
A discussion on the methodological and 
theoretical 

developments in psychology.



In this course you will:
V Discover psychology at its best

V Get to know the various disciplines and approaches within
psychology

V Find out about the various possibilities of conducting 
psychological research é

V éand the potential pitfalls that researchers face 

V éand how to avoid them

V Learn a basic lesson that should come in handy when you
pursue your fruitful research careers in the future

V Look at psychological research from a different perspective



Short history of psychology

ÁWundt, Freud and introspectionists

ÁBehaviourism

ÁCognitive psychology

Lay notions about psychology , its role in our
society and its achievements so far



Á Psychology emulated the method of natural sciences
Á Yet psychology differs from other natural sciences in many 

respects
ÁThe subject matter
ÁObjectivity and values

It is clear that the scientific method is unsuited to psychology
because the subject matter of psychology is conceptually different
from that of the classical sciences for which the method was 
developed . This is a fundamental problem of the scientific method
in psychology . 

Kline 1988

Psychology should be scientific & objective

?
Psychology should promote human welfare thus cannot be entirely

value - free



Serge Moscovici (1972) : 

We have been asserting for many years that science seeks truth, 
that its role is to promote civilised values and to extend the 
reign of reason, and to create human beings capable of 
objective judgment who would help to enact the ideals of 
democracy, equality and freedom. (p.21)

Rod Cooper (1982) :

Suppose tomorrow that all these scholarly efforts of the 
psychologists should disappear from the collective knowledge 
of mankindé Would it really make a difference? 



George Miller (1969)

The achievements of psychology so far are rather modest : 
scientific colleagues will admit that psychometric tests , 
psychoanalysis , conditioned reflexes , sensory 
thresholds , implanted electrodes and factor analysis are
all quite admirable , but they can scarcely be compred to 
gunpowder , the steam engine , organic chemistry , 
radio - telephony , computers , atom bombs , or genetic
surgery in their revolutionary consequences for society . 



PROMOTION OF HUMAN WELFARE

What? Who? How?

- what aspect of human
wellbeing is most 
important ?

- when groups have
conflicting interests , 
who should be 
supported ? (employee
and employer ; 
international conflicts )

- planned interventions
(state, school , 
institutions )?
- therapy ?
- giving psychology away
to the public
- against peopleõswill?



1. Lack of progress
An accumulation of facts is no more a science than a heap of stones is

a house  ( Henri Poincarte )

ƁTheory lagging behind experimentation (Moscovici )?

2. Lack of consensus

3. Lack of relevance
Ɓ Gap between research and reality



Zimbardo (2004)
We can all be proud of the many contributions we have 

made collectively to enrich the way people think about 
the human condition .

ÁPsychological testing and assessment
ÁPsychological therapies
ÁSelf- directed change
ÁParenting
ÁHumanizing factory work
ÁTraffic safety (mobile phones , airtraffic

controllers )
ÁCriminal justice



Á Ergonomics
Á Mental illness
Á Child rearing
Á Marriage
Á Addictions
Á Behavioural economics

Á Improving productivity at work
Á Marketing strategies (incl risk communication )
Á Public speaking

Á Techniques of interrogation

Á Increasing tolerance ?
Á Reducing crime and violence ?
Á Reducing teenage pregnancy ?
Á http://psychologymatters.apa.org/



ÁAbandoning the scientific method does not 
seem to be the solution

ÁGiving up the potential that psychology might
have in promoting human welfare does not 
seem affordable either

ÁConvergence of scientific methods
(laboratory , field experiments é)

ÁFunding socially - relevant research ?
ÁPublicising results of psychological research ?
ÁGiving psychology away?


