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Psychology as a Science 

3 mark question – What are the features of a Science? 

A science must meet four criteria. It must have a definable subject matter (a paradigm), it should use 

theories which should be unbiased and objective, it should use hypotheses which, Popper says, need to be 

falsifiable – they must be capable of being empirically tested and shown to be wrong, and finally it should 

make use of empirical methods e.g. laboratory experiments. 

22 mark essay: 

Science is defined as ‘a branch of knowledge conducted on objective principles involving the systematised 

observation of and experiment with phenomena’. A science must involve a definable subject matter – 

there must be a paradigm (a shared set of assumptions). A science such as biology or physics has a unified 

set of assumptions whereas psychology has a vast number of approaches, including cognitive, 

evolutionary, behaviourist and humanistic approaches. Originally, conscious human thought could be 

considered as the paradigm and Wundt claimed that we can scientifically study these processes using 

introspection. However many scientists were not impressed with the methods of introspection and 

Watson recognised the work of Pavlov who developed the theory of classical conditioning using objective 

and therefore scientific methods (behaviourism). This has been argued to be closest to paradigm 

psychology, as it offers a clear definition of the subject matter and has a clear methodology. It may be that 

psychology has yet to identify its paradigm – it is a pre-science – however this status should not detract 

from the use of the scientific method in some areas of research e.g. the behaviourist approach. It must also 

be noted that there are a number of approaches contradicting the causes of human behaviour and which 

methods should be used to study it, for example Freud used case studies and retrospective data whereas 

Pavlov used objectivity in his classical conditioning experiment. If one considers the mind and behaviour as 

the paradigm, psychology should not be considered a pre-science, however a behaviourist would reject 

theories from Freud who supported the psychodynamic approach so it is difficult to see how they would 

operate together under the same paradigm. 

Theories should be unbiased and objective, and psychology has many examples of how this is the case. The 

Multi-Store Model of Memory suggests human memory consists of three separate memory stores 

(sensory, short term and long term memory) and used scientific methods to investigate this, including 

Sperling’s tachitoscope study into sensory memory. Another example is Bandura’s social learning theory of 

aggression where he set up a laboratory study using controlled conditions to see if the effect of watching a 

role model be violent has an impact on aggressive acts in children. However, objectivity may be an issue 

when humans are the focus of the research as they could react to what the experimenter wants by 

guessing the aims of the study and changing behaviour to comply with them – demand characteristics. 

Researchers may also exhibit bias, so although the theory may well be objective, testing it would become 

problematic as the researcher’s own thoughts and feelings may affect the validity of the findings. This also 

occurs with hard sciences as Heisenberg said it is not possible to measure a subatomic particle without 

altering its ‘behaviour’ in doing the measurement. The presence of a researcher changes the behaviour of 

what is being observed, even in physics, it has been argued. Some would however claim that many 

psychological theories are biased and subjective e.g. Freud’s theory of personality development which 

suggests we have an id, ego and superego although there are no methods of testing these theories in an 

objective manner. Many of Freud’s ideas are based on evidence from case studies involving bias and 

subjectivity as it is possible he selected information that fitted in with his pre-existing thoughts and 
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omitted anything else which refuted it e.g. Little Hans with his Oedipus complex theory. To balance the 

argument, many areas of psychology are objective and scientific and some areas of research may need to 

be non-scientific to explain human behaviour more holistically, as genetics may not be the only influence 

as shown by studies into the aetiology of schizophrenia for example. If lower ‘hard science’ levels e.g. 

physiological or behavioural explanations are taken in isolation the meaning of behaviour may be 

overlooked, so higher ‘soft science’ levels e.g. social and psychological explanations should also be 

considered.  

Theories should also be falsifiable according to Popper, so we need hypotheses (null and alternative). We 

seek to retain the null hypothesis, and supporting this is the argument that many hypotheses from 

psychology are specific, measurable and falsifiable e.g. Milgram hypothesised that non-Germans would not 

obey in his experiment into obedience as he believed that ‘Germans are different’. This theory was 

subsequently demonstrated to be false and led to reformulation of his theory. It is also hypothesised in 

forensic psychology that abnormal levels of serotonin could cause a lack of self control and lead to 

antisocial and criminal behaviour, which can be falsified using brain scanning techniques. Some would 

however argue that if studies use artificial environments i.e. laboratories to falsify hypotheses, the 

ecological validity can be questioned e.g. Milgram’s study explained above. The psychoanalytic theory 

proves problematic for proving psychology is a science as there are several hypotheses involved which are 

impossible to prove or falsify as they focus on unobservable subject matter like the ego, which cannot be 

tested. Defenders of Freud say if his theories are difficult to refute, the probability remains that there is 

some truth in his beliefs, and psychology’s status as a science should not be rejected based on a small 

sample of un-testable theories in favour of the vast quantity of easily tested theories.  

