
PSYCH NOTES  
WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGY  

PSYCHOLOGY AND LEVELS OF ANALYSIS  
• Psychology: the study of the mind, brain and behaviour 
• Levels of analysis: rungs on a ladder of analysis, with lower levels tied most closely to biological 

influences and higher levels tied most closely to social influences 
• Psychology is not easy to define as it is a vast discipline, encompassing the study of perceptions, 

emotions, thoughts and observable behaviours from an enormous array of perspectives  
• The levels of analysis examined in psychology span from molecules to brain structures on the lower 

rungs to thoughts, feelings and emotions and to social and cultural influences on the higher rungs – 
‘neurons to neighbourhoods’  

o The lower rungs are more closely tied to ‘the brain’ and the higher rungs to ‘the mind’  
o All rungs are essential to understanding the causes of human and animal behaviour  

• ‘Brain’ and ‘mind’ can be complementary ways of describing and analysing the same underlying 
psychological processes 

• To fully understand psychology must consider multiple levels of analysis as each level tells something 
different and allows us to gain new knowledge  

• Both biological and social factors are essential for a complete understanding of psychology – they 
cannot be examined in isolation  

CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH INVESTIGATING PSYCHOLOGY  
• The study of psychology is challenging as human behaviour is difficult to predict as almost all actions 

are multiply determined – they are produced by many factors  
o Reason why need to be sceptical of single variable explanations of behaviour which are 

widespread in popular psychology  
• Psychological influences are rarely independent of each other, making it difficult to gauge which 

single cause or causes are operating  
• People differ from each other in thinking, emotion, personality and behaviour – these individual 

differences help to explain why each person responds in different ways to the same objective 
situation 

o Entire fields of psychology such as the study of intelligence, interests, personality and mental 
illness focus on individual differences  

o Individual differences make psychology challenging because they make it difficult to devise 
explanations of behaviour which apply to everyone 

• People often influence each other, making it difficult to evaluate what influences/causes certain 
behaviour  

o Reciprocal determinism: the fact that humans mutually influence each other’s behaviour, 
this can make it challenging to isolate the causes of human behaviour  

• People’s behaviour is often shaped by culture – cultural differences place limits on the generalisations 
that psychologists can draw about human nature  

 COMMON SENSE = NOT RELIABLE  
• To understand why others, act as they do most people trust their common sense or gut intuitions 

about how the social world works  
• However, our intuitive understanding of ourselves and the world is frequently mistaken therefore 

scientific psychology does not rely exclusively on intuition, speculation or common sense  
• People trust their common sense largely because they are prone to naïve realism which is the belief 

that we see the world precisely as it is and trust our intuitive perceptions of the word and ourselves  



• Humans’ tendencies towards naïve realism can lead to incorrect conclusions being drawn about 
human nature  

• However, common sense can be a helpful guide for generating hypotheses that scientists can later 
test in rigorous investigations  

• To think scientifically must learn when and when not to accept common sense  

PSYCHOLOGY AS A SCIENCE  
• Science is an approach to evidence and explanations of the world around and in us, consisting of a set 

of attitudes and skills designed to prevent us from fooling ourselves and others  
• Empiricism: knowledge about the world should be acquired through observation of the things in the 

world – believe in what we see 
• Psychology attempts to understand the way people behave through scientific research  
• Scientific theory: explanation for a large number of findings in the natural world, including the 

psychological world  
o Good scientific theories do more than account for existing data – they generate predictions 

regarding new data which has not been observed  
o For a theory to be scientific, it must generate novel predictions which researchers can test  

• Hypothesis: testable prediction – theories are general explanations, whereas hypotheses are specific 
predictions derived from those explanations  

• Misconceptions about theories: 
o A theory explains one specific event  
o A theory is just an educated guess  

• Confirmation bias: the tendency to seek out evidence which supports our beliefs and to deny, dismiss 
or distort evidence which contradicts them – scientific methods are tools for overcoming 
confirmation bias  

• Belief perseverance: it is my story and I am sticking to it  
• Psychology is a discipline which seeks to understand that which can be known about the human 

condition through the methods of scientific inquiry  

PSYCHOLOGICAL PSEUDOSCIENCE 

POPULAR PSYCHOLOGY  
• Popular psychology industry is expanding rapidly, this is beneficial as it means the AUS public has 

unprecedented access to psychological knowledge  
• However, the remarkable growth of pop psychology has led to a misinformation explosion because 

there isn’t any quality control over what the industry produces  
• Coinciding with the rapid expansion of the pop psychology industry is the enormous growth of 

treatments and products which purport to cure almost every imaginable psychological ailment  
o There are more than 500 brands of psychotherapy with new ones emerging every year  

• Research shows that some of these treatments are clearly helpful for depression, anxiety disorders, 
eating disorders, sleep difficulties and a host of other psychological problems  

• The substantial majority of psychotherapies remain untested, so it is unknown whether they help – 
some may even be harmful  

• Not all psychology information in pop culture is inaccurate 

PSEUDOSCIENCE  
• Pseudoscience: a set of claims which seems scientific but is not – imposters of science  
• Pseudoscience lacks the safeguards against confirmation bias and belief perseverance which 

characterise science  
• Many poorly supported beliefs are more popular or more widespread than well supported beliefs  

