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Biological approach essays
1. Contrast two techniques used to study the brain in relation to behaviour. (22 marks)

2. Evaluate the theory of localization of brain function, using research to support your answer. 
(22 marks)

3. Discuss neuroplasticity in relation to the brain and human behaviour, using research to support 
your answer. (22 marks)

4. To what extent can neurotransmission explain human behaviour? (22 marks)

5. Contrast two research methods used to investigate the relationship between the brain and 
behaviour. (22 marks)

6. Discuss ethical considerations of biological research into the relationship between the brain 
and behaviour. (22 marks)

7. To what extent do pheromones affect human behaviour? (22 marks)

8. Evaluate one or more theory of the effect of genes on human behaviour. (22 marks)

9. To what extent does genetic inheritance influence human behaviour? (22 marks)

10. Evaluate one evolutionary explanation for behaviour, using your knowledge of relevant 
research. (22 marks)

11. (HL) Discuss the value of animal models in psychological research into human behaviour. (22 
marks)

12. (HL) To what extent is animal research ethical? (22 marks)
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Discuss ethical considerations of biological research into the relationship 
between the brain and behaviour. (22 marks)  
 
‘Discuss’ means that you should offer a balanced review of several ethical considerations that are 
relevant to this biological research, and use examples where possible. 
 
Biological	research	into	the	relationship	between	the	brain	
and	behaviour	is	far‐reaching	and	includes	methods	such	as	
imaging	techniques,	experiments	and	quasi‐experiments,	and	
case	studies.	Ethical	guidelines	to	protect	participants	in	
psychological	research	are	laid	out	by	national	organizations,	
such	as	the	American	Psychological	Association	and	the	
British	Psychological	Society.		These	guidelines	require	that	
all	psychological	research	is	passed	by	an	ethics	committee	to	
ensure	that	it	does	no	psychological	nor	physical	harm,	so	
ethical	considerations	have	to	start	long	before	the	research	
does.	
	
The	nature	of	biological	research	means	that	particular	ethical	
conditions	become	very	important.		For	example,	informed	
consent	for	whatever	procedure	is	intended	is	a	
consideration,	especially	from	people	with	brain	damage.		
Also,	a	lot	of	the	data	is	sensitive,	especially	when	it	comes	to	
the	discovery	of	inherited	genetic	conditions	of	the	brain,	and	
so	anonymity	is	important	during	the	testing,	and	
confidentiality	of	data	is	vital	afterwards.	
Therefore,	this	essay	will	focus	on	the	ethical	considerations	
of	informed	consent,	anonymity	of	participants	and	
confidentiality	of	data.	
 
If,	like	HM,	the	participant	in	research	is	suffering	from	any	
disorder	that	affects	their	ability	to	give	informed	consent,	
then	legal	guardians	need	to	give	consent	to	the	research.	This	
consent	should	only	be	given	once	all	of	the	participants’	
rights	to	withdraw	themselves	from	the	study	have	been	
made	clear.	An	extreme	example	of	legal	guardians	giving	
permission	is	when	researchers	receive	permission	from	legal	
guardians	of	those	in	a	coma	to	test	them	with	fMRI	in	order	
to	determine	the	level	of	brain	activity.		
	
Informed	consent	should	also	include	consent	regarding	the	
data	generated,	and	it	should	be	made	clear	to	the	participant	
that	they	own	the	data	and	have	the	right	to	withdraw	it	at	
any	time.		Brain	scanning	used	in	many	biological	studies	can	
show	up	unexpected	abnormalities	that	may	require	
treatment.		The	data	belongs	to	the	patient	and	it	is	their	
choice	with	whom	to	share	it	and	whether	or	not	to	agree	to	
accept	such	treatment.		There	are	two	ways	of	approaching	
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the	three	ethical	
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this:	either	the	participant	signs	an	informed	consent	that	
says	they	don’t	want	to	know	about	any	possible	abnormal	
results;	or	they	sign	to	say	that	they	agree	to	be	informed,	
once	physicians	who	are	qualified	to	read	any	scans	have	
confirmed	a	suspicious	finding.		
	