The uses of empirical methods, for example experiments, are used in science, and the experimental 

method dominates psychology, especially in areas such as cognitive psychology where there are an 

abundance of examples. Digit span experiments in short term memory where its capacity is determined by 

learning and recall of increasingly long sequences of digits are one example of a scientific method required 

to measure memory capacity. Gibson and Walk’s laboratory experiment which used a ‘visual cliff’ in order 

to establish whether depth perception is innate or a learned skill is another study which confirms this, and 

Loftus and Palmer systematically varied the wording of a leading question to see its effects on the 

reliability of eye witness testimony, so the applications to the real world are very broad. However, there 

are increasing numbers of researchers who do not use empirical methods due to issues with ecological 

validity as we cannot be positive that participant’s behaviour in a laboratory is as natural as it is when in an 

everyday setting. Yuille and Cutshall tried to distort memories of people who witnessed a crime in real l ife 

but this failed, as leading questions had no effect on recall, questioning whether empirical methods really 

are the best way of testing theories in some instances. There are also problems with conducting 

experiments on people rather than inanimate objects used in physics and chemistry for example, such as 

demand characteristics and experimenter bias. Tasks carried out in experiments are sometimes very odd, 

and participant’s compliance with what the experimenter wishes is quite startling according to Orne, who 

argued that one reason for people’s willingness to do things in an experiment they would not normally do 

otherwise is their desire to be ‘good’ subjects, highlighting the issue with demand characteristics and 

supporting the idea that empirical methods are not necessarily the best or most appropriate methods. An 

example of experimenter bias is Rosenthal and Jacobsen who reported that children who were told they 

would do well by their teachers in the next academic year did so, and had much higher IQ gains than 

children not told they would do well, showing the influence an experimenter could have on their 

participants. Although there are drawbacks to empirical methods, many psychologists still reject non-
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empirical methods due to their subjectivity and prefer experiments as they are much more objective and 

easily replicable to check for consistency. Some psychologists advocate the use of more subjective, 

qualitative methods that are humanly rather than statistically significant, however they are still scientific as 

they aim to produce systematic, valid observations which can be compared with each other to verify the 

findings and make them objective (triangulation).  

The debate continues on whether psychology can claim to be a science or not, and many universities class 

the subject as a ‘social science’ while others place it in the ‘science’ category, indicating mixed feelings 

about which department it should be put into. However if science is reductionist, generalising and ignores 

individual differences, should psychology be considered as part of the more rigorous sciences like biology 

and chemistry? Human behaviour is viewed by some as needing to be looked at holistically rather than 

reducing complex behaviour down to one factor.  
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Genetic vs Environmental Influences 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘genetic influences’? 

Genetic influences are those that are inherited. Genes occur in pairs and are situated on the chromosomes 

that are found within the nuclei of living cells. It is thought that the genetic material that is passed from 

parents of offspring causes psychological characteristics to be developed. Evolutionary psychologists 

believe that humans inherit behaviours as adaptations to resolve problems that occurred for our ancestors. 

An example of this is the idea that we have an innate preparedness to fear animals such as snakes and 

spiders due to the fact they posed as a potential threat to our ancestors. 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘environmental influences’? 

Environmental influences are those that are post-natal and external to the human body. These can include 

other people such as family members, peers and wider society. Also, they could include an individual’s 

opportunities such as education and a person’s physical environment such as where they live. These 

environmental factors are thought to passively shape an individual’s behaviour. An example of this is 

operant conditioning where psychologists such as Skinner stated that behaviour is a result of 

consequences from the environment. 

22 mark essay: 

There has been a debate in psychology regarding nature (genetics) and nurture (the environment) and 

whether one of these explanations alone determine human behaviour, or whether there are other factors 

influencing our actions.  

Environmental influences can be sub-divided into the biological environment and the psychological 

environment. The biological environment affects our physical development and includes things such as 

malnutrition and drug abuse by the individual’s pregnant mother. It is not a genetic influence, as drug 

abuse is an environmental factor which affects how some of our genes are expressed. An example of this is 

a study of identical twins separated at birth, where one was malnourished throughout childhood, and 

epigenetics are changes in the phenotype or gene expression caused by the environment or anything other 

than the underlying DNA sequence such as stress and malnourishment, which can be passed on to future 

generations, such as what occurred here. Therefore, the two twins studied could have children of different 

body weights even if they had identical diets due to the epigenetic material passed on from their fathers. 

The psychological environment includes a person’s experiences, such as the quality of the relationship 

between child and parent, as well as socio-economic status. 

There are many examples of genetic and environmental influences on behaviour. Studies into mental 

illnesses e.g. unipolar depression and schizophrenia have shown evidence to support the genetic 

argument, as in Joseph (2004)’s study the concordance rate for schizophrenia is about 40% for MZ twins 

and only 7% for DZ twins, suggesting genetics have a large influence on the development of schizophrenia. 

