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Origins of Psychology 



Part 1 — The Learning Approach: Behaviourism  

Introduction and Assumptions  

The behaviourist approach explains behaviour as being learned through interactions 
with the environment. It focuses on classical conditioning and operant conditioning, 
which explain how behaviour can be acquired and maintained. 

● Behaviourists only study observable and measurable behaviour, making the
approach more scientific. They believed psychology should identify general laws of
behaviour that could be objectively tested and replicated.

● Behaviourists also assume that the same basic principles of learning apply to
humans and animals. Therefore, animals can be used in behaviourist research to
investigate learning and behaviour.

1. Classical Conditioning

Classical conditioning is learning through association 

● Before conditioning, the  unconditioned stimulus (UCS) produces the unconditioned
response (UCR).

● During conditioning, the neutral stimulus (NS) is repeatedly paired with the UCS,
producing an UCR.

● After conditioning, the neutral stimulus becomes the conditioned stimulus,  producing
the conditioned response.

Pavlov (1927) demonstrated classical conditioning 
by studying salivation in dogs. 

1. Before conditioning, the unconditioned
stimulus (UCS) of food naturally produced an
unconditioned response (UCR) of
salivation. The bell was a neutral stimulus
(NS) because it did not naturally produce
salivation.

2. During conditioning, the neutral stimulus
(NS) (i.e bell) was repeatedly paired with the
unconditioned stimulus (UCS) (i.e food),
producing salivation (UCR).

3. Through repeated pairings, the dogs learned
an association between the bell and food.

4. After conditioning, the bell became the
conditioned stimulus (CS) and produced
salivation, now called the conditioned
response (CR), even when no food was
present.
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There are several other features of classical conditioning that explain how conditioned 
responses can change over time: 

●​ Extinction occurs when the conditioned stimulus (CS) is repeatedly presented 
without the unconditioned stimulus (UCS), causing the conditioned response 
(CR) to gradually disappear. 

●​ Spontaneous recovery occurs when an extinguished conditioned response (CR) 
returns after a period of rest. 

●​  Generalisation occurs when stimuli that are similar to the conditioned stimulus 
(CS) also produce the conditioned response. For example, a dog conditioned to 
salivate to one bell may also salivate to bells with different pitches.  

2. Operant Conditioning 

Operant conditioning is learning through the consequences of behaviour. Reinforcement 
increases the likelihood of a behaviour being repeated, whereas punishment decreases the 
likelihood of a behaviour being repeated. 

There are two types of reinforcement: positive reinforcement and negative reinforcement. 
Both increase behaviour, but they do this in different ways. 

Positive reinforcement Negative reinforcement 

Adds something pleasant after a behaviour Removes or avoids something unpleasant 
after a behaviour 

Increases the likelihood of the behaviour 
being repeated 

Increases the likelihood of the behaviour 
being repeated 

Example: completing homework → 
receives praise 

Example: completing homework → avoids 
detention 

Skinner's Box (1938): Investigated 
positive reinforcement using a Skinner 
box. 

●​ Placed rats in a Skinner box with a 
lever and food dispenser.  

●​ When a rat accidentally pressed the 
lever, food was released. 

●​  Over time, the rats learned to press 
the lever more frequently because 
the behaviour was positively 
reinforced by food. 

This demonstrated positive reinforcement 
because the addition of food increased 
the likelihood of the rat pressing the lever 
again. 

Skinner's Box (1938): Investigated 
negative reinforcement using a Skinner 
box.  

●​ Rats were placed in a box where 
they received an electric shock.  

●​ When the rat pressed a lever, the 
electric shock stopped.  

●​ Over time, the rats learned to press 
the lever more frequently because 
pressing the lever removed the 
unpleasant stimulus. 

This demonstrated negative reinforcement 
because the removal of the electric shock 
increased the likelihood of the rat pressing 
the lever again. 
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Skinner (1948) - Pigeon study  

●​ Skinner placed pigeons in a Skinner box and used food as positive 
reinforcement.  

●​ He gradually reinforced behaviours that became closer to the desired behaviour such 
as turning in circles and pecking a disc, using successive approximation to 
shape the pigeons' behaviour. 

●​ The pigeons could therefore be trained to perform complex behaviours, 
demonstrating that behaviour can be shaped through reinforcement. 

AO3 - EVALUATION 
 
A strength of the behaviourist approach is that it uses highly controlled and objective 
research methods. Behaviourists often use laboratory experiments, where extraneous 
variables can be carefully controlled, making it easier to establish cause-and-effect 
relationships. The use of standardised procedures also means that studies can be 
replicated to check whether the same findings are obtained again, increasing the reliability 
of the evidence. In addition, behaviour is directly observable and measurable, reducing the 
risk of subjective interpretation by researchers. Therefore, the behaviourist approach has 
strong scientific credibility, increasing the validity of its explanations of behaviour. 
 
Another strength of the behaviourist approach is that it has led to effective treatments. For 
example, systematic desensitisation uses classical conditioning to gradually replace the 
learned association between a phobic stimulus and fear with a more positive response. By 
repeatedly exposing the person to the phobic stimulus while they remain relaxed, the original 
fear response is gradually extinguished, helping people to manage their phobias. This can 
help people manage their phobias and return to everyday activities, such as work or 
education, that they may have previously avoided. Therefore, the behaviourist approach has 
practical usefulness, as its principles can be used to successfully change behaviour and 
improve people's lives. 
 
