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fig 5.11>> While countries like Japan try to 

retain their employees in difficult economic 

times, many Australian and American 

companies do not.

table 5.6>> Differences between individualist and collectivist cultures

Individualist cultures Collectivist cultures

Idea of self is separate from the group Idea of self defined in terms of the 
group

Independence emphasised Interdependence with group 
emphasised

Focus on fulfilment of personal goals Focus on fulfilment of group goals

Individual wealth and material items Collective or group ownership

Leadership, competitiveness, aggression Conformity, obligation, loyalty

The 2008–09 economic crisis (thought by many people to be caused by 
American individualism and greed) is an excellent example of how different 
cultures deal with economically challenging situations. Nations such as 
America and Australia retrench staff during an economic crisis. A well-
known example is Pacific Brands, makers of Bonds, which fired workers in 
Australia and moved manufacturing to Asia, to maintain their profitability. 
It was a very public and unpopular decision (see the article ‘Pac Brands 
exits Australian manufacturing’). Countries such as Japan and other Asian 
countries try to maintain their workforces.

There are many examples both in Australia and in other individualistic 
cultures where there is a breakdown in the idea of ‘loyalty’ between employer 
and staff. Little importance is now given to how long a person has worked for 
the company. The ultimate goal of organisations is to maximise profit—often 
at the expense of the individual.
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fig 5.12>> In Asch’s research, seven 

men were placed around a table and asked 

which line—A, B or C—was closest in 

length to line X. The first five men (who 

were research confederates) deliberately 

gave the wrong answer ‘A’. The sixth 

person often gave the wrong answer in 

order to agree with the others and avoid 

conflict.

Social psychology research topics

>	 Social cognition

>	 Explaining social behaviour

>	 Prejudice and group differences

>	 Obedience to authority

>	 Interpersonal attraction

>	 Personal relationships

>	 �Behaviour in groups and the group’s influence on 
performance, decision-making and leadership

>	 Gender differences within a society

>	 Helping behaviour, pro-social behaviour and altruism

>	 Aggression and origins of aggression

table 5.7>> Social psychology research topics

social psychology
The social psychologist looks at the psychological factors 
involved in behaviour such as conformity: ‘the process 
of changing attitudes or behaviour to accommodate 
the standards of a group’. From this perspective, the 
behaviour and influence of the group plays an important 
role. In terms of individualism versus collectivism, 
the social psychologist would conclude that people 
who belong to America and Australia—whose cultural 
emphasis is on achieving personal goals—will show lower 
levels of conformity than people from, say, Japan or 
China, who would show higher levels of conformity.

The famous experiment on ‘conformity’ conducted 
by social psychologist Solomon Asch (1907–1997) in 
the 1950s demonstrated that the presence of others can 
change a person’s attitude and behaviour, causing them 
to become more likely to agree with other people in the 
group, depending on the number of people present. Cross-
cultural studies using Solomon Asch’s experimental 
design confirmed that conformity is greater in countries 
that value the group (as in Japan) than in countries that 
emphasise the individual (as in Australia and America). 
Details of Asch’s findings are discussed in Chapter 5.

Social psychology also conducts research in some of 
the following areas: prejudice; obedience to authority; 
interpersonal attraction; personal relationships; 
behaviour in groups and the group’s influence on 
performance, decision-making and leadership; gender 

differences within a society; helping behaviour; and 
aggression (see Table 5.7).

The research methods used in sociocultural psychology 
range from naturalistic observations and self-reports to 
controlled laboratory experiments. However, there have 
been many problems associated with making sure that 
the data collected are reliable and valid, especially in 
cross-cultural research, as it has been difficult for social 
anthropologists to make accurate translations of findings 
from remote social groups. Also, recent research has 
revealed a tendency for cross-cultural psychologists to 
report results from their own biased cultural perspective.

X A B C
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chapter summary

>	 The biological approach (also known as 

biopsychology) explains a person’s functioning in 

terms of bodily structures, biochemical processes and 

genetics. Environmental factors (nurture) are put to 

the side with greater emphasis/importance placed on 

genetics (nature).