However, Bateson believed in the nurture argument and developed the theory of double-bind 

communications, where a parent may say one thing in a positive manner but act in a completely different 

manner, e.g. asking their child to come to them but with their arms folded as though they didn’t want 

them to come close. R.D. Laing argued that madness was a reasonable response to insanity in the 

environment.   
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McGuffin et al investigated unipolar depression using 214 pairs of twins and found the concordance rate 

for MZ twins was 46% while it was only 20% for DZ twins. Kendler’s study supports this, as he studied 

15,000 pairs of twins and found a concordance rate of 42% for male twins and 29% for female twins, to 

which it was concluded that there is a moderate genetic influence, however there has been no study 

finding a 100% concordance rate, suggesting other factors are having an influence.  

There is clearly a significant environmental component to the development of mental disorders, and Beck’s 

cognitive theory that depression is a disturbance in thinking rather than mood from outside influences like 

a bad grade in an exam is an example of how the environment can make you become depressed. The 

diathesis-stress model which represents both nature and nurture can also demonstrate this, as individuals 

who have a genetic vulnerability for a particular disorder may only develop it under certain conditions. 

Tienari et al found that adopted children with schizophrenic biological parents were more likely to become 

ill themselves only if the adoptive family were rated ‘disturbed’, so the illness only manifested under 

certain environmental conditions. This is an example of how nature and nurture are no separate, but 

interacting components.  

Evolutionary explanations are based on the principle that a behaviour or characteristic which promotes 

survival and reproduction will be naturally selected because it is adaptive and so the genes will be passed 

on to future generations. Buss investigated this, and found that certain aspects of mate choice behaviour 

are universal e.g. women’s tendencies to value ambition and industriousness more than males, as women 

are said to require support from their partners. The fact these behaviours are universal suggests a genetic 

basis, however genetic behaviours can be modified by culture. Buss found exceptions to the general 

tendencies as 22% of women didn’t value industriousness more than males – cultural relativism. The 

findings by Buss are deterministic as they support the theory that our behaviour is pre-determined by 

genetics, however evidence has been found to suggest that this is not the case in many areas of 

psychology. 

In the case of aggression, Bandura’s view was that aggressive behaviour is mainly learned through 

observation and vicarious reinforcement – social learning theory, supporting the nurture debate. He 

suggested that this allows us to learn the forms aggression take, the situations that produce it, targets 

towards the aggression etc. and his study using a Bobo doll and measuring the aggressive acts of children 

after observing a model illustrates this theory. However on balance, biological factors are not ignored in 

this theory – a person’s genetics could create potential for aggression and it is how to express this 

aggression that is learnt. Evidence to support the biological factors includes Coccaro et al’s study who 

looked at twin pairs and found nearly 50% of the variance in aggressive behaviour could be attributed to 

genetic factors.  

Genes and the environment could interact. Genes may affect behaviour directly e.g. a gene for 

schizophrenia creates vulnerability for the disorder; however Plomin et al suggested indirect effects of 

genes. A reactive influence is where genetics create a microenvironment, e.g. a child who is genetically 

more aggressive provokes aggressive responses in others, becoming part of the environment affecting 

development. Passive influences are where parent’s genes determine an aspect of behaviour e.g. a parent 

with a genetically determined mental illness creates an unstable home environment. Active influences 

could also be at work where as children grow older they seek experiences and environments suited to their 

genes and their behaviour differs from their siblings for example as they do not share this environment e.g. 

the same school if one sibling is at primary school and the other is at high school, so behaviour changes as 

a result of these experiences.  
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Underlying the nature-nurture debate is the subtext of politics and historical events. On one side the 

‘nature’ debate has been linked to the argument for selective breeding advocated by the Nazis, and 

sterilisations have occurred as well as killings of subgroups considered genetically inferior, so it can be 

extremely damaging for society. On the ‘nurture’ side, people who believe that any human trait can be 

altered via conditioning can also be very dangerous in regimes such as Stalin’s in the Soviet Union who 

manipulated people into behaving in the way they wanted. It is therefore possible that political agendas 

may mean that arguments for/against the nature/nurture debate are based on political beliefs rather than 

scientific evidence (Pinker 2003).  

In previous decades it was mainly the nurture debate that dominated with approaches like the 

Behaviourist approach, but later became more balanced and by the 1990s, researchers became more 

comfortable with the idea of genetic influences, possibly due to medical advancements leading to 

discoveries of new genes. We can now say that genetic and environmental influences shape our behaviour, 

and to assume just one of these causes is the reason it is reductionist as it over-simplifies human behaviour 

despite evidence that both nature and nurture interact. Few psychologists today would argue an exclusive 

cause of behaviour, the question today is just how much nature and nurture contributes to our 

development.  
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Ethical Costs vs Scientific Benefits 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘ethical cost’? 

An ethical cost can be some sort of harm that an individual suffers due to the conduct of psychological 

research. Human ethical guidelines as laid down by the BPS include that we must gain informed consent, 

must protect participants from harm and must give them the right to withdraw from the research if they 

are uncomfortable taking part. If the researcher publishes findings that can be damaging to groups of 

people then the cost can also be towards wider society. An example of this is Jensen who published 

research claiming black people had lower IQs. 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘scientific benefit’? 

A scientific benefit in psychology is research that is carried out that improves our understanding of certain 

phenomenon in the world. An example of this is Milgram who showed ‘ordinary people’ are willing to obey 

authority figures, disproving the ‘Germans are different’ hypothesis. Scientific benefits also contribute to 

the betterment of society. For example, the development of treatments and therapies for the mentally ill. 

22 mark essay: 

When working with humans, psychologists must follow the ethical guidelines set out by the British 

Psychological Society (BPS) which include confidentiality, protection of participants from physical and 

psychological harm, withdrawal, informed consent, deception and debriefing. For non-human animals, 

different ethical guidelines must be followed, and the Three Rs are used, which are to reduce the number 

of animals used, replace animals with other methods wherever possible, and refine the amount of 

suffering inflicted, from Russell and Birch 1959. Ethical guidelines tend to be based on a cost-benefit 

approach in that scientific ends (benefits) justify the methods that sacrifice individual participants’ welfare 

(costs).  

Aronson argues that all proposals for research should be done on a cost-benefit basis – weighing up how 

much good for society will come from the research and how negative it could be for the participants.  

Milgram’s study into obedience is an example of a study with many costs, which are questionably 

outweighed by the scientific benefits for the wider population. This piece of research has had a lasting 

impact on psychology in many ways as it triggered a large number of subsequent studies, which help refine 

and enhance our understanding of behaviour. The findings were also counter-intuitive as Milgram’s initial 

interviews indicated that people wouldn’t be willing to obey unjust orders – but the results showed just 

how important situational factors were. He found that Germans weren’t different after all, and this led to a 

reformulation of his theory – very valuable to reduce the prejudices towards German people in particular. 

The American Association for the Advancement of Science awarded Milgram an outstanding contribution 

to social psychological research award. Part of the study’s findings showed that 80% of participants had no 

regrets about taking part and over 70% learnt something of lasting value thus adding weight to the 

argument that the personal cost of this research was outweighed by the benefit to society. However, the 

findings were not without criticism as Mandel pointed to a real-life study of a group of German policemen 

during the Holocaust who behaved very differently, e.g. being physically close to their victims did not make 

them disobey. It has been suggested that Milgram provided an ‘obedience alibi’ and in reality people obey 

for very different reasons, questioning the scientific benefits of the study.  
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There were many ethical costs in Milgram’s study, as participants suffered significant stress and anxiety, 

and three had seizures, while others were seen digging their nails into their skin and looked visibly 

distressed (breaching protection of participants). There was also a lack of informed consent due to the use 

of a confederate and the fact the electric shocks were not real, therefore Milgram used active deception. 

The experiment was however controlled to establish what was causing the participants to obey, and when 

Sheridan and King conducted a study similar to that of Milgram’s, women gave just as many shocks to dogs 

as men did suggesting there is no gender difference in how far people will go. There is the issue of a lack of 

ecological validity however, as obedience in reality is not following orders to give people electric shocks, it 

is more following instructions at work or at school etc. so the scientific benefit balanced against such 

serious ethical costs to a fairly small number of participants is questionable. Milgram did however defend 

himself and said he did not know prior to the study that such high levels of distress would be caused. He 

also gave participants extensive debriefing, and also said that his research criticism was more to do with his 

findings rather than his methods, as they challenged Western assumptions about freedom and personal 

responsibility.  

A study by Brady into Executive Monkeys has also caused a debate between the costs and benefits. The 

study involved two monkeys being strapped to an electric current and one could not do anything about the 

shocks, but the other was the executive monkey responsible for pressing a lever to avoid the shocks. A lot 

of stress and anxiety was displayed by the monkeys as well as physical pain from the electric shocks. Some 

of the executive decision-making monkeys eventually died from gastric ulceration following being placed 

under these conditions. Although this study was extremely unethical it has some positive implications for 

the NHS as it has the potential to save a lot of money on medical interventions for stress and related 

illnesses e.g. heart disease which can be caused by stress. However, the monkeys were clearly not human 

beings and are different physiologically so may respond differently to stress and are much more 

vulnerable. Electric shocks are also not an everyday stressor, so it is asked whether it was necessary to use 

this method to investigate stress levels for the pain inflicted as well as the lack of ecological validity 

involved. The death of some of the monkeys is also very serious, but whether this is outweighed by the 

potential economic benefits for the NHS in treating stress is questionable.  