A weakness of the behaviourist approach is that it is environmentally deterministic. This 
may be an oversimplification because the same behaviour can have other causes. For 
example, phobias can be explained through classical conditioning, but the biological 
approach suggests that some people may have a genetic predisposition to developing 
fears, meaning their genes may make them more vulnerable to developing a phobia. This 
means that focusing only on environmental learning may overlook other important influences 
on behaviour. Therefore, the behaviourist approach may provide an incomplete explanation 
of human behaviour. 
 
Another weakness of the behaviourist approach is that much of its evidence comes from 
non-human animals. For example, Pavlov studied dogs in his research into classical 
conditioning, while Skinner used rats and pigeons to investigate operant conditioning. 
Although these studies provide evidence that conditioning can influence behaviour, it may be 
difficult to generalise the findings to humans because humans have more complex 
cognitive processes and social influences. Therefore, research based mainly on animals 
may have limited generalisability, reducing the validity of behaviourism as an explanation of 
human behaviour. 
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Part 2 — The Learning Approach: Social Learning Theory   
 
Introduction and Assumptions:   

Social learning theory (SLT) suggests that behaviour can be learned directly through 
classical and operant conditioning and indirectly through observing and imitating 
others. Unlike behaviourism, SLT recognises that cognitive processes influence whether 
an observed behaviour is actually imitated. 

Three key concepts explain learning through observation: imitation, identification and 
vicarious reinforcement. 

Imitation The process of copying the behaviour of a role model. An 
individual is more likely to imitate a role model they identify 
with, particularly when they observe the role model being 
vicariously reinforced for the behaviour.  

Identification Occurs when an observer relates to a role model and 
wants to be more like them, making them more likely to 
imitate their behaviour. 

Vicarious reinforcement  An indirect form of learning where an individual observes the 
consequences of a role model’s behaviour. If the model is 
rewarded, this increases the likelihood that the observer 
will imitate the behaviour in anticipation of a similar reward. 

 
Learning through observation does not automatically mean that a behaviour will be imitated. 
SLT suggests that cognitive processes, known as mediational processes, influence 
whether the observed behaviour is actually reproduced. 
 
Mediational Processes 

SLT suggests that mediational processes are cognitive processes that occur between 
observing a behaviour and imitating it. There are four: 

1.​ Attention – the observer must notice the behaviour. 
2.​ Retention – the observer must remember the behaviour. 
3.​ Motor reproduction – the observer must have the ability to perform the 

behaviour. 
4.​ Motivation – the observer must have a reason to reproduce the behaviour, such 

as expecting a reward. 

The first two processes, attention and retention, occur during observation, while motor 
reproduction and motivation influence whether the behaviour is actually performed. 
Therefore, learning can occur without immediate imitation. 
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Bandura's Bobo Doll Study (1961) 
 

Aim To investigate whether children would imitate aggressive behaviour after 
observing an aggressive adult role model. 

Participants 72 children aged 3–6 years from the Stanford University nursery school 

Procedure ●​ The children were divided into three groups: an aggressive 
model, a non-aggressive model and a control group. 

●​ In the aggressive condition, children watched an adult behave 
aggressively towards a Bobo doll, including hitting it with a mallet 
and using aggressive language. 

●​ In the non-aggressive condition, children watched an adult 
behave calmly towards the toys. 

●​ The children were then placed in a room containing the Bobo doll 
and other toys and observed for their behaviour. 

Findings Children who observed the aggressive model showed more 
aggressive behaviour and were more likely to imitate the specific 
aggressive behaviours they had observed.  

Boys were generally more physically aggressive than girls. 

Conclusion Children can learn behaviour through observation and imitation, 
without directly experiencing reinforcement. This supports social learning 
theory and the importance of role models in learning behaviour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bobo Doll Deneyi — 
Okhanm — CC 
BY-SA 4.0 — 
Wikimedia Commons 

 

Bandura also investigated the role of vicarious reinforcement, looking at whether seeing 
a role model being rewarded or punished for a behaviour would affect whether an observer 
later imitated that behaviour. 
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Bandura (1965) – Vicarious Reinforcement Study 
 

Aim To investigate whether the consequences experienced by a role 
model affect children's imitation of aggressive behaviour. 

Participants 66 children aged 3–5 years, including 33 boys and 33 girls, from the 
Stanford University nursery school. 

Procedure The children watched a film of an adult behaving aggressively towards 
a Bobo doll. They were divided into three conditions 
 
i.  The model was rewarded 
ii. Punished  
iii. Received no consequence for the aggressive behaviour.  
 
The children were then placed in a room with a Bobo doll and other 
toys and observed for aggressive behaviour. 

Findings Children who saw the model being punished showed less aggressive 
imitation than those who saw the model being rewarded or receiving no 
consequence.  
 
However, when all children were offered a reward for reproducing the 
behaviour, children in all three groups were able to imitate the 
aggressive behaviour. 

Conclusion Children can learn behaviour without immediately performing it. 
Seeing a model being rewarded or punished affects the observer's 
motivation to reproduce the behaviour, supporting vicarious 
reinforcement and the role of mediational processes in SLT. 

