welfare.

 THE WORLD OF PSYCHOLOGY: AN OVERVIEW
The concept of ‘behaviour, social interaction and mental 
processes’ is a broad one, encompassing virtually all 
aspects of what it means to be a human being. The goals of 
psychology are to understand, explain and predict human 
behaviour in different contexts to promote a healthy life 
and human welfare. 

Because the subject matter of psychology is diverse, 
most psychologists work in particular subfields within the 
discipline:
• Biological psychologists, also called physiological 

psychologists, study topics such as the role played by 
the brain in regulating behaviour.

• Cognitive psychologists focus on basic psychological 
processes, such as learning, memory and perception; 
they also study judgement, decision-making and 
problem-solving.

• Developmental psychologists try to understand, 
describe and explore the development of behaviour, 
social interaction and mental processes over a lifetime.

• Personality psychologists focus on people’s unique 
characteristics. 

• Clinical psychologists and counselling psychologists 
provide direct service to people and conduct research 
on challenging behaviours.

• Community psychologists work with communities 
and focus on prevention by promoting resilience and 
people’s strengths.

• Health psychologists study the relationship between 
behaviour and health and help promote healthy 
lifestyles.

• Educational psychologists conduct and apply 
research on teaching and learning, whereas school 
psychologists specialise in supporting and guiding 
teachers and students in an academic environment.

• Social psychologists examine how people influence 
one another’s behaviour, social interactions and 
attitudes, individually and in groups.

• Organisational psychologists study ways of increasing 
efficiency, satisfaction and productivity in the 
workplace.

• Sport psychologists, forensic psychologists and 
environmental psychologists exemplify some of 
psychology’s many other subfields.
Psychologists often work in more than one subfield 

and usually share knowledge with colleagues in many 
subfields. Psychologists also draw on and contribute to 
knowledge in other disciplines, such as computer science, 
economics and law.

Psychologists use the methods of science to conduct 
research. This means that they perform experiments 
and use other scientific procedures to systematically 
gather and analyse information about psychological 
phenomena.

 A BRIEF HISTORY OF PSYCHOLOGY
The founding of modern psychology is usually marked as 
1879, when Wilhelm Wundt established the first psychology 
research laboratory. Wundt studied consciousness in a 
manner that was expanded by Edward Titchener into an 
approach he called structuralism. It was also in the late 
1800s that Sigmund Freud, in Vienna, began his study of the 
unconscious, while in the United States, William James took 
the functionalist approach, suggesting that psychologists 

should study how consciousness helps us adapt to 
our environments. In 1913, John B. Watson founded 
behaviourism, arguing that to be scientific, psychologists 
should study only the behaviour they can see, not private 
mental events. Behaviourism dominated psychology 
for decades, but psychologists are once again studying 
consciousness in the form of cognitive processes.

 APPROACHES TO THE SCIENCE OF PSYCHOLOGY
Psychologists differ in their approaches to psychology; that 
is, in their assumptions, questions and research methods:
• The biological approach focuses on how physiological 

processes shape behaviour and mental processes.

• Psychologists who take the behavioural approach view 
behaviour as determined primarily by learning based on 
experiences with rewards and punishments.

L O 1

L O 2

L O 3
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Now that you have finished reading this chapter, how about exploring some of the topics and 
information that you found most interesting. Here are some places to start:

J. Richard Block and Harold Yuker, Can You Believe Your 
Eyes? (Gardner Press, 1989) – more illusions and visual 
oddities.

Chandler Burr, The Emperor of Scent (Random House, 
2003) – about the perfume industry and a scientist 
who is testing a new theory of smell.

Richard Cytowic, The Man Who Tasted Shapes (MIT Press, 
2003) – about synaesthesia, a condition in which 
senses are mixed.

Richard L. Gregory and Andrew M. Colman (Eds.), 
Sensation and Perception (Longman, 1995) – the 
senses and psychophysics.

Richard L. Gregory and J. Harris (Eds.), The Artful Eye 
(Oxford University Press, 1995) – visual perception.

Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat 
(Touchstone Books, 1998) – descriptions of patients 
with sensory and perceptual disorders.

Oliver Sacks, Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of 
the Deaf (Vintage, 2000) – how deaf people experience 
the world.

Roger Shepard, Mind Sights (Freeman, 1990) – visual 
illusions and ambiguous figures.

Adams, R. J., Courage, M. L., & Mercer, M. E. (1991). 
Deficiencies in human neonates’ color vision: 
Photoreceptoral and neural explanations. Behavioral 
Brain Research, 43, 109–114.

FURTHER 
READING

Adams, W. J., Graf, E. W., & Ernst, M. O. (2004). Experience 
can change the ‘light from above’ prior. Nature 
Neuroscience, 7, 1057–1058.

Anderson, B. L. (2004). The role of occlusion in the 
perception of depth, lightness, and opacity. 
Psychological Review, 110, 785–801.

Andrew, D., & Craig, A. D. (2001). Spinothalamic lamina I 
neurons selectively sensitive to histamine: A central 
neural pathway for itch. Nature Neuroscience, 4, 72–77.

Angelaki, D. E., & Cullen, K. E. (2008). Vestibular system: 
The many faces of a multimodal sense. Annual Review 
of Neuroscience, 31, 125–150.