Gardner and Gardner’s study with Washoe the chimp to try to get her to learn language is another 

example of using animals in psychological research. Although Washoe was treated very well, she was taken 

from her natural habitat and the scientific benefit of teaching a chimp language seems very small. The 

study could seem unnecessary and motivated out of curiosity rather than actual benefits for science. This is 

similar to Brady’s study as some may deem the unethical treatment of the monkeys highly unnecessary 

with regards to the scientific benefit.  

The case study of HM investigated his memory after an operation to remove his hippocampus to reduce 

severe epilepsy, which allowed psychologists an insight into his unique circumstances over a long period of 

time (40 years) to develop research into the separate memory stores and the role of the hippocampus. This 

is a very famous case study however very similar information has been gained from more anonymous 

studies of patients with amnesia and brain scans of normal individuals performing different brain tasks, so 

the scientific benefit of studying HM might not be as great as it once was with the advancements in 

technology. HM’s case is also unique, so findings cannot be applied to any other individual as different 

people have different problems with their memory and different circumstances.  

The issue with HM concerns informed consent, as he could not remember anything new for more than 90 

seconds so was unable to give his consent to the prolonged testing he was put through. He did not know 
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what was being done or who was doing it so it could be seen as a very serious exploitation of a vulnerable 

man who wasn’t really given a choice (cost).  

In the researcher’s defence however, at the time of HM’s operation his parents were still alive and may 

have provided consent on his behalf, but they died many years ago so there may be little proof that this 

ever occurred. When HM died a couple of years ago his brain was taken to be studied and kept at the 

University of California, for which nobody could have given consent, which is very unethical as HM would 

have had no idea that this was going to occur and takes no account of his personal interests.  

Asch conducted another famous study investigating levels of conformity in an unambiguous situation. The 

ethical costs involved anxiety and stress from participants who didn’t know what was happening as they 

thought they were seeing something differently to the confederates who were giving the incorrect answer 

on purpose. This breached protection of participants, as participants may have become very embarrassed 

after the study when they found out that the rest of the people taking part were ‘in on’ the study. There 

was a lack of informed consent, which meant that deception was occurring as the participants were led to 

believe the rest of the people were just other participants. Asch found that people are worryingly able to 

conform in an unambiguous situation just to ‘fit in’ to a group, which was the scientific benefit for the 

study and has triggered lots of follow-up studies e.g. Perrin and Spencer’s replication. It should be noted 

however that there was low ecological validity in the study, as in reality people do not follow others 

opinions in line matching tasks, it is normally in situations at school or work that we conform to what is 

considered the norm in social groups. The ethical costs (embarrassment and anxiety) are probably 

outweighed by the benefits to science as it has helped researchers establish what can cause people to 

conform in social psychology.  

An ethical cost can mean a cost for an individual participant, as demonstrated in some of the above 

studies, however costs and benefits do not necessarily mean for the particular individuals involved in the 

study. Brown argues that researchers sometimes conduct research which appears to be ethical in terms of 

the costs to the individual, but is in fact harmful to the wider society. An example is Jensen’s work into IQ 

and race. He ignored various issues with the test material used when he came to the conclusion that black 

people have lower IQs. Brown says that the publication of such conclusions is highly damaging for black 

Americans.  

When carrying out research, sometimes psychologists face a double obligation – to the participant and also 

to society. It could be argued that by respecting the rights of an individual the psychologist is ignoring the 

problem e.g. jealousy that leads to many problems in society, e.g. murder. Brehm says that therefore, 

psychologists have an ethical imperative to carry out socially meaningful research and to protect society at 

large, so the main priority is society, not individuals.  

In addition to this it must also be clear when it is appropriate to use deception. Prior general consent 

should be gathered for doing some research in general, and presumptive consent could be gathered. 

Psychologists have different opinions on when it is acceptable to use deception, causing problems when 

defining ethical costs.  

There are also ethical questions about treating people with psychotherapy or other therapies as 

psychologists have a responsibility to their patients, and some therapies e.g. aversion therapy tend to 

devalue the patient or they conform to the stereotype of a mentally ill person. If a therapist uses a 

Freudian therapy they may be biased in their interpretations so may make the sufferer feel worse than 

they did to begin with or conversely feel much better from receiving the therapy so there is a circular 
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argument in this respect. Some have debated whether it is even ethical for the therapist to impose any 

influence over their patients as it can be very frustrating when patients explain their feelings but the 

therapist interprets them differently when they aren’t the expert on the patient’s feelings and aren’t in the 

same situation. 

Although there are many costs to participants and possibly the wider population from psychological 

studies, there has been a lot of valuable knowledge gained over the years as psychological research has 

gotten more established. This includes the dangers of conformity and obedience, where memory is stored 

and the potential effects of stress, amongst many more. The relative ethical costs and scientific benefits in 

psychology will continue to be debated. Current concerns are that of genetic research – how ethical is it to 

know our chances of having a mental disorder and what could happen with this knowledge? Psychologists 

must be very vigilant about the risks of their research having too many costs and not enough benefits for 

the wider society, as people and animals matter and should be protected as best as possible.  
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Gender Bias 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘gender bias’? 

Gender bias is the practice of psychology routinely and persistently operating for the benefit of one gender 

in relation to the other. Examples include Alpha Bias which is where differences between men and women 

are exaggerated, leading to gender stereotypes, whereas Beta Bias ignores important gender differences 

meaning that ‘female psychology’ is not adequately reported. Such biases exist because of androcentric 

standards females are judged against. It includes varieties of gender bias such as theoretical, reporting, 

researcher and methodological bias. 

22 mark essay: 

Major theories of development are frequently characterised by a gender bias resulting from a ‘male as 

norm’ perspective. In recent years however there has been a lot of interest in women-centred psychology 

to counteract androcentric bias. Feminist research methods have been used to restore the balance from 

methods biased towards men. It could be said that routinely psychology is persistently operated for the 

benefit of one gender in relation to the other. 

There are different types of bias, including theoretical, reporting, researcher and methodological bias. 

Hare-Mustin and Maracek did a paper on alpha and beta bias, types of theoretical bias, and alpha bias is 

exaggerating the differences between men and women whereas beta bias is exaggerating the similarities 

between men and women, sometimes by ignoring women and assuming findings from men apply to 

women equally – both of which can be detrimental to women. 

An example of alpha bias is Freud’s theory of psychosexual development as he viewed femininity as failed 

masculinity. He claimed ‘we must not allow ourselves to regard the two sexes as equal in position and 

worth’. Josselson pointed out ‘classical psychoanalytic theory is grounded in the genetic inferiority of 

women and deduces their moral inferiority as well’. Freud believed that women must be morally inferior to 

men as they cannot undergo the same Oedipus conflict due to an absence of a penis (castration anxiety), 

and because the superego develops from Oedipus conflict, women must therefore be morally inferior. 

Freud’s ideas can be accused of reinforcing female stereotypes, and Maccoby and Jacklin reviewed a large 

number of gender studies and concluded that girls have a superior verbal ability whereas boys are better at 

spatial tasks so it is possible that such differences are due to hormones in the developing prenatal brain.  

An example of beta bias is Kohlberg’s theory of moral reasoning which had androcentric bias for two 

reasons – the dilemmas used to assess moral reasoning were based on the male perspective (justice 

orientation) and the developmental scale was based on research with males, but the study went on to 

apply the findings to both men and women assuming there is universal relevance. The beta bias in the 

theory produced evidence of a difference which may not exist, and the end result is the women’s 

perspective is devalued. One of Gilligan’s criticisms of Kohlberg’s study was that it involved boys and men 

only, and after taking his findings he assumed responses represented human behaviour. Gilligan also 

pointed out that dilemmas were of a male orientation as they were associated with justice rather than 

morals of care for example. Kohlberg only found women were less morally developed, and Gilligan says 

this is because they were less concerned with dilemmas of justice. This was supported by Gilligan and 

Attanucci’s study where women favoured the care orientation and men favoured the justice orientation. 

Gilligan’s approach was to show women are different and neither kind of moral is better – just different. 

However, Kohlberg’s theory may not be as gender biased as claimed, as Funk used Kohlberg’s dilemmas 
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and found women scored higher than men; however this took place nearly 20 years later so moral values 

may have changed over time. 

Researcher bias is also present in psychological research, as there is a lack of female researchers, possibly 

due to less women being appointed to high status roles in universities as there is a ‘glass ceiling’ barring 

promotion. Androcentric researchers (who take the male view as normal and regard female thinking and 

behaviour as deviant, inferior or abnormal) may research topics that exaggerate sex differences rather 

than look for similarities. They may also not research issues relating solely to women such as pregnancy. 

Methodological bias also takes place including a biased sample where mostly (or completely) male 

participants are used, e.g. in Milgram’s obedience study or Asch’s conformity study. Reporting bias is 

where results are reported in a way that makes women appear inferior, and gender differences tend to be 

averages so there could be some women who outperform men. Male-biased editors may tend to overlook 

research on women choosing to publish material relevant to them only, so this should be looked out for.  

There are ways of dealing with gender bias in psychology. Traditional psychology has sought to explain 

behaviour in terms of internal causes such as biological sex differences. This has led to inevitable gender 

biases in psychological theories. The alternative social constructionist approach aims to understand 

behaviour in terms of social processes and thus find greater equality. Feminist psychologists argue there 

may be real biologically based sex differences e.g. hormones, but socially determined stereotypes make a 

greater contribution to perceived differences. Feminist psychology takes the view that a change with 

respect to gender roles must be a revision of ‘facts’. Whether they are true or not they perpetuate our 

beliefs about women, and feminist psychology aims to redress the imbalances in psychological research. 