Revision Tip: You can use both of Bandura’s studies as AO3 for research support!  
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AO3 - EVALUATION 

A strength of social learning theory is that it recognises the role of cognitive processes in 
learning. Unlike the behaviourist approach, SLT argues that people do not simply respond 
automatically to their environment but use mediational processes such as attention, 
retention and motivation to decide whether to imitate a behaviour. This makes SLT a more 
complete explanation of human behaviour, as people can think about what they observe 
and consider the possible consequences before deciding whether to copy it. Therefore, SLT 
has greater explanatory power than behaviourism because it recognises that humans are 
active participants in their own learning. 

Another strength of social learning theory is that it is supported by research evidence. 
Bandura (1965) found that children were more likely to imitate aggressive behaviour when 
they had observed an adult model being rewarded for the behaviour. However, when the 
children were later offered a reward themselves, those who had previously seen the model 
being punished also reproduced the aggressive behaviour. This supports the idea that 
vicarious reinforcement influences performance and that people can learn behaviour 
without directly experiencing reinforcement themselves. Therefore, the research 
provides support for a key explanation within SLT. 

A strength of social learning theory is that it has real-world applications in understanding 
aggressive behaviour. If a child displays aggressive behaviour, SLT suggests that this may 
have been learned through observing and imitating aggressive role models, such as 
parents, siblings or people in the media. This could raise concerns about the child’s 
environment and the behaviour they have been exposed to. Identifying these role 
models could help adults intervene by providing the child with more positive role models 
and reducing their exposure to aggressive behaviour. Therefore, SLT can be useful in 
understanding and managing aggressive behaviour in real-world settings. 

A weakness of SLT is that it may underestimate the role of biological factors in 
behaviour. Bandura found that boys showed more physical and imitative aggression 
than girls, but SLT would largely explain this through differences in modelling, 
identification and social experiences. However, biological factors such as testosterone 
may also contribute to differences in aggression. This suggests that behaviour cannot always 
be explained by what we observe and learn from others, as our biology may interact with 
environmental influences. Therefore, SLT may not provide a complete explanation of 
behaviour, reducing its overall validity. 

Another weakness of SLT is that much of its supporting evidence comes from artificial 
laboratory research, particularly Bandura's Bobo doll study. The children were asked to 
interact with a doll specifically designed to be hit, meaning their behaviour may not 
represent how they would behave towards a real person in everyday life. Children may also 
have guessed that the researchers wanted them to copy the adult model, creating demand 
characteristics. Therefore, although Bandura's research provides evidence that children 
can imitate observed behaviour, it may not demonstrate that observing aggressive models 
causes real-life aggression, reducing the ecological validity and generalisability, 
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Part 3 — The Cognitive Approach 
Introduction and Assumptions 

The cognitive approach explains behaviour by focusing on internal mental processes, 
such as memory, perception and thinking. 

●​ Cognitive psychologists assume that mental processes can be studied 
scientifically, even though they cannot be directly observed. Instead, psychologists 
make inferences about mental processes based on observable behaviour. 

●​ Much of cognitive psychology therefore involves the indirect measurement of 
mental processes. 
 

1.​ Use of Models  

Cognitive psychologists use models to simplify and explain complex mental processes and 
make inferences about how they work. 

Theoretical models are simplified representations of how a mental process works. For 
example, the Working Memory Model is a suggestion of how Short-Term Memory (STM)  
may work, using the central executive, phonological loop, visuo-spatial sketchpad and 
episodic buffer. 

The cognitive approach also uses the computer analogy, which compares the way the 
mind processes information with the way a computer processes information: 

Computer Human cognition 

Encoding information  The mind encodes/interprets information 
from the environment 

Hard drive stores information Long-term memory stores information 

RAM temporarily holds information being 
used 

Working/short-term memory temporarily 
holds information being processed 

Output produces information such as text 
or images 

The mind produces speech, behaviour or 
thoughts 
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The development of computers during the 1960s was important to cognitive psychology 
because computers provided a useful analogy for understanding how the mind 
processes information. 

2.​ Schemas 

Schemas are organised packages of knowledge and information about people, objects, 
places or situations. They develop through experience and become more sophisticated 
over time. 

Schemas help us process information: 

●​ They act as mental frameworks, helping us organise and interpret information. 
●​ They also act as mental shortcuts, allowing us to process information quickly and 

efficiently without considering every piece of information individually. 

However, schemas can cause errors: 

●​ Schemas contain our existing expectations, which can distort our perception. 
●​ We may interpret new information according to what we already expect rather than 

what is actually happening. 

For example: 

A child has developed a schema that dogs are dangerous. When they see a friendly dog 
wagging its tail, they may interpret the dog as a threat. Their existing schema influences 
how they perceive and interpret the situation, even though the dog is not actually 
dangerous. 
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AO3 - EVALUATION 

A strength of the cognitive approach is that it provides a detailed explanation of complex 
human behaviour. Unlike approaches that focus mainly on observable behaviour, the 
cognitive approach considers how internal mental processes, such as memory, perception 
and thinking, influence behaviour. This allows psychologists to explain why people can 
respond differently to the same situation, depending on how they interpret and process 
information. Therefore, the cognitive approach has strong explanatory value, as it provides 
a more detailed understanding of how mental processes influence behaviour. 

