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GENDER BIAS 
Specification: Gender and culture in psychology – universality and bias including androcentrism and 
alpha and beta bias; cultural bias, including ethnocentrism and cultural relativism. 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Discuss the issue of gender bias in psychology, with reference to the following: 

o Androcentrism  
o Alpha bias  
o Beta bias 

 

Gender Bias in Psychology 
The term bias is used to suggest that a person’s views are distorted in some way, and in psychology, there is evidence that 
gender is presented in a biased way. This bias leads to differential treatment of males and females, based on stereotypes and 
not real differences. For example, Freud argued that ‘anatomy is destiny’, meaning that there are genuine psychological 
differences between men and women because of their physiological differences. For example, he claimed young girls suffer from 
‘penis envy’ and view femininity as a failed form of masculinity. 
 
The difficulty lies in distinguishing “real” from culturally created gender differences. Evidence suggests that there are a small 
number of real gender differences, confirmed through cross-cultural studies.  For example, in a review of the research on sex 
differences, Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) concluded that there were only four differences between boys and girls: 

 Girls have greater verbal ability. 
 Boys have greater visual and spatial abilities. 
 Boys have greater arithmetical ability, which is a difference that only appears at adolescence. 
 Girls are less aggressive than boys. 

 

Androcentrism  
Androcentrism means being centred on, or dominated by, males or the male viewpoint.  This can be conscious (the individual 
knows they are behaving this way) or unconscious. In the past, most psychologists were male, and the theories they produced 
tended to represent a male view of the world. Hare-Mustin and Marecek (1988) argued for there being two types of gender 
bias: alpha and beta bias. 
 

Alpha Bias 
Alpha bias refers to theories which exaggerate the differences between males and females. For example, in his psychoanalytic 
approach, Freud argued that because girls do not suffer the same oedipal conflict as boys, they do not identify with their 
mothers as strongly as boys identify with their fathers, and so develop weaker superegos. 
 
The evolutionary approach in psychology has also been criticised for its alpha bias. This is because this approach suggests that 
evolutionary processes in the development of the human species explain why men tend to be dominant, why women have more 
parental investment in their offspring, and why men are more likely to commit adultery. However, society has changed 
considerably over recent years, and it is argued that the evolutionary perspective should not be used to justify gender 
differences. 
 

Beta Bias 
Beta bias theories have 
traditionally ignored or 
minimised sex 
differences. These 
theories often assume 
that the findings from 
males can apply equally 
to females.   
 
For example, Kohlberg’s 
stage theory of moral 
development was based 
on extensive interviews 
that he conducted with 
boys aged 10-16. The 

same all-male sample was then reinterviewed at intervals of 3-4 years over a 20-year period. His classification system is based 
on a morality of justice and some researchers, such as Gilligan (1982), have found that women tend to be more focused on 
relationships when making moral decisions and therefore often appear to be at a lower level of moral reasoning when using 
Kohlberg’s system. Therefore, Kohlberg’s approach meant that a real difference was ignored. 
 
There is also evidence of beta bias in psychological research. Male and female participants are used in most studies, but there is 
normally no attempt to analyse the data to see whether there are significant sex differences. Where differences are found, it 
may be possible that these occur because researchers ignore the differential treatment of participants. For example, Rosenthal 
(1966) reported that male experimenters were more pleasant, friendly, honest, and encouraging with female participants than 
with male participants. This led Rosenthal to conclude: “Male and female subjects may, psychologically, simply not be in the 
same experiment at all.” 
Even some animal research can be argued to suffer from beta bias. For example, biological research into the fight-or-flight 
response has often been carried out with male animals because they have fewer variations in hormones than females. It was 
assumed that this would not be a problem as the fight-or-flight response would be the same for both. However, later stress 
research by Taylor et al. (2000) has challenged this view by providing evidence that females produce a tend-and-befriend 
response. The beta-bias in the earlier animal studies meant that for a long time the stress response was not fully understood, 
and a real difference was ignored. 
 