Arle, J. E., & Shils, J. L. (2008). Motor cortex stimulation 
for pain and movement disorders. Neurotherapeutics, 
5(1), 37–49.

Arterberry, M. E., Craton, L. G., & Yonas, A. (1993). Infants’ 
sensitivity to motion-carried information for depth and 
object properties. In C. Granrud (Ed.), Visual perception 

CHAPTER 
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and cognition in infancy: Carnegie Mellon symposia on 
cognition (pp. 215–234). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Assefi, N. P., Sherman, K. J., Jacobsen, C., Goldberg,  
J., Smith, W. R., & Buchwald, D. (2005). A randomized 
clinical trial of acupuncture compared with sham 
acupuncture in fibromyalgia. Annals of Internal 
Medicine, 143, 10–19.

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2017). First results of 
National Health survey. Retrieved from http:www.abs.
gov.au4363

Australian Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Cities 
and Regional Development (2019). Australian Road 
Deaths Database. Retrieved from https://www.bitre.
gov.au/statistics/safety/fatal_road_crash_database.
aspx

Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet (2019). Overview  
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health  
status, 2018. Perth, WA: Australian Indigenous 
HealthInfoNet.
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Here are a few talking points to help you summarise this chapter for family and friends without 
giving a lecture:

1 Our five senses give us a personal version of reality, so everyone experiences the world a little bit differently.
2 How will our senses be impacted by technology?
3 As in other animals, chemicals called pheromones can affect humans, but they do not serve as strong sexual attractants, no 

matter what perfume makers suggest.
4 Unlike a video camera that dispassionately records events, our perceptions of the world are not fixed and objective. They are 

affected by our past experience, our wants and needs, our expectations, and the situations in which we find ourselves.
5 Because perception depends to some extent on experience, people from different cultures may differ in their sensitivity to certain 

optical illusions.
6 Can we truly multitask? When we are concentrating on one thing, we may become blind to other important information. Limits 

on our ability to divide attention between tasks make it dangerous to text or talk on a mobile phone while driving.

TALKING 
POINTS
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• Neural plasticity in the CNS, the ability to strengthen 
neural connections at its synapses as well as to establish 
new synapses, forms the basis for learning and memory. 

Scientists are searching for ways to increase neural 
plasticity following brain damage, including through the 
use of neural stem cells.

L O 4  CHEMISTRY OF PSYCHOLOGY
• Neurons that use the same neurotransmitter form a 

eurotransmitter system.
• There are three classes of neurotransmitters: small 

molecules, peptides and gases. Acetylcholine systems 
in the brain influence memory processes and movement. 
Norepinephrine is released by neurons whose axons 
spread widely throughout the brain; it is involved in arousal, 
mood and learning. Serotonin, another widespread 
neurotransmitter, is active in systems regulating mood and 
appetite. Dopamine systems are involved in movement, 

motivation and higher cognitive activities. Both Parkinson’s 
disease and schizophrenia involve a disturbance of 
dopamine systems. Gamma-amino butyric acid (GABA) 
is an inhibitory neurotransmitter involved in anxiety and 
epilepsy. Glutamate is the most common excitatory 
neurotransmitter. It is involved in learning and memory 
and, in excess, may cause neuronal death. Endorphins are 
peptide neurotransmitters that affect pain pathways. Nitric 
oxide and carbon monoxide are gases that function as 
neurotransmitters.

L O 5  ENDOCRINE SYSTEM
• Like nervous system cells, those of the endocrine system 

communicate by releasing a chemical that signals to 
other cells. However, the chemicals released by endocrine 
organs, or glands, are called hormones and are carried 
by the bloodstream to remote target organs. The target 
organs often produce a coordinated response to hormonal 
stimulation. One of these responses is the fight-or-flight 
syndrome, which is triggered by adrenal hormones that 

prepare for action in times of stress. Hormones also affect 
brain development, contributing to sex differences in 
the brain and behaviour. Negative feedback systems are 
involved in the control of most endocrine functions. The 
brain is the main controller. Through the hypothalamus, 
it controls the pituitary gland, which in turn controls 
endocrine organs in the body. The brain is also a target 
organ for most endocrine secretions.

TALKING 
POINTS

Here are a few talking points to help you summarise this chapter for family and friends without 
giving a lecture:

1 Biological processes shape us, but they do not enslave us; addiction may have a biological basis, but people with addictions can 
overcome their habits.

2 If any part of the nervous system is damaged, the ability normally handled by that part will be impaired or destroyed.
3 The nervous system does not have the ability to form new neurons; however, through plasticity neurons have the ability to 

change structure and function. 
4 There are reflexes in the nervous system that allow us to react so quickly to a sudden pain that we can escape the danger even 

before our brains know about it.
5 Brain-scanning techniques, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging, provide clear pictures of the brain and its activity 

but are not necessarily able to pinpoint the exact location of particular thoughts or feelings.
6 Each side of the brain is somewhat better than the other at some tasks, but both sides can do most things well; people are not 

‘right-brained’ or ‘left-brained’ in the way they are right-handed or left-handed.
7 The brain can change in response to damage or experience; piano lessons can increase the number of brain cells devoted to 

touch, for example.
8 Neurotransmitters play a significant role in emotions and memory as well as Alzheimer’s disease.
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Guide to the online resources
FOR THE INSTRUCTOR

INSTRUCTOR’S MANUAL 
The instructor’s manual includes:

•	 learning objectives
•	 key terms
•	 chapter outlines 

•	 class activities
•	 active learning activities
•	 critical thinking activities.