SIGNS OF PSEUDOSCIENCE 
• Overuse of ad hoc immunising hypotheses: escape hatch which defenders of a theory use to protect 

their theory from being disproven  



o When proponents of a theory come across negative evidence they often try to explain it 
away by invoking loopholes (excuses for the negative results)  

o Sometimes these excuses can be shown to be correct, but in other cases excuses are simply 
added until there is no longer any possibility for evidence to contradict the theory  

o The continuing addition of ad hoc hypotheses can render any theory immune to scientific 
tests  

• Exaggerated claims 
• Over reliance on anecdotes: anecdotes are ‘I know a person who’ assertions and should not be 

confused with first hand reports – first hand reports are a basic form of evidence often dealt with in 
the law courts and by historians  

o These fields have their own critical standards for assessing the credibility of such reports  
o Pseudosciences base their claims on the dramatic reports of one or two individuals  
o Anecdotes do not tell anything about cause and effect, cannot reveal anything about how 

representative the cases are and are often difficult to test  
o Most anecdotes ae often difficult to verify  

• Absence of connectivity to other research  
• Lack of review by other scholars (‘peer review’) or replication by independent labs  
• Lack of self correction when contrary evidence is published: most pseudosciences mistaken 

assertions never seem to go away as their proponents fall privy to belief perseverance, clinging to 
them despite contrary evidence  

o Pseudoscientific claims are also rarely updated in light of new data  
• Meaningless ‘psychobabble’ which uses fancy scientific sounding terms which do not make sense 
• Talk of ‘proof’ instead of ‘evidence’ 

THE APPEAL OF PSEUDOSCIENCE  
• Our brains are predisposed to make order out of disorder and find sense in nonsense  
• This tendency is generally adaptive, as it helps us to simplify the world – without it people would be 

constantly overwhelmed by endless streams of information we do not have the time or ability to 
process  

• However, this adaptive tendency can sometimes lead people astray as it can cause them to perceive 
meaningful patterns even when they are not there  

• Patternicity: the tendency to perceive meaningful patterns in their absence  
• A final reflection of patternicity is humans’ tendency to see meaningful images in meaningless visual 

stimuli  
• Another manifestation of patternicity is our tendency to detect eerie coincidences between people or 

events  
• Patternicity leads people to embrace conspiracy theories, in which individuals detect supposedly 

hidden connections between numerous largely or entirely unrelated events  
• Finding comfort in our beliefs: another reason for the popularity of pseudoscience is motivational – 

individuals believe in part because they want to believe  
• Research suggests that we are especially prone to patternicity when we experience a loss of control 

over our surroundings – they lend us a sense of control over the uncontrollable  
• Terror management theory: our awareness of our inevitable death leaves us with an underlying 

sense of terror with which we cope by adopting reassuring cultural worldviews which reassure us that 
our lives possess a broader meaning and purpose – one that extends beyond our brief existence  

HOW TO AVOID PSEUDOSCIENCE 
• Need to avoid logical fallacies: traps in thinking which can lead to mistaken conclusions – easy to 

make these errors because they seem to make intuitive sense  
• Scientific thinking often requires us to cast aside our intuitions  
• Emotional reasoning fallacy: error of using our emotions as guides for evaluating the validity of a 

claim (some psychologists also refer to this as the affect heuristic) 
o Findings which challenge our pre existing beliefs often make us angry, whereas findings 

which confirm these beliefs often make us happy  



o However, should not make the mistake of assuming that because a scientific claim makes us 
feel uncomfortable or indignant that it must be wrong  

• Bandwagon fallacy: error of assuming that a claim is correct just because many people believe it – it 
is an error because popular opinion is not a dependable guide to the accuracy of an assertion  

• Not me fallacy: error of believing that we are immune from errors in thinking which afflict other 
people – this fallacy can leave use to mistakenly conclude that we do not require the safeguards of 
the scientific method  

o When scientists fall into this trap they join the ranks of the pseudoscientists  
• Bias blind spot: most people are unaware of their biases but are keenly aware of them in others 

o People who are highly intelligent are just as prone to bias blind spot as are other people, so 
never assume that more knowledge, education or sophistication makes us immune to this 
error  

• Appeal to authority fallacy: error of accepting a claim merely because an authority figure endorses it  
• Genetic fallacy: error of confusing the correctness of a belief with its origins (genesis)  
• Argument from antiquity fallacy: error of assuming that a belief must be valid just because it has 

been around a long time  
• Argument from adverse consequences fallacy: error of confusing the validity of an idea with its 

potential real world consequences 
• Appeal to ignorance fallacy: error of assuming that a claim must be true because no one has shown it 

to be false  
• Naturalistic fallacy: error of inferring a moral judgement from a scientific fact  
• Hasty generalisation fallacy: error of drawing a conclusion on the basis of insufficient evidence  
• Circular reasoning fallacy: error of basing a claim on the same claim reworded in slightly different 

terms  

DANGERS OF PSEUDOSCIENCE 
• Opportunity costs: what we give up – pseudoscientific treatments for mental disorders can lead 

people to forgo effective treatments  
o As a consequence of opportunity costs, even treatments which are harmless can cause harm 

indirectly by causing people to forfeit the chance to obtain a treatment which works  
• Direct harm: pseudoscientific treatments occasionally do dreadful harm to those who receive them  
• An inability to think critically as citizens: scientific thinking skills are not just important for evaluating 

psychological claims; we can apply them to all aspects of our lives  

 