Another strength of the cognitive approach is that it has led to useful real-world 
applications. For example, research into memory and eyewitness testimony has 
contributed to the development of the cognitive interview, which helps police obtain more 
accurate information from witnesses reducing incorrect incarceration rates. Cognitive 
research has also contributed to CBT, which uses an understanding of dysfunctional thinking 
to help treat psychological disorders. Therefore, the cognitive approach has practical 
usefulness, as its understanding of mental processes can be applied to improve people's 
lives and solve real-world problems. 

A weakness of the cognitive approach is that its computer analogy may be too simplistic. 
Cognitive psychologists often compare the mind to a computer, with information being input, 
processed and output, but humans are influenced by factors such as emotion, motivation 
and social context that a computer does not experience. For example, anxiety can affect 
memory, showing that human information processing is not always as consistent and 
predictable as a computer. Therefore, comparing the mind to a computer may be an 
example of machine reductionism, meaning the approach may oversimplify the complexity 
of human cognition and reduce its validity. 

A further weakness of the cognitive approach is that internal mental processes cannot be 
directly observed. Instead, psychologists have to make inferences about what is 
happening in the mind based on observable behaviour, such as a person's responses or 
performance on a memory task. This means the same behaviour could potentially be 
explained by different mental processes, so psychologists cannot be completely certain that 
their explanation accurately represents what is happening inside the mind. Therefore, the 
cognitive approach may lack validity, as some of its explanations are based on inference 
rather than direct observation. 

Another weakness of the cognitive approach is that much of its research is conducted using 
artificial laboratory tasks. Participants may be asked to complete simple tasks, such as 
remembering lists of words, which may not reflect how people use cognitive processes in 
everyday life. This means that findings from these studies may not always generalise to 
real-world behaviour, as people are likely to think and behave differently in more natural 
situations. Therefore, the cognitive approach may have limited ecological validity, 
reducing the extent to which its findings can be applied to everyday behaviour. 
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Part 4 — The Biological Approach   
 
Introduction and Assumptions 

The biological approach explains behaviour in terms of biological processes within the 
body. It assumes that humans are biological organisms, meaning that our thoughts, 
emotions and behaviour have a physical basis. 

Therefore, biological psychologists investigate how genes, biological structures and 
neurochemistry influence behaviour. 

1. Genetic Basis of Behaviour  
 

A)​ Genotype and Phenotype 
 

 

 

 

 

A person's phenotype develops through an interaction between their genotype and 
environment. This means that genes can influence behaviour without completely 
determining it. 

Example: Someone may have genes for brown hair, but choose to dye their hair blonde. 
Their genes have not changed, but their observable phenotype has been changed by their 
environment. 

B)​ Evolution 

Evolution is the process by which species change 
over generations as a result of changes in 
inherited characteristics. Natural selection is the 
mechanism through which evolution occurs. 

How natural selection works: 

1.​ An individual has an inherited 
characteristic. 

2.​ The characteristic provides a survival or 
reproductive advantage. 

3.​ The individual is more likely to survive and 
reproduce. 

4.​ The characteristic is passed on to 
offspring. 

5.​ Over generations, the characteristic 
becomes more common in the population.  

Genotype An individual's genetic make-up, including the genes they inherit 
from their parents. 

Phenotype An individual's observable characteristics, which develop 
through an interaction between their genes and environment. 
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Example: Giraffes naturally varied in neck length, with some having longer necks and others 
having shorter necks. When food was scarce, the short-necked giraffes struggled to reach 
enough food and were more likely to die. Giraffes with longer necks were more likely to 
survive and reproduce, passing their genes for longer necks to their offspring. Over many 
generations, longer necks became more common in the population. 
 
2. Biological Structures and Neurochemistry  
 

A)​ Biological Structures 
 

Biological structures are the physical parts of the body that play a role in behaviour and 
mental processes. The biological approach considers how these structures and 
systems influence the way we think, feel and behave. 

 

Biological 
structure 

What is it? Role in behaviour 

Nervous 
system 

The body's main 
communication and control 
system. It is made up of the 

CNS and PNS and uses 
electrical signals to communicate 

information around the body. 

Receives information from the 
environment and body, processes it 

and coordinates responses. This allows 
us to sense, think and respond to 

situations. 

CNS The central nervous system 
consists of the brain and spinal 
cord. It is the main processing 

and control centre of the nervous 
system. 

Processes information received from the 
body and environment and coordinates 

responses and behaviour. The brain is 
also involved in mental processes such 

as memory, emotion and 
decision-making. 

PNS The peripheral nervous system 
consists of nerves outside the 

brain and spinal cord. It connects 
the CNS to the rest of the 

body. 

Carries information to the CNS from 
sensory receptors and carries 

instructions from the CNS to muscles 
and organs. This allows us to respond 

to our environment. 

Neurons Neurons are specialised cells 
that make up the nervous 

system. They are responsible for 
receiving and transmitting 

information. 

Neurons communicate using electrical 
impulses and neurotransmitters. This 
communication allows information to be 
processed and passed around the body, 

influencing behaviour and mental 
processes. 