The result of beta bias in psychological research is that we end up with a view of human nature that is supposed to apply to men 
and women alike but, in fact, has a male or androcentric bias. For example, Asch’s (1951; 1955) conformity studies involved all 
male participants, as did many of the other conformity studies (e.g. Perrin & Spencer, 1980) and it was just assumed that 
females would respond in the same way.  
 

Evaluating the Issue of Gender Bias 
 Unfortunately, issues of gender bias often go unchallenged. For example, Darwin’s established theory of sexual selection 

suggests that women are selective (choosy) in terms of mate selection. These views have only recently been challenged by 
DNA evidence suggesting that women are equally as competitive as men when the need arises.  
 

 By developing a greater understanding of gender bias, psychologists have put forward a number of solutions. For example, 
some psychologists attempt to develop theories that emphasise the importance or value of women. Cornwell et al. (2013) 
noted that females are better at learning, as they are more attentive and organised, thus emphasising both the value of and 
the positive attributes of women. As a result, this type of research helps to reduce or challenge gender stereotypes, which is 
important in reducing gender bias. 

o Another way to reduce gender bias is to take a feminist approach that attempts to restore the imbalance in 
both psychological theories and research. For example, feminist psychology accepts that there are biological 
differences between males and females: research by Eagly (1978) claims that females are less effective leaders 
than males. However, the purpose of Eagly’s claim is to help researchers develop training programmes aimed 
at increasing the number of female leaders in the real world. 
 

o Worrell (1992) also suggested a number of research criteria that are particularly important to ensure research 
investigations are not gender-biased: using alternative methods of inquiry to explore the personal lives of 
women; considering women in the natural settings in which they function; collaborating with research 
participants to explore personally relevant variables and studying diverse samples (women who vary by age, 
socio-economic class, partner preference, minority or ethnic group). 

 
 As society has changed and females have progressed further in academic disciplines such as psychology, there have been 

changes, both in the research methodology used and in the earlier theories. As previously explained, Gilligan (a student of 
Kohlberg’s) proposed that women have a different sense of moral understanding from men and compiled her own stage 
theory of moral understanding. Her approach showed that men and women are different, but neither kind of moral 
reasoning (justice focus or care focus) is considered to be better, they are just different. 
 

 It is also important to remember that sometimes the gender bias can work against males as well as females, as sometimes 
alpha bias theories heighten the value of women. For example, Chodorow (1978) viewed women as more relational and 
caring. Another example is that women are more likely to be diagnosed with depression and given treatment than males. 
This may be because women are more likely to suffer from depression, or it could be that the diagnostic system may be 
biased towards finding depression among women. The expectation that males should be able to ‘pull themselves together’ 
may highlight an issue with the diagnostic systems for mental disorders.  
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Possible Exam Questions 
1. Which of the following statements describes the term androcentrism? 

a. Theories that are focused or centred on men. 
b. Theories that ignore differences between men and women. 
c. Theories that exaggerate differences between men and women. 
d. Theories that apply equally to men and women. 

(1 mark) 
 
2. Briefly explain what is meant by the term ‘gender bias’ in psychology. (2 marks) 
 
3. Outline how androcentrism has affected psychological research. (3 marks) 
 
4. Explain the difference between an alpha and beta bias. (4 marks) 

 
5. Outline one issue associated with alpha bias in psychological research, and one issue associated with beta bias in 

psychological research. (4 marks) 
 

6. A psychologist asked a group of male teachers, aged 25 to 45 to keep a record of how many miles they walked each day. 
The psychologist also asked each of the men to run on a treadmill for 5 minutes while measuring their heart rate. For each 
of the male teachers, the number of miles they walked every day was correlated with their heart rate after running on a 
treadmill for 5 minutes. The psychologist found a negative correlation and reported that, ‘Everyone should walk for a 
healthy heart’.  

a. Explain why the psychologist's report is an example of a beta bias. (2 marks) 
b. Suggest one way in which the psychologist might address the issue of beta bias in their research. (1 mark) 

Exam Hint: Students need to ensure that they apply their knowledge of gender bias (in particular beta bias) back to the 
scenario (e.g. by making references to the psychologist’s report).  

