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Welcome to the IB Psychology course. 
I thought we would start with a brief overview of how the 

course is organised and the key pieces of information you 
need to know, before we launch into some research tasks 
linked to the main approaches in Psychology.

So let’s have a look at how you will be assessed at the end of the two years.

There are three key approaches: Biological, Cognitive and Sociocultural.  You will 
need to have an in depth, detailed knowledge of their assumptions and preferred 
methods of research.  In addition to understanding the importance and application 
of ethics.  The content that you learn will fall under one of these three approaches.

You will also have to research a specific area, conduct your own scientific 
experiment and formally write up your research study.  This will form 20% (22 
marks) of your overview grade.
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The Biological Approach

The biological approach to understanding behaviour is largely 
an investigation into correlations. Do areas of the brain 
correlate with behaviour? When changes take place in the 
brain do changes take place in behaviour or is the reverse the 
case? Could an individual’s behaviour be predicted from their 
genes? Is human behaviour subject to natural selection?

The relationship between biology and behaviour is a complex 
one of mutual causality. The technology available to 
investigate this relationship is becoming ever more 
sophisticated, while the ethics of this line of inquiry are 
increasingly an area for public debate.

The biological approach to behaviour looks at:

• the brain and behaviour 
• hormones and pheromones and behaviour 
• genetics and behaviour 
• the role of animal research in understanding human 
behaviour.
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The Cognitive Approach

The cognitive approach to behaviour views human beings as 
processors of information much in the same way as a 
computer processes information. The cognitive approach to 
behaviour focuses on areas of research such as schema 
processing, memory processing, and thinking, and how 
cognition may influence behaviour. Researchers are also 
interested in the extent to which cognitive processes are 
reliable, for example, in relation to thinking and memory. How 
cognitive processes may be affected in the modern digitalized 
world is an emerging field within the cognitive approach to 
behaviour.

Cognitive processes are often influenced in complex ways by 
emotions. The influence of emotions on cognitive processes is 
studied not only by cognitive psychologists, but is developing 
as an area of interest for cognitive neuroscientists as well as 
social psychologists.

The cognitive approach to understanding behaviour looks at:

• cognitive processing
• reliability of cognitive processes 
• emotion and cognition 
• cognitive processing in the digital world (HL only).
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The Sociocultural Approach

The sociocultural approach to behaviour investigates the role 
of social and cultural influences in shaping thinking and human 
behaviour. An increasing body of culturally informed research 
has made cross-cultural psychology as well as cultural 
psychology a contemporary topic of debate among 
psychologists working in the field. Theories, concepts and 
research studies provide the background for a more nuanced 
understanding of the variety and complexity of human 
behaviour. This is important in the modern globalized world 
where issues related to migration and integration are on the 
rise.
Key figures in the field of modern social psychology have often 
favoured experimental methods to understand how social 
context influences behaviours, identities, attitudes and 
cognitions, however, by studying acculturation in terms of 
intergroup relations, we can start to understand that the same 
processes may be seen in the interaction between cultural 
groups. Social and cultural psychologists are now also using 
qualitative research methods in order to get a better 
understanding of intergroup relations as well as the process of 
acculturation.

The Sociocultural approach to understanding behaviour looks at:

• the individual and the group
• cultural origins of behaviour and cognition
• cultural influences on individual attitudes, identity and 
behaviours 
• the influence of globalization on individual attitudes, 
identities and behaviour.
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Ethical considerations play a huge part within the evaluation, 
application and analysis aspects of the IB course.  If you have studied 
GCSE Psychology, you will have an advantage here.  

Relevant to all the topics are:
• The contribution of research methods used to understanding 

human behaviour
and
• Ethical considerations in the investigation of that behaviour

The key ethical considerations are:

 Fully informed consent
 Protection of physiological and psychological harm
 Right to withdraw (both themselves and their data)
 Deception
 Confidentiality
 Privacy
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Some good online research sites are: 

http://psychologyhacked.com/

The free area of InThinking http://www.thinkib.net/psychology/
Vassarstats, for understanding the stats: http://vassarstats.net/index.html
Holah, for info (not IB, but still a good site): 
http://www.holah.co.uk/page/home/
Holah, for the stats for the HL IA http://www.holah.karoo.net/stats.htm

Tutor2u, lots of A level resources, and more IB resources every day 
http://www.tutor2u.net/#psychology

Quizlet - posted by different people, but content seems pretty good 
<https://quizlet.com/subject/Psychology-IB/> 

Then there are the following: 

Journals
Psychology Today<http://www.psychologytoday.com/> 
Psychology Today blogs<http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/index> 
BPS Research Digest<http://www.bps.org.uk/publications/research-
digest/research-digest> 
Simply Psychology<http://www.simplypsychology.org/> 
The Psychologist<http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/> 

Films and Recordings

Crash Course Psychology (the presenters speak very fast, but the content is 
good!) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M

The APA podcasts site http://www.apa.org/research/action/speaking-of-
psychology/default.aspx

The BBC All in the Mind series site http://www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/series/aitm

Useful Resources

http://psychologyhacked.com/
http://www.thinkib.net/psychology/
http://vassarstats.net/index.html
http://www.holah.co.uk/page/home/
http://www.holah.karoo.net/stats.htm
http://www.tutor2u.net/#psychology
https://quizlet.com/subject/Psychology-IB/
http://www.psychologytoday.com/
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/index
http://www.bps.org.uk/publications/research-digest/research-digest
http://www.simplypsychology.org/
http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M
http://www.apa.org/research/action/speaking-of-psychology/default.aspx
http://www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/series/aitm
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Task One: 
Origins of Psychology

What does ‘psychology’ mean?