Endocrine 
system 

The endocrine system is made 
up of glands that release 

hormones into the bloodstream. 
Hormones act as chemical 

messengers that travel to target 
organs and tissues. 

Hormones regulate processes such as 
growth, metabolism and 

reproduction, and can influence mood, 
behaviour and responses to stress. 
For example, adrenaline prepares the 

body to respond to a threat. 
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B)​ Neurochemistry 

Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that allow neurons to communicate 
with one another.  

●​ Different neurotransmitters can have different effects on brain activity. 
●​ Changes in neurotransmitter activity can therefore influence thoughts, emotions 

and behaviour. 

Serotonin, for example, is a neurotransmitter involved in regulating mood and 
emotions. Research has linked serotonin activity to psychological disorders such as 
Depression and OCD. This understanding has contributed to treatments such as 
SSRIs which increase the availability of serotonin in the brain and can help to reduce 
symptoms. 

Understanding neurochemistry has therefore contributed to the development of drug 
treatments for psychological disorders. 

 
3. Cognitive Neuroscience 

Cognitive neuroscience is the study of the biological processes 
underlying cognitive processes, including the brain areas involved in 
thinking, memory and language. 

The development of cognitive neuroscience can be understood through 
three stages: 

1.​ Brain mapping – 1870s: Wernicke (1874) studied patients with language difficulties 
and found that damage to a particular area of the brain was associated with problems 
understanding language. This provided early evidence for localisation of brain 
function. 

2.​ Using brain-scanning technology: Advances in technology allowed researchers to 
objectively measure brain activity. For example, Petersen et al. (1988) used PET 
scans to investigate which areas of the brain were active during different language 
tasks. 

3.​ Modern cognitive neuroscience: Cognitive neuroscience has expanded to 
investigate the biological basis of a wide range of cognitive processes and 
conditions. For example, researchers investigate how differences in brain structure 
and functioning may be linked to conditions such as Alzheimer's disease, ADHD 
and dyslexia. 

This ability to measure brain activity can be useful in everyday life, such as helping us 
understand how the brain learns and stores information, which can be applied to 
education, revision and learning techniques.  
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AO3 - EVALUATION 
 
A strength of the biological approach is that it has led to effective drug treatments. An 
increased understanding of neurotransmitters and brain chemistry has allowed drugs to be 
developed that alter biological processes linked to psychological disorders. For example, 
SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) increase the availability of serotonin in the 
brain and can be used to reduce symptoms of OCD. Drug treatments can also require less 
time and effort from patients than therapies such as CBT, as they do not require regular 
therapy sessions or the same level of motivation. Therefore, the biological approach has 
practical usefulness, as understanding the biological causes of disorders has led to 
treatments that can improve people's lives. 
 
A further strength of the biological approach is that it uses highly scientific and objective 
research methods. Techniques such as EEG, PET and fMRI scans allow researchers to 
objectively measure brain activity and biological processes, while twin and adoption studies 
provide quantitative evidence about the genetic basis of behaviour. These methods produce 
measurable data and can use standardised procedures, making findings more reliable and 
replicable. Therefore, the biological approach has strong scientific credibility, increasing 
confidence in its explanations of behaviour. 

A weakness of the biological approach is that it is biologically deterministic. The approach 
suggests that behaviour is influenced by internal biological factors such as genes, hormones 
and neurotransmitters, which can imply that people have limited free will or control over 
their behaviour. This can create problems when considering personal responsibility. For 
example, if someone seriously harmed another person and evidence suggested that their 
behaviour was strongly influenced by their genes, they could argue that they had little control 
over their actions and therefore should not be held fully responsible in court. This raises 
important questions about whether people should be held accountable for behaviour that may 
be partly biologically determined. Therefore, biological determinism may be too inflexible, 
as it can underestimate the role of free will in human behaviour. 

Another weakness of the biological approach is that twin studies cannot completely 
separate genetic and environmental influences. Identical (MZ) twins share 100% of their 
genes, so higher concordance rates than non-identical (DZ) twins are often taken as evidence 
for a genetic influence. However, MZ twins are also more likely to experience similar 
environments, such as being raised in the same home and receiving similar treatment from 
parents. Therefore, differences in concordance may partly be due to shared environmental 
experiences, rather than genes alone. This means twin studies do not provide conclusive 
evidence that behaviour is caused by genetics, suggesting that an interactionist approach 
which considers both nature and nurture may provide a more complete explanation. 

A further weakness of the biological approach is that it can be biologically reductionist. The 
approach explains complex human behaviour by reducing it to genes, brain structures and 
neurochemical processes. However, behaviour is influenced by many interacting factors, 
including cognitive, psychological and environmental factors. For example, depression 
may involve biological changes, but stressful life experiences can also contribute to its 
development. Therefore, reducing behaviour to biological processes may oversimplify 
human behaviour, meaning the approach may lack explanatory completeness. 
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Part 5  — The Psychodynamic Approach   
 
Introduction and Assumptions 

The psychodynamic approach explains behaviour through unconscious processes, early 
childhood experiences and conflict between different parts of the personality. 

●​ Unconscious processes influence behaviour — thoughts, memories and desires 
outside our awareness can affect how we behave. 

●​ Early childhood experiences shape behaviour — experiences during childhood can 
influence personality and behaviour in adulthood. 