 
7. Discuss gender bias in psychology. (16 marks)  

 
8. Many social psychology experiments (e.g. Asch, Zimbardo and Milgram) used male-only samples. Using your knowledge of 

gender bias, explain the issue of gender bias in psychological research. (16 marks) 
  

Culture bias  

Specification: Gender and culture in psychology – universality and bias including androcentrism and 
alpha and beta bias; cultural bias, including ethnocentrism and cultural relativism. 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Discuss the issue of culture bias in psychology, with reference to the following: 

o Ethnocentrism 
o Cultural Relativism 
o Universality 

 

Culture Bias in Psychology 
Culture can be defined as the values, beliefs and patterns of behaviour shared by a group of people. A variety of factors shape 
culture and these different factors are reflected in the differences between various cultures. Historically, psychology has been 
dominated by white, middle-class American males, who have monopolised psychology both as researchers and participants. 
However, research findings and theories have been generalised, as if culture makes no real difference. 
 
Cultural bias is the tendency to judge people in terms of one's own cultural assumptions. In psychology, cultural bias takes the 
same two forms as gender bias. Alpha bias occurs when a theory assumes that cultural groups are profoundly different, and that 
recognition of these enduring differences must always inform psychological research and understanding. Beta bias, on the other 
hand, occurs when real cultural differences are ignored or minimised, and all people are assumed to be the same, resulting in 
universal research designs and conclusions that mistakenly assume that all cultures are identical.  
 
Exam Hint: The terms alpha and beta bias are only required for gender bias, and while it is useful to understand these terms, 
you are only required to understand ethnocentrism and cultural relativism for the Culture in Psychology subtopic.   
 
Another way to consider cultural bias is through the distinction between ethnocentrism and cultural relativism. 
 

Ethnocentrism 
Ethnocentrism means seeing the world only from one’s own cultural perspective, and believing that this one perspective is both 
normal and correct. Ethnocentrism is often an inadvertent lack of awareness that other ways of seeing things can be as valid as 
one’s own. For example, definitions of abnormality vary from culture to culture. Rack (1984) claims that African-Caribbeans in 
Britain are sometimes diagnosed as ‘mentally ill’ on the basis of behaviour which is perfectly normal in their subculture, and this 
is due to the ignorance of African-Caribbean subculture on the part of white psychiatrists. 
 
Ainsworth's Strange Situation is another example of ethnocentric research. The Strange Situation was developed to assess 
attachment types, and many researchers assume that the Strange Situation has the same meaning for infants from other 
cultures, as it does for American children. German children, on average, demonstrate a higher rate of insecure-avoidant 
behaviour. However, it is not the case that German mothers are more insensitive than American mothers. Instead, they value 
and encourage independent 
behaviour, and therefore their 
children react differently in the 
Strange Situation. The Strange 
Situation has been described as an 
imposed etic, which is when a 
technique or theory is developed in 
one culture and then imposed on 
another. 
Extension: An etic approach looks at 
behaviour from the outside, whereas 
an emic approach considers 
behaviour from the inside.  
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Possible Exam Questions 
1. Which two of the following statements describes a free will point of view? (2 marks) 

a. People are not responsible for their actions. 
b. People behave in a random fashion. 
c. Behaviour always has a cause. 
d. People exercise full choice over how they behave. 
e. People have no choice about how to act. 

 
2. Identify two types of determinism. (2 marks) 

 
3. A researcher studied the effect of noise on memory. He conducted a controlled experiment where one group of participants 

aim to remember ten words in a silent room, before recalling; while the other group of participants remember ten words in 
a noisy room, before recalling. The researcher recorded the number of words correctly recalled. 

 
Referring to the study above, explain what is meant by the scientific emphasis on causal explanations. (3 marks) 
 

4. Explain what is meant by hard determinism and soft determinism. (4 marks) 
Exam Hint: It is important that students understand the difference between hard/soft determinism and the different types of 
determinism (e.g. biological), as students often state that an example of hard determinism is biological determinism, and this 
is simply not the case. 
 