MINDTAP 
Premium online teaching and learning tools are available on the MindTap platform, the personalised eLearning solution.

MindTap is a flexible and easy-to-use platform that helps to build student confidence and gives you a clear picture of 
their progress. We partner with you to ease the transition to digital – we’re with you every step of the way.

The Cengage Mobile App puts your course directly into the students’ hands with course materials available on their 
smartphone or tablet. Students can read on the go, complete practice quizzes or participate in interactive real-time 
activities.

MindTap for Bernstein’s Psychology: Australia and New Zealand 3rd Edition is full of innovative resources to support 
critical thinking that will help your students move from memorisation to mastery! It includes:

•	 Bernstein’s Psychology: Australia and New Zealand 3rd Edition eBook
•	 polling questions and chapter quizzes
•	 mastery training
•	 apply psychology: problems
•	 virtual labs 
•	 animations
•	 watch-and-respond video quizzes.
MindTap is a premium purchasable eLearning tool. Contact your 
Cengage learning consultant to find out how MindTap can transform your 
course.

Cengage is pleased to provide you with a selection of resources that will  
help you prepare your lectures and assessments. These teaching tools  

are accessible via  cengage.com.au/instructors  for Australia  
or  cengage.co.nz/instructors  for New Zealand.

COGNERO TEST BANK
A bank of questions has been developed in conjunction with the text for creating quizzes, tests and exams for your 
students. Create multiple test versions in an instant and deliver tests from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you 
want, using Cognero. Cognero test generator is a flexible online system that allows you to import, edit, and manipulate 
content from the text’s test bank or elsewhere, including your own favourite test questions.
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POWERPOINT™ PRESENTATIONS
Use the chapter-by-chapter PowerPoint slides to enhance your lecture presentations and handouts by reinforcing  
the key principles of your subject.

ARTWORK FROM THE TEXT
Add the digital files of graphs, tables, pictures and flow charts into your LMS, use them in student handouts, or  
copy them into your lecture presentations.

MINDTAP
MindTap is the next-level online learning tool that helps you get better grades! MindTap gives you the resources you 
need to study, all in one place and available when you need them. In the MindTap Reader, you can make notes, highlight 
text and even find a definition directly from the page.

If your instructor has chosen MindTap for your subject this semester, log in to MindTap to:

•	 get better grades
•	 save time and get organised
•	 connect with your instructor and peers
•	 study when and where you want, online and mobile
•	 complete assessment tasks as set by your instructor.
When your instructor creates a course using MindTap, they will let you know your course link so you can access the 
content. Please purchase MindTap only when directed by your instructor. Course length is set by your instructor.

FOR THE STUDENT

G U I D E  TO  T H E  O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S
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PREFACE
Welcome to Psychology, the third Australia and New Zealand 
edition.

Studying psychology is both exciting and rewarding –  
it’s the beginning of a journey which may take you down 
diverse pathways. In our experience, most students 
enter the introductory course thinking that psychology 
concerns itself mainly with personality, psychological 
testing, mental disorders, psychotherapy and other 
aspects of clinical psychology. They have little or no 
idea of how broad and multifaceted psychology can be. 
So many students are surprised when we ask them to 
read about neuroanatomy, neural communication, the 
endocrine system, sensory and perceptual processes and 
principles, prenatal risk factors and many other topics 
that they tend to associate with disciplines other than 
psychology.

Introductory texts in psychology present an opportunity 
to discover the reasons behind human behaviour and to 
address the issues which impact upon this behaviour. As 
you work your way through this text, you will not only gain 
psychological knowledge but also develop skills with which 
to evaluate human behaviour. We build on the Bernstein 
tradition; specifically, we endeavour to:
•	 explore the full range of psychology, from cell to society, 

in a manner as free as possible of theoretical bias
•	 balance our need to explain the content of psychology 

with an emphasis on the doing of psychology, through 
a blend of conceptual discussion and description of 
research studies

•	 foster scientific attitudes and help you to learn to think 
critically by examining the ways in which psychologists 
have solved, or failed to solve, fascinating puzzles of 
behaviour and mental processes

•	 produce a text that, without oversimplifying 
psychology, is clear, accessible and enjoyable to read

•	 demonstrate that, in spite of its breadth and diversity, 
psychology is an integrated discipline in which 
each subfield is linked to other subfields by common 
interests and overarching research questions – the 
connection between social, clinical, biological and 
cultural psychologists in researching health and illness 
is just one example of how psychologists from different 
subfields benefit from and build on one another’s work

•	 provide opportunities to apply your reading and 
learning

•	 focus learning within the context of graduate 
competencies as accepted by the discipline in Australia 
and New Zealand as well as internationally

•	 focus on developing your psychological literacy, to 
enable you to better understand and evaluate presented 
evidence.

Preparing this edition provided us with the opportunity 
to adapt the information presented to ensure its relevance to 
our lives. The book includes regional examples to highlight 
many of the psychological principles explained. We 
worked collaboratively and sought regional representation, 
including consulting with Indigenous Australian and New 
Zealand academics, to ensure substantial coverage of the 
material presented.

