
101624 – Psychology and Health  
 
Week 1 – Introduction: 
 
What is Psychology? 

• Psychology is the scientific study of the human mind and its functions, 
especially those affecting behaviour  

• Health psychology is the study of psychological and behavioural processes in 
health, illness and healthcare  

• Clinical psychology is an integration of science, theory and clinical knowledge 
for the purpose of understanding, preventing and relieving psychologically 
based distress or dysfunction  

• This branch of psychology is mostly concerned with the assessment and 
treatment of mental illness. 

• The aim of psychology is to describe, explain, predict and where possible, 
intervene to control or modify behavioural and mental processes, from 
language, memory, attention and perception, to emotions, social, behaviour, 
and health behaviour.  

 
 

What is Being Healthy? 
• Being healthy isn’t just about the physical aspects like eating better and 

getting exercise, it is about all aspects of your health: physically, emotionally 
mentally, and spiritually  

 
Health and Understand the Complexity with Defining It:  

• The WHO define health as ‘A state of complete physical, mental and social 
well-being… and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’ 

 
 



• What is not explicitly addressed in the WHO definition of health are 
- The social-economic and cultural influences on health, illness and 

health decisions  
- It fails to make explicitly mention of the role of cognitive / behavioural 

and affective components which play a major role 
 
 
Biomedical vs Biopsychosocial Model of Health:  

• The biomedical model of health focuses on purely biological factors and 
excludes psychological, environmental, and social influences. 

-  
• The biopsychosocial model of health aims to better reflect the development of 

illness through the complex interaction of biological factors 
(genetic, biochemical, etc), psychological factors (mood, 
personality, behaviour) and social factors (cultural, 
familial, socioeconomic, medical). 

- Behaviours are the highest contributors to health 
status  

 
 
Health Psychology: 

• Health psychology is an interdisciplinary field concerned 
with the application of psychological knowledge and techniques to health, 
illness and health care. 

• The main goals of health psychology are to develop our understanding of 
biopsychosocial factors involved in: 

- Promotion and maintenance of health 
- Improving health care systems and health policy 
- Prevention and treatment of illness 
- Causes of illness, e.g. vulnerability / risk factors  

 
Mental illness:  

• A condition which causes serious disorder in a person’s behaviour and 
thinking  

• The cause of mental illness is unclear, but the biopsychosocial model is 
applied to most mental illnesses 

 
 



Week 2 – Psychology of Health: 
 
Demonstrate and Understanding of Health-Related Behaviours: 
 
Non-Communicable Diseases: 

• Non-communicable diseases are due to risk factors 
• They are chronic diseases of long duration and generally slow progression  
• The leading causes of death globally 
• In 2008, almost 2/3 of deaths were due to NCD’s  
• Mainly cardiovascular diseases, cancers, diabetes and chronic lung diseases 
• NCD’s are caused, to a large extent, by four behavioural risk factors  

 
Risk Factors for Non-Communicable Disease: 

1. Tobacco Use 
- Kills 15,000 Australians per year  
- Costs 31.5 billion – health costs  

2. Unhealthy Diet 
- Low fruit and vegetable consumption  
- 1.7 million death worldwide 
- High levels of dietary salt and fat intake – increase risk of heart disease 

3. Insufficient Physical Exercise 
- Recommended 30mins per day  

4. Harmful Use of Alcohol  
- Long term use 
- Leads to CVD, liver cirrhosis and behavioural issues  

 
Health Related Behaviours: 

• Health behaviour is any activity undertaken by a person who believes 
themselves to be healthy for the purposes of preventing or detecting illness in 
an asymptomatic state. 

- It is a behaviour aimed to prevent disease  
• All behaviour impinges on health – directly or indirectly, immediately or over a 

period of time, for better or for worse 
• Matarazzo (1984) distinguished between: 

- Behavioural pathogens (health impairing):  
§ Behaviour that increases the risk of incidence of illness and 

disease, e.g. smoking, poor diet, alcohol, stress and inactivity 
- Behavioural immunogen (health protective): 

§ Behaviour that decreases the risk of illness or disease, e.g. safe 
sex, adequate sleep and may include therapeutic interventions  

• Alameda Seven (Breslow, 1983): 
- Seven key behaviours associated with health and longevity are: 

§ Sleeping 7-8 hours a night  



§ Not smoking  
§ Consuming no more than 1-2 alcoholic drinks per day 
§ Getting regular exercise 
§ Not eating between meals 
§ Eating breakfast  
§ Being no more than 10% overweight (not a behaviour) 

- The benefits of engaging in these behaviours were cumulative – the 
more behaviours an individual engaged in, the longer they were likely 
to live.  

• There are four key approaches to health beliefs: 
- Attribution theory – individuals are motivated to see their social world 

as predictable and controllable  
- Risk perception – unrealistic optimism, risk compensation and self-

affirmation theory  
- Motivation and self-determination theory – an individual needs to be 

motivated to either start a new behaviour or change an existing one 
- Self-efficacy – belief in one’s capabilities to organise and execute the 

sources of action required to manage prospective situations 
 
What Causes Obesity? 

• Genetic explanations (e.g. more fat cells) 
• Some behavioural, emotional, cognitive and environmental factors: 

- Culture 
- Family eating patterns 
- Lack of positive role models 
- Sedentary lifestyle 
- Lack of physical activity 
- Use of food and alcohol as a coping strategy  
- Beliefs around food 
- Overeating  
- Eating the wrong food (high fat) 

 
Demonstrate an Understanding of Some Health Risk Behaviours – Alcohol, 
Smoking and Unprotected Sex: 
 
Alcohol: 

• Guidelines suggest consuming no more than 2 standard drinks a day and 
recommend one or two alcohol free days per week  

• Alcohol consumption increases slowly with age and has been increasing over 
time 

• Treatments include in-patient treatment, alcoholics anonymous, counselling 
and psychotherapy and cognitive behavioural therapies 

 