5. Ronnie always gets his own way at school and often does this by fighting with other children. Ronnie’s older brothers were 

often excluded from school for getting into fights, and recently Ronnie himself got excluded for attacking another student. 
 

Explain what is meant by the term determinism. Refer to Ronnie’s behaviour in your answer. (4 marks) 
Exam Hint: While students often answer this question from a biological determinism point of view, students are also 
encouraged to consider how environmental and psychic determinism may play a role. All three types of determinism are 
relevant and creditworthy.  
 
6. This is an extract from a newspaper article: “Research suggests that depression runs in the family. However, many 

depressed people also have other issues, including social problems, or problems with drink or drugs. Despite these 
challenges, many depressed people overcome their depression and find ways to resolve their issues.”  
 
With reference to the extract above, explain what is meant by ‘determinism’. Refer to at least two types of determinism in 
your answer. (6 marks) 

 
7. Discuss the role of free will in human behaviour. (8 marks) 

 
8. Discuss free will and determinism in psychology. (16 marks) 

 
9. Eugene is a famous pianist. He started playing the piano when he was four years old and was taught by his mother, who was 

a famous concert pianist. From the age of 8, he attended a specialist piano school where he spent hours each day practising. 
In a recent magazine interview, Eugene said, ‘Playing the piano and music is part of my life. My earliest and most fond 
memories are of playing the piano, and when I hear an audience clap, it makes me want to continue performing.’ 

 
Discuss two or more types of determinism. Refer to Eugene in your answer. (16 marks) 

Exam Hint: While students can often state two types of determinism, their descriptions are often vague. For example, 
students need to use specific terminology (e.g. environmental determinism) and not ‘made up’ terminology (e.g. behavioural 
determinism). As outlined above, students also need to ensure that they know the distinction between hard/soft determinism 
and the different types of determinism. Finally, students need to ensure that they stick to the debate in question (free will and 
determinism) and not become sidetracked into mentioning other debates (e.g. reductionism).  
  

The nature-nurture debate 
Specification: The nature-nurture debate: the relative importance of heredity and environment in 
determining behaviour; the interactionist approach. 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Discuss the nature-nurture debate with reference to: 

o Heredity 
o Environment 

 Discuss the interactionist approach.  
 
The nature-nurture debate is one of the oldest debates in psychology. It centres on the relative contributions of genetic 
inheritance and environmental factors to human development and behaviour. 
 

The Influence Of ‘Nature’ 
Nature is the view that behaviour is the product of innate biological or genetic factors. For a long time, psychologists have 
known that certain physical characteristics, such as eye colour and skin pigmentation, and certain diseases (e.g. Huntingdon’s) 
are biologically determined and the result of heredity (or genetic inheritance). Heredity is the process by which traits are passed 
down from one generation to the next. Furthermore, characteristics like height, weight, hair loss, life expectancy and 
vulnerability to specific illnesses are positively correlated with genetic relatedness. This has led psychologists to investigate 
whether psychological characteristics are also “wired in” before we are born. 
 
This is known as the nativist position. The basic assumption is that the characteristics of the human species are a product of 
evolution and that individual differences are the result of each person’s unique genetic code.  
 
For example, family, twin and adoption studies show that the closer the relatedness of two people, the more likely it is that they 
will show the same behaviours. For example, the risk of being diagnosed with schizophrenia is approximately 1% of the general 
population. However, Gottesman and Shields (1991) pooled the results of around 40 family studies and found that the risk 
increases to 46% for those with two parents who have schizophrenia. Also, Joseph (2004) pooled the data for schizophrenia 
studies conducted before 2001 and found an average concordance rate of 40.4% for MZ twins and 7.4% for DZ twins, 
highlighting a significant genetic component.  
 