Eagly acknowledged that women may be less effective leaders than men but this knowledge should be 

used to develop suitable training programmes to create a future with more women as leaders, so using 

evidence that women may be inferior can provide women with greater support in this case.  

Another way of dealing with gender bias is reverse alpha bias, where theories are developed that show the 

differences between men and women but emphasise the value of women. In Gilligan’s view, women are 

concerned with interpersonal relations (ethics of care) whereas men are more concerned with justice and 

reason. Gilligan sees gender differences in a positive light, unlike Freud.  

Avoiding beta bias is also a method of redressing the imbalance. Beta bias has consequences for women, 

however equal treatment under the law has allowed women greater access to educational and 

occupational opportunities, however Hare-Mustin and Maracek point out that arguing for equality 

between men and women takes attention away from women’s special needs and from differences in 

power between the genders. In a society where one group holds most of the power, seemingly neutral 

actions result in benefiting the group with the power, e.g. equal parental leave ignores the biological 

demands of pregnancy, childbirth etc. for women, therefore disadvantaging them. Just because legislation 

exists however does not mean other excuses cannot be used to avoid promoting women or using them in 

research. It can still occur, even if it is not explicitly talked about. There are still ongoing differences 

between men and women both in research and in the law, but methods are being used to counteract this 

to reach greater equality. 

Undoubtedly gender bias in psychology does exist to an extent. Objections to it can be seen in part as rising 

with a growing scepticism towards biological determinism – gender differences if they exist are not 

necessarily innate. However, the case against gender bias is hopefully being heard more clearly than ever 
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before and perhaps we are getting closer to the ideal where women are considered humans in their own 

right and not abnormal men. 
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Free Will vs Determinism 

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘free will’? 

Those who adopt the free will position believe that we can make choices and determine our own 

behaviour, although we clearly have to exercise this free will within the constraints imposed by our 

physical, sociological and political environment. It is where conscious thought leads to self-directed 

behaviour. The Humanistic approach in psychology is the biggest supporter of free will. Rogers claims that 

Client-Centred Therapy involves free will because it results in clients choosing to see themselves 

differently, i.e. to change their self concept.  

3 mark question - What is meant by the term ‘determinism’?  

Determinism is the view that an individual’s behaviour is shaped or controlled by either internal or external 

forces as opposed to and individual’s will to do something. This means behaviour should be predictable 

e.g. the place you get accepted for university is completely determined by factors other than your free will 

to choose.  

22 mark essay: 

The free will and determinism debate is concerned with whether we choose our behaviour or whether it is 

determined by factors beyond our control.  

Those who adopt the ‘free will’ position believe that we can make choices and determine our own 

behaviour although we clearly have to exercise this free will within the constraints imposed by our 

physical, sociological and political environment. James first suggested the idea of soft determinism – we 

should separate behaviour into a physical and mental realm. The former is determined but the latter is 

down to free will as a compromise. Heather suggested that behaviour may be predictable, but isn’t 

inevitable. Valentine claimed that behaviour is always determined but sometimes less so in certain 

situations where behaviour is constrained it appears involuntary, and appears voluntary in less constrained 

situations. This idea is supported by Westcott where students were asked to indicate the extent to which 

they felt ‘free’ in several situations and it was found situations with little responsibility (little constraint) 

was where they felt the most free.  

However, others believe that we passively respond to external and/or internal events and stimuli which 

cause our behaviour ‘in a regular, orderly manner which is totally predictable in principle’ (Gross). 

Determinists think that thoughts and behaviours are no different from other things in that ‘everything is 

the effect of some cause/causes’ i.e. ‘causally determined’ (Taylor).  

Definitions of abnormality involve judgements of free will and determinism. Mental disorders can be seen 

as a partial or complete breakdown of control people have over thoughts, emotions and behaviour e.g. 

compulsive behaviour, suggesting it could be determinism for people with mental disorders but people 

without them have more freedom to choose their actions. 

There are several types of determinism, including biological, environmental and genetic determinism. 

Biological determinism believes that if free will is the product of conscious thinking and decision making 

and we can explain this via brain activities so free will can be explained within a determinist framework. 

Free will is behaviour determined by the brain. However, determinist explanations tend to oversimplify 

human behaviour. They may be appropriate for animals but human behaviour is less rigid and influenced 
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by many factors including thinking. The idea of finding a formula to explain behaviour is unrealistic. The 

dopamine hypothesis supports biological determinism as drugs known to increase levels of 

neurotransmitter dopamine are linked with the cause of schizophrenia symptoms, so it may be that the 

development of mental disorders is determined by factors beyond our control.  

Environmental determinism is associated with the behaviourist approach, as Skinner and Watson though 

all behaviour is controlled by reinforcement and punishment from the external environment. It assumes 

humans are not rational and mechanistic – everything is determined by the environment. Bandura’s social 

learning theory study can be applied to theories of crime, as children surrounded by criminal role models 

are likely to be externally (via vicarious or direct reinforcement) or internally (identifying with the model) 

motivated to go on to commit crime. This supports the idea of environmental determinism as role models 

influence behaviour, which is seemingly unrelated to genetics. 