Chapter organisation
We have designed each chapter to be a freestanding unit 
so that your instructors may assign chapters in any order 
desired. For example, many instructors prefer to teach 
the material on human development relatively late in the 
course, which is why it appears as Chapter 10. However, 
that chapter can be comfortably assigned earlier in the 
course as well.

Linkages
Many students decide to study psychology through a 
personal desire to help people. While this is one aspect 
of the profession, psychology is much broader and more 
multifaceted. This introductory course in psychology 
will raise your awareness of the many different fields of 
psychology and provide examples of where psychological 
knowledge has been of assistance to other disciplines. To 
help you see these relationships, we have built into the book 
an integrated ‘Linkages’ tool.

Thinking critically
We describe research on psychological phenomena in a 
way that reveals the logic of the scientific enterprise, 
identifies possible flaws in design or interpretation, and 
leaves room for more questions and further research. 
We try to display these critical thinking processes in 
‘Thinking critically’ and ‘Focus on research methods’ 
sections, as well as throughout the main text. The 
ability to think critically is both a graduate attribute 
and a fundamental component of psychological literacy. 
As first-year psychology students, you will have the 
opportunity to substantially develop this capacity, 
which should serve you well throughout your lifetime in 
personal, professional and global contexts.

An emphasis on active learning
The many figure and photo ‘Try this’ symbols help you 
to understand and remember a psychological principle 
or phenomenon by suggesting ways in which you can 
demonstrate it for yourself. In ‘Memory’, for example, 
a ‘Snapshot’ caption asks you to write a step-by-step 
description of how to tie shoelaces to illustrate the operation 
of procedural memory.

xix
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‘Try this’ symbols also appear in page margins at the 
many places throughout the book where active learning 
is encouraged. At these points, we ask you to stop reading 
and actually do something to illustrate the psychological 

principle or phenomenon under discussion. For example, in 
Chapter 4 (‘Sensation and perception’) we ask you to focus 
attention on various targets as a way of appreciating the 
difference between overt and covert shifts in attention.

xx
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APPLYING PSYCHOLOGY
1	 Psychologists are able to work in a variety 

of settings, such as mental health facilities, 
schools, private practice, and so forth. What 
are some other settings for which psychology 
provides an excellent background?

2	 Can studying psychology equip you with skills 
such as good oral and written communication 
skills and numeracy skills, well-developed 
computer skills, the ability to find and research 
information, and environmental awareness?

Psychology as a discipline has changed immensely since its humble beginnings. There is an amazing array of 
professional and applied areas that people with psychological training now work in. In this opening chapter, we 
provide an overview of psychology as a discipline and many of the more specialised areas in which psychologists 
work. However, the main focus is on providing an understanding of the theoretical and applied work of 
the discipline of psychology. It is important to note that the knowledge that you will gain from using this 
book underpins much of human behaviour, which is relevant and may be applied to many other disciplines 
and professions. We describe the linkages that tie these areas to one another and to other subjects, such as 
economics and medicine, and how research in psychology is being applied in everyday life. We then tell the 
story of how psychology developed and the various ways in which psychologists approach their work.

CHAPTER 

1 INTRODUCING PSYCHOLOGY

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

On completion of this chapter, you should be able to:
L O 1 O1	define psychology
L O 2 	 �understand the history of psychology
L O 3 L	 �describe the different approaches to the science of 

psychology
L O 4 4	 understand the diversity of psychology
L O 5 5	 �develop an awareness of the knowledge, skills and 

values that reflect the science and application of 
psychology, and the possible career pathways in 
psychology.
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INTRODUCTION
A diverse range of employment opportunities is on offer when you study psychology. Studying 
psychology at an undergraduate level provides you with a range of skills and competencies that enable 
you to work in many different fields. In addition, some people choose to pursue postgraduate studies 
and become registered psychologists. In this book, we endeavour to provide you with the knowledge 
to consider different pathways for your future studies and employment.

The following are examples of people who have applied the skills and knowledge they gained in 
their study of psychology to their role in the workplace: 
•	 Nadine completed an undergraduate degree in psychology and then decided to seek employment 

before pursuing further studies. She worked in events management, where she was able to 
effectively use her excellent oral and written communication skills, knowledge of human 
behaviour, and problem-solving ability in a timely and ethical manner. After a year in the workforce, 
Nadine decided to study counselling at a postgraduate level.

•	 Mary has a passion for supporting migrant and refugee communities and groups. After graduating 
with her undergraduate degree in psychology she obtained work in her local migrant resource 
centre supporting immigrants and refugees to settle in Australia.

•	 As an Aboriginal man Dennis was determined to make a difference to the health outcomes of his 
community in remote Western Australia. After completing his undergraduate degree in psychology 
he undertook further training as an Aboriginal Health Practitioner and obtained work in the 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Service in his home community.

•	 Donna received an honours degree in psychology and was able to apply her high-level research 
skills when she started work in a large metropolitan hospital’s sleep clinic. Using her knowledge 
and understanding of psychological theories related to sleep, Donna has progressed in her place of 
employment and now coordinates the sleep clinic.

•	 Gerry completed a Master of Applied Psychology degree where he focused on community 
psychology. He sought employment in a non-government organisation in a regional location, 
where his role involves working with families to support children with learning difficulties.

•	 As a graduate with a Master of Applied Psychology with a clinical focus, Josey completed 
supervised practice that enabled her to establish her own private clinical practice, which now 
employs three clinical staff.