Tully	et	al.	(2008)	conducted	research	into	the	influence	of	
environmental	factors	on	the	risk	for	psychopathology	in	
adopted	and	non‐adopted	adolescent	children	of	depressed	
parents.	The	researchers	noted	that	all	participants	gave	
informed	consent.	But,	as	some	of	the	participants	were	as	
young	as	11	years	old,	we	must	assume	that	this	consent,	for	
psychological	testing	and	self‐report	of	symptoms,	was	given	
by	the	parents,	who	were	themselves	part	of	the	same	study.		
This	is	an	important	consideration	–	the	parents’	desire	to	
take	part	in	the	study	may	well	have	overridden	any	doubts	
the	children	had.	Parents	consenting	for	children	under	the	
age	of	16,	when	the	parents	themselves	have	an	interest	in	the	
study,	is	in	itself	an	ethical	issue.	
 
Anonymity	of	participants	before,	during	and	after	the	
research	is	usually	guaranteed	through	the	giving	of	numbers	
or	pseudonyms.	This	protects	their	identity	from	the	
researchers	and	from	other	participants.		It	is	not	always	
possible	for	the	researcher	to	not	know	their	identity	at	all,	
especially	when	names	are	collected	from	previous	lists,	but	
this	should	be	a	consideration.			
	
McGuffin	et	al.	(1996),	in	their	research	to	estimate	the	
contribution	of	genes	and	shared	family	environment	on	the	
tendency	of	having	major	depressive	disorder,	gathered	data	
from	hospital	records.		This	was	a	study	of	177	twins	
(probands)	suffering	from	major	depression	between	1948	
and	1986	and	their	same‐sex	co‐twins.	The	sample	was	taken	
from	the	Maudsley	hospital	(London)	register.	Diagnostic	
assessments	and	detailed	interviews	were	carried	out,	and	the	
interviewers	were	blind	as	to	whether	the	twin	was	one	of	
identical	(MZ)	or	non‐identical	(DZ)	twins	and	also	had	no	
information	on	the	mental	health	of	the	other	member	of	the	
twin	pair.		One	twin	was	usually	interviewed	by	a	different	
researcher	to	the	other.		However,	as	the	names	were	
originally	gathered	from	hospital	records	and	doctors’	reports	
from	the	hospital,	and	reports	from	family	doctors	were	also	
investigated,	then	some	of	the	researchers	must	have	known	
the	true	identity	of	the	participants.	
	
Confidentiality	of	data	is	something	that	should	be	addressed	
in	the	informed	consent:	it	means	that	the	data	gathered	
should	not	be	traceable	back	to	participants	if	the	research	is	

	
	
Critical	thinking,	application	
of	informed	consent	to	other	
areas	of	the	research.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Use	of	research	to	support	
answer;	Introduction	of	issue	
of	informed	consent	with	
adolescents.	
	
Critical	thinking:	application	
of	this	issue.	
	
	
	
	
	
Knowledge	and	
understanding:		anonymity	as	
an	ethical	consideration.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Use	of	research	to	support	
answer:	issue	of	anonymity	of	
participants	when	names	are	
taken	from	a	hospital	list.	
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made	available	to	anyone	outside	the	research	team,	through	
sharing	or	publication.		If	the	research	is	medical	in	nature,	
psychologists	may	ask	for	consent	to	share	information	or	
discuss	care	with	other	health	care	professionals,	and	this	can	
be	given	in	the	informed	consent.		However,	it	does	not	have	
to	be	given	and	the	decision	to	break	the	confidentiality	of	the	
data	is	the	participant’s	alone,	not	the	researcher’s.		
Confidentiality	of	data	becomes	particularly	important	when	
publishing	research.	With	case	studies	of	particular	
institutions,	for	example,	the	institution	needs	to	be	disguised,	
as	well	as	the	participants	in	the	research.	
	
Because	biological	research	is	often	carried	out	to	investigate	
sensitive	topics,	and	participants	are	sometimes	people	who	
lack	the	capacity	to	give	informed	consent	or	recognise	the	
importance	of	anonymity	and	confidentiality,	ethical	
considerations	are	particularly	important	in	psychological	
research	within	the	biological	approach.	
	
[~925	Words]	

	
	
Knowledge	and	
understanding:	ethical	
consideration	of	
confidentiality	of	data	
described.	
	
Critical	thinking:	how	case	
study	methodology	may	affect	
confidentiality.	
	
	
	
	
	
Clarity	and	organization:	clear	
and	organized	throughout.	

 
Examiner	Style	Comments: 16‐22	Marks	
	
This	is	a	well‐constructed	essay	that	uses	evidence	to	support	the	answer,	without	allowing	this	
to	lapse	into	description	rather	than	discussion.	It	would	have	gained	marks	in	the	highest	level	
descriptor	for	each	criterion. 
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