Research into the human genome produces increasing evidence of genetic influences on behaviour. 

Research into Alzheimer’s disease, depression or intelligence for example have identified specific genes 

that could be responsible, so it may not be due to environmental factors after all, but provides evidence 

that the development of some mental disorders is determined. However, it is highly unlikely 100% genetic 

determination will be found, and this is demonstrated by twin studies into the development of depression 

e.g. McGuffin’s study where there was only a 46% concordance rate for monozygotic twins who are  

genetically identical.  

It may be that the diathesis stress model provides a better explanation of determined behaviour, as it 

could be a combination of biological and environmental determinism that leads to behaviour as no studies 

for crime in particular have found a cause and effect link between genetics and crime or SLT and crime so it 

could be multiple factors having an influence. 

Free will would seem to exist because we seem to choose our actions and are not bound by our desires or 

inclinations; however it is difficult to define what free will is. Who is the ‘self’ that ‘does the choosing’? 

Free will is difficult to measure objectively. Research of free will is usually based on self reports; so much of 

the data collected is subjective. This is because individual’s bias is being reflected in their reports – demand 

characteristics could be at work where the participant assumes the answers the researcher is looking for. 

This form of research is also introspective as your own thoughts are being analysed. Objective 

neuroscientific research suggests that we do not choose to act consciously e.g. Libet investigated free will 

experimentally and found that electrical processes which initiate ‘voluntary’ movements actually occur 

before we make a decision to move. However, the electrical processes which occurred before the 

voluntary movement may be considered as part of the individual’s decision making process. Perhaps 

whether we call this free will or determinism is a matter of semantics.  

The humanistic approach in psychology is the biggest supporter of free will. Rogers claims that Client-

Centred Therapy involves free will because it results in clients choosing to see themselves differently 

(change their self-concept), seeing their circumstances and react to their experiences differently, become 

more free and voluntarily avoid ‘evil behaviour’ despite cruel and aggressive impulses. However, even 

Rogers himself did not believe in the idea of ‘pure free will’. He eventually adopted a form of soft 

determinism. We can feel that we have free will and experience freedom whilst our behaviour is being 

determined, so there is no real contradiction between free will and determinism.  

Behaviourists such as Skinner would argue that free will is an illusion. They argue humans are born a blank 

slate and all behaviour is determined by the environment. They also say that behaviours we feel are ‘free’ 
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are actually the result of conditioning. Operant conditioning relates to determinism as 

rewards/punishments lead to our behaviour rather than decisions on what to do by ourselves as we are 

mechanistic, and respond to stimuli rather than cognitive processes occurring – not rational. Many would 

argue that these ideas known as ‘radical behaviourism’ are too ignorant of cognition and perhaps more 

modern behaviourist ideas e.g. social learning theory are a more appropriate explanation of human 

behaviour as these take thought processes into account. 

The cognitive approach adopts a ‘soft determinism’ viewpoint, suggesting that attentional mechanisms 

‘choose’ thought and behaviour. However, even though we might select what we pay attention to, our 

thought processes are constrained by our innate abilities. This is just as a computer cannot do something it 

hasn’t been programmed for. Freud took the view of psychic determinism, saying our behaviour is 

determined by forces we are unaware of. Everything we do has a cause which is usually unconscious like a 

slip of the tongue (Freudian slip). Some would say that activities such as whether to smoke or not are a 

result of free will, but others will disagree. Freud would disagree, as unconscious factors may be at work 

and nothing is an accident – there is always a cause (overdetermination) e.g. an accident-prone person 

isn’t a victim of circumstances but unconsciously bringing about accidents.  

Biological psychologists also believe behaviour is determined by our genetics and brain structure. Taking 

such a deterministic viewpoint as some biological psychologists do goes against society’s ideas of self-

control and responsibility that underlie moral and legal assumptions. Criminals cannot get out of being 

punished for a crime by blaming it on serotonin levels, for example. There have been attempts in criminal 

cases for murderers to claim their actions were determined by inherited aggressive tendencies and 

shouldn’t be punished by the death penalty. Stephen Mobley claimed he committed murder as he was 

‘born to kill’ as he had a family history of violence. This argument was rejected, and Mobley was sentenced 

to death, so the determinist viewpoint may be undesirable.  

Determinism seems from the evidence the most likely explanation of behaviour and free will is an illusion. 

However, it must be remembered that there will always be issues with objectively measuring free will or 

determinism and that determinist arguments are ‘bad science’ in that determinism is unfalsifiable, because 

determinists assume that a cause exists even if it has not been identified. Ultimately though, even if the 

‘soft determinism’ stance is adopted, all human behaviour would seem in some way determined.  

 

 