•	 Following completion of her honours degree in psychology, Eleanor went on to do a PhD, during 
which she completed ground-breaking research into effective behavioural interventions for 
children with autism spectrum disorder. She now works as an academic in a university and also 
consults privately with other organisations.
These people are doing fascinating work in different areas, and some are employed as 

psychologists in one or more of psychology’s many specialty areas, or subfields. Most of these 
people took their first psychology course without realising how many of these subfields there are, 
or how many different kinds of jobs are open to people who study psychology. But each of these 
people found something in psychology – perhaps something unexpected – that captured their 
interest, and they were intrigued. And who knows? By the time you have finished this book and 
your course, you may have found some aspect of psychology so compelling that you will want to 
make it your life’s work too. Whatever your eventual career choice, we think you will benefit from 
the deeper understanding of human behaviour learnt during your study of psychology. At the very 
least, we hope you enjoy learning about psychology, the work of psychologists, and how that work 
benefits people everywhere.

There are a number of perspectives that underpin the structure of this book. In each chapter, 
we will highlight the application of psychological knowledge and skills through the appropriate 
graduate competencies of the Accreditation Standards for Psychology Programs (Standards) and 
the Accreditation Standards: Graduate Competencies. The Australian Psychology Accreditation 
Council (APAC) is the accrediting authority for psychology programs (APAC, 2019a). The graduate 
competencies are divided into foundational competencies for those undertaking a Bachelor  
degree in psychology, pre-professional competencies for those taking a fourth-year level program 
such as an Honours degree, and professional competencies at a Masters or Professional Doctoral 

3﻿I N T R O D U C T I O N
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degree level. An important aspect of this text is the focus on using psychological knowledge, 
and the development of psychological literacy, which we discuss further toward the end of this 
chapter.

1.1 	 THE WORLD OF PSYCHOLOGY: AN OVERVIEW
Psychology is the science that seeks to understand human behaviour, social interaction and mental 
processes, taking into account physical attributes and interaction with the environment. Generally, the 
goals of psychology are to understand, explain and predict human behaviour in different contexts to 
promote a healthy life and human welfare.

Psychology training begins with an undergraduate degree, which enables students to develop 
psychological knowledge and skills and apply them to a diverse range of areas, such as those 
described in the examples at the beginning of this chapter. These provide insights into the 
different outcomes and pathways that students of undergraduate psychology may take. Many 
students who complete an undergraduate psychology degree utilise their skills and knowledge 
in different careers without formally completing postgraduate studies to become a psychologist. 
A more detailed description of how to become a registered psychologist in Australia and New 
Zealand is given at the end of this chapter and online in Appendix A, ‘Careers for psychology 
graduates’.

To begin to appreciate all of the things that are included under the umbrella of behaviour and 
mental processes, TRY THIS  take a moment to think about how you would answer this question: Who 
are you? Would you describe your personality, your 20/20 vision, your interests and goals, your skills 
and accomplishments, your IQ, your cultural background, or perhaps a physical or emotional problem 
that bothers you? You could have listed these and many other things about yourself, and every one of 
them would reflect some aspect of what psychologists mean by behaviour and mental processes. It is 
no wonder, then, that this book’s table of contents features so many different topics, including some, 
such as vision and hearing, that you may not have expected to see in a book about psychology. The 
topics have to be diverse in order to capture the full range of behaviours and mental processes that 
make you who you are and that come together in other ways in people of every culture around the 
world. And of course, psychology is interested in the ways that people interact and engage with one 
another. We are not just the sum total of our behaviour and mental processes. People are inherently 
social (for more see Chapter 14 on social psychology).

Some of the world’s half-million psychologists focus on what can go wrong in behaviour and 
mental processes – psychological disorders, problems in childhood development, stress-related 
illnesses and the like – while others study what goes right. They explore, for example, the factors 
that lead people to be happy and satisfied with their lives, to achieve at a high level, to be creative, 
to help others, and to develop their full potential as human beings. This focus on what goes 
right, on the things that make life most worth living, has become known as positive psychology 
(Donaldson & Rao, 2017; Lopez, Pedrotti, & Snyder, 2014), and you will see many examples of it in 
the research described throughout this book.

Subfields of psychology
When psychologists choose to focus their attention on certain aspects of behaviour and mental 
processes, they enter one of psychology’s subfields. Let’s look at the typical interests and activities of 
psychologists in each subfield; more will be described in later chapters.

This section outlines many of the subfields of psychology. However, it is important to realise 
that there are nine areas of psychology that have been endorsed (that is, recognised) by the 
Psychology Board of Australia, and that also reflect the nine colleges within the Australian 
Psychological Society; namely, clinical, clinical neuropsychology, community, counselling, 
educational and developmental, forensic, health, organisational, and sport and exercise. In 
addition, there are currently 47 special interest groups (e.g., Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and psychology, psychologists in oncology, and so on). The New Zealand Psychological 
Society has eight professional institutes and special interest groups that members may join: 

psychology  the science that 
seeks to understand behaviour 
and mental processes and to 
apply that understanding in the 
service of human welfare

positive psychology  a field 
of research that focuses on 
people’s positive experiences 
and characteristics, such 
as happiness, optimism and 
resilience
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clinical, community, counselling, criminal justice and forensic, educational and developmental, 
organisational, health, and special interest group (coaching). These groups provide members with 
opportunities to attend professional development activities and meet with other psychologists 
who work in similar areas of practice. The Australian Psychological Society and the New Zealand 
Psychological Society have a reciprocal relationship. If you are fully registered with one society, 
you will be able to apply to register with the other society. For more on these societies and the 
Psychology Board of Australia, see the upcoming ‘Studying and working in psychology in Australia 
and New Zealand’ section.