>	 The biological approach argues that behaviours such 

as language and emotional responses (e.g. anger, 

happiness) are pre-programmed from birth, and 

mental illnesses and diseases are understood through 

physiology/biology and genetics.

>	 The biological approach also has subspecialties/

subfields that cross over with other physical sciences 

like medicine and neuroscience. 

>	 One subspecialty is physiological psychology, which 

has provided a great deal of knowledge about the 

mind–body relationship through the deliberate 

manipulation of the nervous system using surgery, 

electrical stimulation of particular areas of the brain or 

chemicals.

>	 Psychopharmacology is similar to physiological 

psychology as it involves chemicals/drugs, but it 

focuses on the physical and behavioural effects of 

various drugs on brain activity. 

>	 Psychophysiology examines the relationship between 

physiological activity and psychological processes. It 

generally uses human subjects and explores emotion, 

vision, hearing and other processes, using a range of 

measures.

>	 Neuropsychology studies the structure and function 

of the brain and takes the cognitive approach of 

viewing the mind as an ‘information processing’ unit. 

This subfield focuses on exploring the relationship of 

the nervous system and thinking processes (cognitive 

function) with research in the area conducted on both 

human and animal subjects. 

>	 John B. Watson founded the ‘behaviourist approach’ in 

1915, shifting the focus of psychology from examining 

the mind/consciousness to the study of observable 

behavioural responses. The British philosopher John 

Locke (1632–1704) believed that the mind was like 

a blank slate or tabula rasa at birth, on which life 

experiences are written. 

>	 The research methods employed by behaviourists 

were based on observation of animal and human 

behaviours. Instead of using invasive surgical 

procedures or scanning techniques, they administered 

either a reward or punishment under different 

environmental conditions to monitor behavioural 

changes in the learner. 

>	 Cognitive psychologists focus on trying to understand 

the workings of the mind, likening the process of 

learning to the workings of a computer.  

>	 The sociocultural approach looks at the relationship 

between psychological/mental processes and 

behaviour in terms of social norms—the rules and 

expectations about how members of a social group 

should think or behave—and cultural influences—

the shared beliefs, values, traditions and behaviour 

patterns of a particular group or nationality (Taylor, 

Peplau & Sears, 1997). 

>	 Within the sociocultural approach are three 

interrelated subfields: cultural psychology, cross-

cultural psychology and social psychology.

>	 In terms of cultural and cross-cultural psychology, 

researchers have examined the characteristics of 

particular cultures and then compared them with others. 

>	 The social psychologist takes a slightly different 

research approach and may look at the psychological 

factors involved in behaviour such as conformity—

the process of changing attitudes or behaviour to 

accommodate the standards of a group.
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test your understanding

1	 Roger Sperry used a procedure to cut the corpus 

callosum in patients with severe epilepsy. This 

procedure led to the discovery that:

a	 language was specialised in the left hemisphere 

(left side) of the brain

b	 visual information was processed quickly by 

both hemispheres

c	 epileptic patients could no longer speak

d	 processing was faster in the left hemisphere.

2	 In conducting studies on aggression, researchers 

found that the __________________ and 

_________________ were linked.

a	 medulla and hypothalamus

b	 hypothalamus and amygdala

c	 amygdala and pons

d	 pons and medulla.

3	 The psychopharmacological (biological) approach:

a	 focuses on the physical and behavioural effects 

of various illegal and treatment drugs on the 

brain

b	 focuses on alcohol and painkillers and how they 

affect a person’s state of mind

c	 focuses on mental disorders that are caused by 

drugs

d	 focuses on treatments for schizophrenic 

patients.

4	 Neuropsychology studies the ‘thinking’ processes 

of the biological perspective and uses a range of 

neuropsychological tests to help diagnose, manage 

and rehabilitate people who have suffered brain 

illness/injury. One such assessment tool is:

a	 Wechsler Memory Scales (WMS)

b	 fMRI questionnaire

c	 3-D picture scale

d	 Wechsler scale (Wish).