Characteristics and differences that are not observable at birth, but which emerge later in life, are regarded by nativists as the 
product of maturation, as we have a ‘biological clock’ which switches certain behaviours ‘on’ or ‘off’ in a pre-programmed way. 
For example, Huntingdon’s disease is a genetically transmitted disorder that usually emerges between the ages of 30 and 50, 
although it can appear at any time since the genetic cause is innately present. 
 
Evolutionary explanations also emphasise the importance of 
nature, as they assume that behaviours or characteristics that 
increase our chances of survival and reproduction will be 
naturally selected; the genes for these characteristics or 
behaviours will be passed on, as they provide an adaptive 
advantage. For example, Bowlby proposed that children come 
into the world biologically programmed to form attachments 
because this will help them to survive. This suggests 
attachment behaviours are naturally selected and passed on 
as a result of genetic inheritance (heredity mechanisms).  
 

The Influence Of ‘Nurture’ 
Nurture is the view that behaviour is the product of 
environmental influences. The environment is seen as 
everything outside the body, which can include people, 
events and the physical world. Environmentalists (also known 
as empiricists) hold the assumption that the human mind is a 
tabula rasa (a blank slate) and that this is gradually ‘filled’ as a 
result of experience. This view was first proposed by John 
Locke in the 17th Century and was later taken up by 
behavioural psychologists. For example, Watson (1913) 
famously wrote: 
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Holism and reductionism 
Specification: Holism and reductionism: levels of explanation in psychology: Biological reductionism and 
environmental (stimulus-response) reductionism. 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Discuss the concepts of holism and reductionism, with reference to: 

o Levels of explanation 
o Biological reductionism 
o Environment reductionism 

 
The holism and reductionism debate focuses on an important question in the philosophy of science: Can complex behaviours be 
reduced to their simpler components? 
 

Reductionism & Levels of Explanation 
Reductionism is the belief that human behaviour can be explained by breaking it down into simpler component parts. Those 
who take a reductionist position believe that the best way to understand behaviour is to look closely at the parts that make up 
our systems and then use the simplest explanations to understand how they work. Reductionism is based on the scientific 
assumption of parsimony: the idea that complex phenomena should be explained in the simplest terms possible.  
Parsimony is similar to the idea of Occam’s Razor, which was established by William of Ockham in the 14th century. Like 
parsimony, this theory states that one should not make unnecessary assumptions and that the answer to a problem is often the 
simplest. 
 
The reductionist approach suggests that there are different levels of explanation. The lowest level considers physiological 
(biological) explanations, where behaviour is explained in terms of neurochemicals, genes and brain structure; the middle level 
considers psychological explanations (e.g. cognitive and behavioural) and the highest level considers social and cultural 
explanations, where behaviour is explained in terms of the influence of social groups.  
 
Any behaviour can be explained using these levels, and this idea is best illustrated with an example:  
 

 
 
Year 2 Optional Topic: Aggression Aggression can be explained at a biological level in terms of hormones (e.g. testosterone) or 
brain structure (e.g. the amygdala), or at a psychological level through either operant conditioning or observation and imitation 
(social learning). Furthermore, it could also be explained in terms of cultural norms and expectations. This was illustrated by 
Souweidane and Huesmann (1999), who found that Detroit high school children who had been born in the United States were 
more accepting of aggression than children who had emigrated from the Middle East, especially if they did so after the age of 
11. 
 

Extension: An interactionist approach argues that several levels of explanation are necessary to explain a particular behaviour, 
ranging from lower (biological) to higher levels (social and cultural). Interactionism is subtly different from holism (see below), as 
interactionism considers how different levels of explanation interact, whereas holism is more concerned with understanding the 
whole experience, rather than individual explanations.  
 

Types of Reductionism 
Biological reductionism refers to the way that biological psychologists try to reduce behaviour to a physical level and explain it 
in terms of neurons, neurotransmitters, hormones, brain structure, etc.  
 