We will now take a quick look at the typical interests and activities of psychologists in each 
subfield. Please be aware that we are using the term ‘psychologist’ loosely to include psychological 
scientists (who work in different subfields) as well as registered psychologists. We will describe 
their work in more detail in later chapters. Bear in mind though, that use of the term ‘psychologist’ 
to describe yourself is restricted to those who satisfy the requirement of the Psychology Board of 
Australia for registration and practice, otherwise you will be in breach of the Health Practitioner 
Regulation National Law Act 2009. 

Biological psychology
Biological psychologists, also called physiological psychologists, use high-tech scanning devices 
and other methods to study how biological processes in the brain affect, and are affected by, 
behaviour and mental processes (see Figure 1.1). Have you ever had the odd feeling that a new 
experience, such as entering an unfamiliar house, has actually happened to you before? Biological 
psychologists studying this illusion of déjà vu (French for ‘already seen’) suggest that it may be 
due to a temporary malfunction in the brain’s ability to combine incoming information from 
the senses, creating the impression of two ‘copies’ of a single event (Brown, 2004). In Chapter 3, 
‘Biological aspects of psychology’, we describe biological psychologists’ research on many other 
topics, such as how your brain controls your movements and speech, and what organs help you 
cope with stress and fight disease.

biological psychologists 
psychologists who analyse 
the biological factors 
influencing behaviour and 
mental processes; also called 
physiological psychologists

Cognitive psychology
TRY THIS  Stop reading for a moment and look left and right. Your ability to follow this suggestion, to 
recognise whatever you saw, and to understand the words you are reading right now are the result of 
mental, or cognitive, abilities. Those abilities allow you to receive information from the outside world, 
understand it and act on it. Cognitive psychologists study mental abilities such as sensation and 
perception, learning and memory, thinking, consciousness, intelligence and creativity. Cognitive 
psychologists have found, for example, that we do not just receive incoming information – we mentally 
manipulate it. Notice that the drawing in Figure 1.2 stays physically the same, but two different 
versions emerge, depending on which of its features you emphasise.

cognitive psychologists 
psychologists whose research 
focuses on analysis of the 
mental processes underlying 
judgement, decision-making, 
problem-solving, imagining 
and other aspects of human 
thought or cognition

FIGURE 1.1  Visualising brain activity

Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
techniques allow biological psychologists to study 
the brain activity accompanying various mental 
processes. 

Science Photo Library/Zephyr
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Applications of cognitive psychologists’ research are all around you. The work of those whose 
special interest is engineering psychology – also known as human factors – has helped designers 
create computer keyboards, mobile phones, MP3 players, websites, aircraft instrument panels, car 
navigation systems, nuclear power plant controls, and even TV remotes that are more logical, easier to 
use and less likely to cause errors. You will read more about human factors research and many other 
aspects of cognitive psychology in several chapters of this book.

Developmental psychology
Developmental psychologists describe the changes in behaviour and mental processes that 
occur from birth through old age and try to understand the causes and effects of those changes 
(see Figure 1.3). Their research on the development of memory and other mental abilities, for 
example, is used by judges and lawyers in deciding how old a child has to be in order to serve as  
a reliable witness in court or to responsibly choose which divorcing parent to live with. Chapter 10, 
‘Human development’, describes other research by developmental psychologists and how it is 
being applied in areas such as parenting, evaluating day care, and preserving mental capacity in 
elderly people.

engineering psychologists  
psychologists who study human 
factors in the use of equipment 
and help designers create better 
versions of that equipment

developmental 
psychologists  psychologists 
who seek to understand, 
describe and explore how 
behaviour and mental processes 
change over the course of a 
lifetime

Personality psychology
Personality psychologists study individuality – the unique features that characterise each of us. 
Using personality tests, some of these psychologists seek to describe how your own combination 
of personality traits, like your fingerprints, differs from everyone else’s in terms of traits such as 
openness to experience, emotionality, reliability, agreeableness and sociability. Others study the 
combinations of personality traits that are associated with the appearance of ethnic prejudice, 
depression or vulnerability to stress-related health problems. And personality psychologists 
interested in positive psychology are trying to identify and understand the human strengths that 
help people to remain optimistic, even in the face of stress or tragedy, and to find happiness in their 
lives (Snyder & Lopez, 2009).

personality psychologists 
psychologists who focus on 
people’s unique characteristics

FIGURE 1.2  Husband and father-in-law

This figure is called ‘Husband and father-in-law’ (Botwinick, 1961) 
because you can see either an old or a young man, depending on how 
you mentally organise its features. The elderly father-in-law faces 
to your right and is turned slightly towards you. He has a large nose, 
and the dark areas represent his coat pulled up to his protruding 
chin. However, the tip of his nose can also be seen as the tip of a 
younger man’s chin; the younger man is in profile, also looking to your 
right, but away from you. The old man’s mouth is the young man’s 
neckband. Both men are wearing a broad-brimmed hat.