●​ Internal conflict — behaviour is influenced by conflicts between the id, ego and 
superego. 

1. Levels of Consciousness 

Psychic determinism is the idea that behaviour is caused by underlying psychological 
processes. Freud (1900) believed these causes are often unconscious, meaning we have 
little or no conscious control over them. 

Freud proposed three levels of consciousness: 

Conscious Thoughts and feelings we are currently 
aware of 

Preconscious Information that is not currently in our 
awareness but can be brought into 
consciousness, such as memories. 

Unconscious Thoughts, desires, memories and 
biological drives outside conscious 
awareness. This can include disturbing 
experiences that have been repressed. 

 
Freud argued that the unconscious can still influence behaviour. Psychologists can therefore 
make inferences about the unconscious by analysing dreams, slips of the tongue 
(parapraxes) and behaviour during psychoanalysis. 
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2. Tripartite Personality 

Freud (1923) argued that personality consists of three parts: the id, ego and superego.  

These develop at different stages of childhood and can come into conflict. 

 

Id Present from birth. Operates on the pleasure 
principle and demands immediate gratification of 
basic desires, such as hunger and sex. 

Ego Develops during early childhood. Operates 
according to the reality principle and mediates 
between the demands of the id and the 
superego. 

Superego  
 
 
 

Develops during the phallic stage. Operates on 
the morality principle and contains our 
internalised sense of right and wrong. 

 

The ego deals with conflict between the id and superego using defence mechanisms, 
including: 

●​ Repression — pushing an upsetting thought or memory out of conscious awareness. 
●​ Denial — refusing to accept something that causes anxiety. 
●​ Displacement — directing feelings towards a safer target. 

Example: Someone may feel angry towards their teacher but be unable to express it. They 
may instead take their anger out on a family member. This is displacement.  
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3. Psychosexual Stages 
 
Freud proposed that children pass through five psychosexual stages in the same order.  
 
Each stage focuses on a different erogenous zone and involves a conflict that must be 
resolved before the child can successfully move to the next stage. 

If the conflict is not resolved, fixation can occur. This means part of the individual's 
psychological development becomes stuck at that stage, potentially affecting adult 
behaviour. 

 
 

Stage Ages Focus of Libido Major Development Possible Adult 
Fixation 

Oral  0-1  Mouth, Tongue, 
Lips 

Weaning off breast / 
bottle feeding 

Smoking/ 
Overeating  

Anal 1-3 Anus Toilet training  Anal-retentive 
(orderly, stubborn) 
or anal-expulsive 
(messy, careless) 

personality 

Phallic 3-6 Genitals Resolving Oedipus and 
electra complex 

through identification 
with the same-sex 

parent 

Difficulty forming 
mature sexual 
relationships or 
problems with 

gender 
identity/sexuality 

Latency  6-12 None  Sexual energy is 
repressed and 

directed into school, 
friendships and 

hobbies 

None 

Genital  12+  Genitals Reaching full sexual 
maturity  

Successful 
resolution of earlier 
stages leads to a 
psychologically 

healthy adult 
personality 
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The Phallic Stage: Oedipus & Electra Complex 

During the phallic stage (around 3–6 years), Freud believed children develop unconscious 
sexual feelings towards the opposite-sex parent and see the same-sex parent as a rival. 

Oedipus complex – boys 

●​ A boy develops unconscious sexual feelings towards his mother. 
●​ He sees his father as a rival for his mother's attention. 
●​ He experiences castration anxiety because he fears punishment from his father. 
●​ The boy resolves the conflict by identifying with his father and internalising his 

values. 
●​ This contributes to the development of the superego. 

Electra complex – girls 

●​ Jung (1913) proposed the Electra complex, suggesting that girls develop 
unconscious sexual feelings towards their father and see their mother as a rival 
for his attention. 

●​ Freud rejected the term “Electra complex” and instead described the girl's 
experience as the “feminine Oedipus attitude”, maintaining that the Oedipus 
complex applied to both boys and girls. 

●​ Freud proposed that girls experience penis envy, blaming their mother for their 
perceived lack of a penis. 

●​ The girl eventually identifies with her mother, helping to develop the superego. 

Little Hans - Case Study  

Freud (1909) used the Little Hans case study to provide support for his existing theory of the 
Oedipus complex and the influence of unconscious conflicts on behaviour. 

Aim To investigate Little Hans’ fear of horses and understand the 
underlying psychological causes of his phobia. 

Participants  Little Hans, a 5-year-old boy living in Vienna. 

Procedure ●​ Hans developed a fear of horses, particularly after seeing a 
horse fall down in the street. 

●​ His father recorded Hans’ behaviour, questions and 
conversations in letters sent to Freud. 

●​ Freud met Hans once but relied mainly on the reports provided 
by his father. 

●​ Freud interpreted Hans’ behaviour using psychoanalytic 
theory. 

Findings ●​ Hans was particularly frightened that a horse might bite him. 
●​ Freud believed the horse represented Hans’ father. 
●​ Hans had unconscious sexual feelings towards his mother and 

saw his father as a rival, creating the Oedipus complex. 
●​ Hans experienced castration anxiety because he feared his 

father would punish him. 
●​ Freud suggested that Hans displaced this anxiety onto horses, 
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resulting in his phobia. 