Rene Descartes 

(1596-1650)

Descartes, a French philosopher, suggested that the mind and body are independent from each other –

a philosophical stance that came to be known as Cartesian dualism. Although this view has since been 

challenged, it suggested that the mind could be an object of study in its own right. Descartes 

demonstrated his own existence with the famous quote ‘I think therefore I am’.

John Locke 

(1632-1704)

Locke proposed empiricism, the idea that all experience can be obtained through the senses, and that 

human beings inherit neither knowledge nor instincts. This view would later form the basis of the 

behaviourist approach that the world can be understood by investigating external events that are 

observed and measured.

Charles Darwin 

(1809-1882)

Central to Darwin’s evolutionary theory is the notion that all human and animal behaviour has changed 

over successive generations, so that the individuals with stronger, more adaptive genes survive and 

reproduce, and the individuals with weaker genes do not survive and reproduce. Thus, these weaker 

genes are ‘weeded out’ (survival of the fittest).

The assumption that many human behaviours, such as social behaviour, have evolved due to their 

adaptive value is deeply rooted in many areas of psychology, especially the biological approach.

Wilhelm Wundt 

(1879)

Wilhelm Wundt opens the first experimental psychology lab in Germany, and psychology emerges as a 

discipline in its own right.

Sigmund Freud 

(1900s)

Sigmund Freud published the interpretation of dreams, and the psychodynamic approach is established. 

Freud emphasised the influence of the unconscious mind on behaviour, alongside development of his 

person-centred therapy: psychoanalysis. He argued that physical problems could be explained in terms 

of conflicts within the mind.

John Watson 

(1913)

John Watson writes psychology as the behaviourist views it and BF Skinner establishes the behaviourist 

approach. The psychodynamic and behaviourist approaches dominate psychology for the next fifty 

years.

The Humanistic 

Approach 

(1950s)

Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow develop the humanistic approach – the so-called ‘third force’ in 

psychology, rejecting the views favoured by behaviourism and the psychodynamic approach that 

behaviour was not determined by the individual. Humanistic psychologists emphasise the importance of 

self-determination and free will.

The Cognitive Approach 

(1960s)

The cognitive revolution came with the introduction of the digital computer. This gave psychologists a 

metaphor for the operations of the human mind. The Cognitive Approach reintroduces the study of 

mental processes to psychology but much more in a scientific way than Wundt’s earlier investigations.

Social Learning Theory 

(1960s)

Around the time of the cognitive revolution, Albert Bandura proposes the social learning theory. This 

approach draws attention to the role of cognitive factors in learning, providing a bridge between the 

newly established cognitive approach and traditional behaviourism.

The Biological Approach 

(1980s onwards)

The biological approach begins to establish itself as the dominant scientific perspective in psychology. 

This is due to advances in technology that have led to increased understanding of the brain and 

biological processes.

Cognitive Neuroscience 

(Eve of the 21st century)

Towards the end of this century, cognitive neuroscience emerges as a distinct discipline bringing 

together cognitive and biological approaches. Cognitive neuroscience is built on the earlier computer 

models and investigates how biological structures influence mental states.
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Using the information on the previous 
slide, create a timeline to show the 
historical development of Psychology, 
using only images.  

You could break your timeline into the 
following:
• Descartes & Dualism 
• Wundt & Introspection
• Skinner, Watson & Behaviourism
• Cognitive Approach
• Social Learning Theory
• The Biological Approach

Helpful resources:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3BGRuqRceU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3BGRuqRceU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3BGRuqRceU
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Task Two: 
The Biological Approach

Watch the following clip 

https://www.physicsandmathstutor.com/psychology-
revision/videos/approaches-in-psychology-biological/

and make notes on the following:
 Genes 
 Genotype & Phenotype 
 Evolution 
 Neurochemistry 
 Biological Structures

https://www.physicsandmathstutor.com/psychology-revision/videos/approaches-in-psychology-biological/
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Task Three: 
Biological Research

Investigate Eleanor Maguire’s Black Taxi Driver study.
Write your notes under the following headings:
• AIM
• METHOD
• RESULTS
• CONCLUSIONS

Can you suggest how advances in new 
technology have contributed to our 
understanding of human behaviour?

What do you consider to be the strengths and weaknesses of this study?  (What 
I mean by that is, was this study run objectively and scientifically and how well 
does it contribute to our understanding of human behaviour?)