Image from American Journal of Psychology. Copyright 1961 by the Board of Trustees of the 
University of Illinois. Used with permission of the University of Illinois Press.

FIGURE 1.3  Where would you put a third eye?

In a study of how thinking develops, children were asked to show where they 
would place a third eye if they could have one. Nine-year-old children, who were 
still in an early stage of mental development, drew the extra eye between their 
existing eyes, ‘as a spare’. Having developed more advanced thinking abilities, 
11-year-olds drew the third eye in more creative places, such as the palm of their 
hand ‘so I can see around corners’.

Images from Shaffer, D. (1985). Developmental Psychology: Theory, Research and Applications. Copyright © 
Wadsworth, a part of Cengage Learning Inc. Reproduced by permission. www.cengage.com/permissions
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Clinical, counselling, community and health psychology
Clinical psychologists and counselling psychologists conduct or apply research on the causes and 
treatment of mental health issues and offer services to assist people to overcome those disorders. 
Research is improving our understanding of the genetic and environmental forces that shape 
disorders ranging from anxiety and depression to schizophrenia and autism, and provides guidance 
to therapists about which treatment methods are likely to be most effective with each category of 
disorder.

Community psychologists focus on the prevention of psychological disorders by promoting 
people’s resilience and other personal strengths. They also work with communities, non-government 
organisations and neighbourhood organisations to reduce crime, poverty and other stressful 
conditions. Community psychologists try to understand the individual and systems interactions, and 
work from a preventative systemic orientation. They are experts in needs analysis for communities 
at risk, such as immigrant groups and rural and remote communities; community asset mapping of 
social capital and related resources; community-generated problem-solving based on collaboration 
and social justice; community capacity building to manage change and address risks and threats; 
evaluation of psycho-social environments with respect to sense of community, quality of life, social 
support networks, resilience, etc.; and social impact assessment related to environmental issues, such 
as drought and climate change (Australian Psychological Society, 2019). 

Health psychologists study the relationship between risky behaviours, such as smoking or lack of 
exercise, and the likelihood of suffering health issues, such as heart disease, stroke, cancer or hearing 
loss. They also explore the impact that illnesses, such as diabetes, cancer and multiple sclerosis, can 
have on people’s behaviour, thinking, emotions and family relationships. Their research is applied in 
programs that help people to cope effectively with illness, as well as to reduce the risk of cancer, heart 
disease and stroke by changing the behaviours that put them at risk (see the Snapshot ‘Getting ready 
for surgery’).

clinical and counselling 
psychologists  psychologists 
who seek to assess, understand, 
modify and prevent behaviour 
disorders 
community psychologists 
psychologists who work with 
all types of communities and 
individuals and strive for change 
in social systems

health psychologists 
psychologists who study the 
effects of behaviour and mental 
processes on health and illness, 
and vice versa

Getting ready for surgery
Health psychologists have learnt that when 
patients are mentally prepared for a surgical 
procedure, they are less stressed from 
undergoing the procedure and recover more 
rapidly. Their research is now routinely applied 
in hospitals through programs in which children 
and adults are given helpful information about 
what to expect before, during and after their 
operations.
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In Australia and New Zealand, clinical, counselling, community and health psychologists have a 
master’s degree or a doctorate in psychology. All of these psychologists differ from psychiatrists, who 
are medical doctors specialising in abnormal behaviour (psychiatry). You can read more about the 
work of clinical, counselling, community and health psychologists in Chapter 11, ‘Health, stress and 
coping’, and in Chapter 13, ‘Psychological disorders and treatment’.

Educational and school psychology
Educational psychologists conduct research and develop theories about teaching and learning. 
The results of their work are applied in programs designed to improve teacher training, refine school 
curricula, reduce truancy rates, and help students learn more efficiently and remember what they 
learn. For example, they have supported the use of the ‘jigsaw’ technique, a type of classroom 
activity in which children from various ethnic groups must work together to complete a task or solve 
a problem. These cooperative experiences appear to promote learning, generate mutual respect and 
reduce intergroup prejudice (Aronson, 2004).

educational psychologists 
psychologists who study 
methods by which instructors 
teach and students learn, and 
who apply their results to 
improve those methods
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School psychologists provide support to teachers and students, and they help to identify 
academic challenges and opportunities and to set up programs to improve students’ achievement 
and satisfaction in school. They are also involved in activities such as the early detection of students’ 
mental health issues or concerns, and crisis intervention.

Social psychology
Social psychologists study the ways in which people socially interact with those around them, how 
they think about themselves and others, and how people influence one another. Their research on 
persuasion has been applied to the creation of safe-sex advertising campaigns designed to stop 
the spread of AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) or quit smoking campaigns. Social 
psychologists also explore how peer pressure affects us, what determines who we like (or even love; 
see the Snapshot ‘Got a match?’), and why and how prejudice forms. They have found, for example, 
that although we may pride ourselves on not being prejudiced, we may actually hold unconscious 
negative beliefs about certain groups that affect the way we relate to people in those groups. 
Chapter 14, ‘Social psychology’, describes these and many other examples of research in social 
psychology.

school psychologists 
psychologists who work with 
teachers and students, assist in 
identifying students’ academic 
challenges and opportunities, 
provide counselling to students, 
and set up programs to improve 
students’ achievement and 
aspirational growth
social psychologists 
psychologists who study how 
people influence one another’s 
behaviour, social interactions 
and attitudes, individually and 
in groups