Conclusion Freud concluded that Hans’ phobia was caused by an unconscious 
conflict linked to the Oedipus complex. The case therefore provided 
support for Freud’s psychodynamic explanation of behaviour. 

 

AO3 - EVALUATION 

A strength of the psychodynamic approach is that it has led to successful treatments. 
Psychoanalysis uses techniques such as free association and dream analysis to help 
individuals explore unconscious conflicts that may be contributing to their difficulties. 
Psychodynamic therapies have also been adapted into modern forms of therapy, which have 
been used to treat common disorders such as depression. This shows that ideas about the 
unconscious mind and early experiences can be applied to help people understand and 
manage psychological problems. Therefore, the psychodynamic approach has practical 
usefulness, as its ideas have contributed to treatments that are still used today. 

A major weakness of the psychodynamic approach is that many of its concepts are 
unfalsifiable. Karl Popper argued that for a theory to be scientific, it must be possible to test 
it and potentially prove it wrong. However, concepts such as the unconscious mind cannot 
be directly observed or measured, making it difficult to test whether they are actually 
responsible for behaviour. For example, almost any behaviour could potentially be explained 
as the result of an unconscious conflict, meaning there is little evidence that could definitively 
disprove the explanation. Therefore, the psychodynamic approach has limited scientific 
credibility, as important parts of the theory cannot be objectively tested. 

Another weakness of the psychodynamic approach is its reliance on case studies. For 
example, the Little Hans case study involved the detailed investigation of just one child, 
meaning the findings may not be representative of the wider population. In addition, much of 
the information came from Hans' father, meaning Freud's analysis was based on qualitative 
data that could be interpreted subjectively and may have been affected by researcher bias. 
This is a problem because Freud interpreted Hans' phobia of horses as evidence of the 
Oedipus complex, even though alternative explanations for his behaviour were possible. 
Therefore, Freud's explanations may have limited generalisability, making it difficult to apply 
conclusions from Little Hans to human behaviour more generally. 

A further weakness of the psychodynamic approach is that it is psychically deterministic. 
Freud argued that behaviour is determined by unconscious conflicts between the id, ego 
and superego. This means that even apparently accidental behaviours, such as a Freudian 
slip, are assumed to have an underlying unconscious cause. However, this makes the 
explanation difficult to test because almost any behaviour can be given an unconscious 
interpretation after it has occurred. It also leaves little room for free will, as individuals are not 
considered to be fully in control of their behaviour. Therefore, psychic determinism may make 
the psychodynamic approach too deterministic and difficult to scientifically test, reducing 
its overall validity. 
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Part 6 — The Humanistic Approach  

Introduction and Assumptions 

The humanistic approach focuses on free will, personal growth and the desire to achieve 
self-actualisation. 

● Free will — people have control over their behaviour and can make their own choices.
● Humans have an innate drive for personal growth and want to fulfil their potential.
● Self-actualisation is the ultimate goal, where a person achieves their full potential.

1.. Self-Ac alisation & Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

Maslow (1943) proposed the hierarchy of needs, which explains human motivation as a 
series of needs that people are driven to satisfy. The model consists of five levels, with 
self-actualisation at the highest level. 

The five levels can be grouped into: 

● Basic needs — the first two levels: physiological needs and safety needs. These
are essential for survival and security.

● Psychological needs — the next two levels: love and belonging and esteem. These
involve relationships, confidence and feeling valued.

● Self-actualisation — the highest level, involving the desire to achieve your full
potential and become the best version of yourself.



 

2. Congruence & Incongruence 

Rogers (1951) argued that people have a self-concept, which is their understanding of who 
they are. 

●​ Actual self — how a person sees themselves currently, including their 
characteristics, abilities and values. 

●​ Ideal self — how a person would like to be, including the characteristics, abilities and 
values they want to have. 

The relationship between the actual self and ideal self determines whether a person 
experiences congruence or incongruence. 

Congruence Incongruence 

Small gap between actual self and ideal self Large gap between actual self and ideal self 

Actual self: “I revise regularly.” Actual self: “I rarely revise.” 

Ideal self: “I revise every day.” Ideal self: “I revise every day.” 

The small gap means the person 
experiences congruence. 

The large gap means the person 
experiences incongruence, which can lead 

to low self-worth and low self-esteem. 

 
3. Conditions of Worth  

Rogers (1951) argued that the way other people value and accept us can influence our 
self-concept and whether we experience congruence or incongruence. 

●​ Conditions of worth — when a person feels they are only valued or loved if they 
behave in a particular way. 

●​ Unconditional positive regard — when a person is accepted and valued 
regardless of their behaviour or achievements 

 Conditions of worth Unconditional Positive Regard 

“I will be proud of you if you get good 
grades.” 

“I am proud of you regardless of your 
grades.” 

Love and approval are conditional. Love and approval are given without 
conditions. 

Can create incongruence between the 
actual and ideal self. 

Can support congruence between the actual 
and ideal self. 

Can make it harder to achieve 
self-actualisation. 