5	 The behavioural approach focuses on:

a	 mental processes and behaviour

b	 the study of observable behavioural responses

c	 understanding how the mind processes 

information and its relationship with structures 

of the brain

d	 behaviours that can only be examined on an 

individual basis.

6	 ‘Aversion therapy’ has had mixed success in being 

able to help in eliminating unwanted behaviours 

such as:

a	 alcoholism and thumb-sucking

b	 stopping babies from crying

c	 phobias

d	 Clockwork Orange syndrome.

7	 The most systematic approach used by behaviourists 

was developed by:

a	 Burrhas Skinner

b	 Ivan Pavlov

c	 Charles Darwin

d	 John Watson.

8	 One form of learning that involves rewards or 

punishments in response to a behaviour is known as:

a	 classical conditioning

b	 modelling

c	 operant conditioning

d	 aversive conditioning.

9	 Jake received a puppy for his birthday. He decided 

to call him Rex. Rex was very cute but had a habit of 

digging holes and chewing shoes. Jake took Rex to 

obedience school but his attempts to train Rex were 

not very successful. Which type of learning was Jake 

using for training Rex?

a	 operant conditioning

b	 classical conditioning

c	 obedience training

d	 operant training.

10	 Operant conditioning has sometimes been 

described as ‘learning through consequences’, 

where behaviours can be learnt through reward or 

punishment. ________________ __________________ 

is one method of applying operant conditioning 

principles to either a person or animal.

a	 systematic desensitisation

b	 behavioural modification

c	 systematic punishment

d	 behavioural desensitisation.
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test your understanding

11	 The cognitive approach likens the workings of the 

mind to:

a	 the processes of a computer

b	 the observable behaviours of people and 

animals

c	 the biochemical processes of the brain

d	 the unconscious mental processes that control 

behaviour.

12	 The cognitive approach investigates a range of 

areas. Two of these are:

a	 perception; object recognition

b	 memory; emotion

c	 mental representation; grammar and linguistics

d	 all of the above.

13	 The sociocultural approach includes the following 

subfields:

a	 social psychology; cultural psychology; cross-

cultural psychology

b	 cognitive psychology; cultural psychology; social 

psychology

c	 social psychology; cross-cultural psychology; 

psychopharmacology

d	 cross-cultural psychology; anthropological 

psychology; social psychology.

14	 Social norms are:

a	 rules and expectations about how a person 

should behave at a social gathering

b	 rules that are normal for a particular society

c	 rules and expectations about how members of a 

social group should think and behave

d	 rules and expectations about how a person 

should behave in a particular situation in a 

particular culture.

15	 Some of the cultural and cross-cultural research areas 

include:

a	 brain functioning; psycholinguistics; social 

norms

b	 obedience and authority; personal relationships; 

case studies

c	 the impact of multiculturalism; cultural 

stereotypes; the Stolen Generation

d	 aggression; conformity; controlled laboratory 

experiments.

16	 The biological approach has subfields which 

specialise in different areas of research. Identify two 

and explain what makes them different.

17	 Roger Sperry studied the two hemispheres (sides) 

of the brain. What research methods did he use? 

What did he discover about the different sides of the 

brain? 

18	 Which areas of the brain have been linked with 

aggression?

19	 How does the subfield of psychopharmacology differ 

from the subfield of psychophysiology? Explain the 

focus of each as well as the differences.

20	 What is aversion therapy and how is it used? Think of 

your own example where aversion therapy might be 

useful. Explain how it would work.

21	 What is behaviour modification? How can it be 

applied in a real-life setting?

22	 According to the cognitive approach, what is it that 

makes humans different from other species? Explain 

your answer.

23	 Identify two research methods that the cognitive 

approach uses in explaining mental processes and 

behaviour.

24	 Identify two research areas that are explored by 

cognitive psychology.

25	 a	 �Define in detail what the sociocultural approach 

involves. 

b	 Identify four sociocultural areas of research.
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