Got a match?
Some commercial matchmaking services, such as eHarmony (eharmony.
com.au), apply social psychologists’ research on interpersonal 
relationships and attraction in an effort to pair up people whose 
characteristics are most likely to be compatible. According to 
eHarmony, it uses the data of over 200 000 couples globally to  
identify personality dimensions that influence how well two people are 
suited to one another.
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Organisational psychology
Organisational psychologists conduct research on leadership, stress, competition, pay rates and 
other factors that affect the efficiency, productivity and satisfaction of people in the workplace. They 
also explore topics such as worker motivation, work team cooperation, conflict resolution procedures 
and employee selection methods. Learning more about how businesses and organisations work – or 
fail to work – allows organisational psychologists to make evidence-based recommendations to help 
businesses work better. Today, companies all over the world are applying research from organisational 
psychology to promote the development of positive organisational behaviour. The results include 
more effective employee training programs, ambitious but realistic goal-setting procedures, fair 
and reasonable evaluation tools, and incentive systems that motivate and reward outstanding 
performance.

Other subfields
Our list of psychology’s subfields is still not complete. Sport psychologists use visualisation and 
relaxation training programs to help athletes reduce excessive anxiety, focus attention and make 
other changes that let them perform at their best. Forensic psychologists (see the Snapshot ‘Linking 
psychology and law’) may assist police and other agencies in understanding criminals, evaluating 
the mental competence of defendants, providing psychological reports for court processes, and 
performing many other tasks related to psychology and the law. Environmental psychologists 
study the effects of the environment on people’s behaviour and mental processes. The results of 
their research are applied by architects and interior designers as they plan or remodel university 
residences, shopping malls, auditoriums, hospitals, prisons, offices and other spaces to make them 
more comfortable and functional for the people who will occupy them. Cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists study the interactions between differing cultural groups. This is increasingly important 
in a globalised world where people are travelling more and encountering people from a wide range of 

organisational 
psychologists  psychologists 
who study ways to improve 
efficiency, productivity and 
satisfaction among workers and the 
organisations that employ them
sport psychologists 
psychologists who explore 
the relationships between 
athletic performance and 
such psychological variables as 
motivation and emotion
forensic psychologists 
psychologists who assist in jury 
selection, evaluate defendants’ 
mental competence to stand 
trial, and deal with other issues 
involving psychology and the law
environmental 
psychologists  psychologists 
who study the effects of the 
physical environment on 
behaviour and mental processes
cultural and cross-cultural 
psychologists  psychologists 
who help us to better 
understand the way culture 
affects our lives and to better 
understand our, and others’, 
place in the world
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countries and cultural backgrounds. Cultural psychologists can also help us to better understand the 
experiences of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers as they work to build new lives for themselves, 
often in places that are very unfamiliar to them.

More information about the subfields we have mentioned – and some that we haven’t – are 
available on the websites of the Australian Psychological Society (https://www.psychology.org.au) and 
the New Zealand Psychological Society (https://www.psychology.org.nz).

Where do the psychologists in all these subfields work? Table 1.1 contains a summary of where 
the approximately 24 000 psychologists in Australia and the 1000 psychologists in New Zealand find 
employment, as well as the kinds of things they typically do in each setting.

Linking psychology and law
Forensic psychologists research the types of 
training required to appropriately carry out an 
investigative interview in the context of courts of 
law. With high representations of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people in the Australian 
judicial system, there is a need for forensic 
psychologists to consider culturally appropriate 
communication and interactions (Powell & 
Bartholomew, 2003, 2011).
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TABLE 1.1  Typical activities and work settings for psychologists

The fact that psychologists can work in such a wide variety of settings and do so many interesting – and often well-paid – jobs helps 
account for the popularity of psychology at universities. As we noted earlier, many people who study psychology do not become 
psychologists. Psychology courses also provide excellent background for students planning to enter medicine, law, business, teaching 
and many other fields.

Percentage of psychologists Work setting Typical activities

Schools:
3.1%

Mental health
facilities:

19.2%

Business, etc.:
5.8%

Other:
6.4%

Private practice:
33.1%

Education:
32.4%

Universities and 
professional schools

Teaching, research and writing, often in collaboration 
with colleagues from other disciplines

Mental health facilities 
(e.g., hospitals, clinics, 
counselling centres)

Testing and treatment of children and adults

Private practice 
(alone or in a group of 
psychologists)

Testing and treatment of children and adults;  
consulting with business and other organisations

Business, government 
and other organisations

Testing potential employees; assessing employee 
satisfaction; identifying and resolving conflicts; improving 
leadership skills; offering stress management and other 
employee assistance programs; improving equipment 
design to maximise productivity and prevent accidents

Schools (including 
those for intellectually 
disabled and emotionally 
disturbed children)

Testing mental abilities and other characteristics; 
identifying children with problems; consulting with 
parents; designing and implementing programs to 
improve academic performance

Community organisations 
and not for profit (including 
local government)

Working with community groups and organisation to enhance 
community resilience; developing prevention programs and 
other community initiatives to enhance quality of life

Other Teaching prison inmates; research in private institutes; 
advising legislators on educational, research or public 
policy; administering research funds; research on 
effectiveness of military personnel, and so on

Source: Employment characteristics of APA members by membership status, 2015.
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