Can help a person move towards 
self-actualisation. 
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AO3 - EVALUATION 
 
A strength of the humanistic approach is that it has led to practical applications in therapy. 
Rogers' client-centred therapy focuses on helping individuals develop self-awareness and 
personal growth, while providing unconditional positive regard, empathy and 
genuineness. This gives clients an accepting environment in which they can work towards 
resolving their current problems and achieving congruence. Therefore, the humanistic 
approach has practical usefulness, as its principles have been successfully applied to 
counselling and psychotherapy. 
 
A further strength of the humanistic approach is that it takes a holistic approach to 
explaining behaviour. Rather than reducing behaviour to individual factors such as 
reinforcement, cognitive processes or biological mechanisms, humanism considers the 
whole person, including their subjective experiences, emotions and personal goals. This may 
provide a more complete explanation of human behaviour, as it recognises that people 
cannot always be understood by examining individual parts of their behaviour in isolation. 
Therefore, humanism has greater explanatory completeness than reductionist approaches 
because it considers the individual as a whole. 
 
A weakness of the humanistic approach is that many of its key concepts are difficult to test 
objectively. For example, self-actualisation is a subjective concept because what it means to 
reach one's full potential will differ between individuals, making it difficult to establish an 
objective measure. Similarly, congruence depends on a person's perception of the 
relationship between their real and ideal self. This means that important concepts within 
humanism cannot easily be operationalised and scientifically measured. Therefore, the 
approach has limited scientific credibility, as its key explanations are difficult to test and 
potentially falsify. 
 
Another weakness of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is that the order of the hierarchy may be 
unrealistic. Maslow suggested that people generally need to satisfy lower-level needs before 
they can focus on higher-level needs such as esteem and self-actualisation. However, Tay 
and Diener (2011) found that people can experience higher-level needs such as social 
relationships and respect even when their basic needs are not fully satisfied. For example, 
people living in poverty may still have strong friendships, gain esteem from their achievements 
and work towards their goals. This suggests that the five needs do not always have to be 
satisfied in a fixed order, reducing the validity of Maslow’s hierarchy as an explanation of 
human motivation. 
 
A further weakness of the humanistic approach is that it may be culture-bound. Maslow's 
hierarchy of needs places self-actualisation at the highest level, suggesting that personal 
growth and achieving individual potential are important goals. However, these values are more 
characteristic of individualist Western cultures, where personal achievement and 
independence are emphasised. In collectivist cultures, people may place greater importance 
on the needs of the family or wider group rather than individual achievement. Therefore, 
humanistic explanations may not be generalisable across cultures, reducing their overall 
validity as an explanation of human behaviour. 
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FREE WILL VS 
DETERMINISM 

NATURE VS 
NURTURE 

REDUCTIONISM VS 
HOLISM 

IDIOGRAPHIC VS 
NOMOTHETIC 

SCIENTIFIC 

BEHAVIOURIST Environmental 
Determinism - 

Behaviour is controlled 
by stimulus-response 

interactions 

Nurture –  
Humans are born a 
blank slate, tabula 

rasa, all behaviour is 
learnt 

Environmental 
Reductionism – 

behaviour reduced to 
stimulus-response 

interactions 

Nomothetic – 
general laws of 

behaviour 

Scientific – 
controlled 

experiments 

SOCIAL LEARNING 
THEORY  

Soft Determinism- 
Behaviour is influenced 
by the environment, but 

people have choice  

Nurture – 
Behaviour is learnt 

from the environment  

Slightly 
Reductionist – 

behaviour explained 
through learning and 

modelling but 
considers  

Nomothetic – 
general principles of 

learning 

Mostly Scientific 
– uses scientific

methods but also
takes into account

mediational 
processes 

COGNITIVE Soft Determinism - 
Behaviour is controlled 
by mediational process 
but humans have some 

choice  

Both –  
Behaviour is the 

product of information 
processing  

Machine 
Reductionist – 

cognition likened to a 
computer  

Nomothetic – 
attempts to explain 

cognitive processing 
across humans 

Somewhat 
Scientific – Uses 
scientific methods 
however difficult to 
observe processes  

BIOLOGICAL Biological 
Determinism - 

Behaviour is controlled 
by internal factors i.e. 

genes, hormones  

Nature – 
Behaviour is a result 
of biological factors 

such as genes  

Biological 
Reductionism – 

behaviour reduced to 
biological structures 

and processes  

Nomothetic – 
general biological 
laws as humans 
share physiology  

Scientific – 
objective scientific 
methods used and 

promoted  
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Part 7 — Comparison of Approaches   



PSYCHODYNAMIC Psychic Determinism 
- Behaviour is

influenced by conflicts 
and experiences from 

early childhood. 

Nature and Nurture -  
Behaviour is product 
of innate drives but 
also influenced by 

childhood 
experiences  

Both –  
Considers innate 
drives but also 

considers individual 
experiences  

Both – 
Attempts to establish 

laws in relation to 
innate drives while 

considering individual 
childhood 

experiences 

Less scientific –  
Lots of concepts 
which cannot be 
empirically tested 

HUMANISTIC Free Will -  
Humans are in control 
of their environment  

Mostly Nurture – 
experiences shape 
development but 

driven by an innate 
biological desire for 

self-actualisation 

Holistic – considers 
the whole person 

Idiographic – 
focuses on the 
individual, no 
attempts to 
generalise  

Not scientific –  
Rejects scientific 

methods 
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