For example, explanations of psychological disorders are often biologically reductionist, as genes and neurochemical imbalances 
are offered as the main cause. For example, a meta-analysis of 14 twin studies of OCD found that monozygotic twins were more 
than twice as likely to develop OCD in comparison to dizygotic twins, if their co-twin also had the disorder (Billett et al., 1998), 
thus suggesting a genetic link. 
 
Environmental reductionism is also known as stimulus-response reductionism. Behaviourists assume that all behaviour can be 
reduced to the simple building blocks of S-R (stimulus-response) associations and that complex behaviours are a series of S-R 
chains. For example, behaviourists reduce the complex behaviour of attachment down to a stimulus-response link, where the 
mother becomes the conditioned stimulus who becomes associated with the pleasure from feeding. Therefore, the child comes 
to feel pleasure (conditioned response) when he or she encounters their mother, leading to the formation of an attachment. 
 
Note: While experimental reductionism is not detailed in the specification, it is useful to understand this term as it applies to the 
Cognitive Approach. However, you should not be asked a specific question on experimental reductionism in your exam.  
 
Experimental reductionism is where complex behaviour is reduced to a single (isolated) variable for the purpose of testing. For 
example, while the multi-store model of memory suggests that memory consists of three stores, and each store has its own 
coding, capacity and duration, cognitive psychologists often examine memory in terms of isolated variables. For example, Miller 
(1956) examined the capacity of short-term memory and Peterson and Peterson (1959) examined the duration of short-term 
memory. Experimental reductionism underpins the experimental approach; complex behaviours are reduced to operationalised 
isolated variables in order to measure and determine causal relationships.  
 

Holism 
Holism comes from the Greek word ‘holos’, which means ‘all’, ‘whole’ or ‘entire’ and is the idea that human behaviour should be 
viewed as a whole integrated experience, and not as separate parts.  
 
Gestalt psychology adopts a holistic approach to perception: when we perceive 
something in the real world, we do so as a whole rather than as a collection of bits 
and pieces. What we see only makes sense when we consider the whole image, 
rather than the individual elements that make up our vision. Consequently, some 
cognitive psychologists also take a holistic approach. For example, within the area 
of perception, visual illusions demonstrate that humans perceive more than the 
sum of the sensations on the retina. (If you examine the image on the right, what 
you will instantly perceive is the outline of a cube. However, there is, in fact, no 
cube in the image and your mind has created a cube due to the position and 
configuration of the black shapes).  
 
Humanistic psychology also advocates a holistic approach, as it argues that 
humans react to stimuli as an organised whole, rather than as a set of stimulus-
response links. As an approach, it uses qualitative methods to investigate all 
aspects of the individual, as well as the interactions between people. 
 

Evaluating the Holism and Reductionism Debate 
 Scientists (including psychologists) are drawn to reductionist explanations as a method of research. For example, most 

experimental psychology is based on the assumption that human behaviour can be studied effectively through relatively 
simple experiments, where complex behaviour is reduced to isolated variables (known as experimental reductionism). This 
allows researchers to study the different factors that influence human behaviour in a controlled manner while establishing a 
causal relationship. This would not be possible if psychologists attempted to study all of the factors that influence human 
behaviour at once, as it would be too complex to interpret the findings. 

o However, although experimental research has produced a wealth of findings, the results of highly controlled 
laboratory studies are often questionable. For example, the findings of laboratory research examining the reliability 
of eyewitnesses (e.g. Loftus and Palmer) have not been confirmed by studies examining real-life witnesses (e.g. 
Yuille and Cutshall). 
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Possible Exam Questions 
1. Which of the following statements describes a nomothetic approach in psychology? 

a. Studying an individual and formulating general laws. 
b. Studying an individual and not formulating general laws. 
c. Studying a large group and formulating general laws. 
d. Studying a group and not formulating general laws. 

(1 mark) 
 
2. What is meant by an ‘idiographic approach’? Suggest one limitation of an idiographic approach. (2 marks) 
 
3. Explain what is meant by the terms idiographic and nomothetic. (4 marks) 
 
4. Two psychologists wanted to study delinquent behaviour in schools. One psychologist chose to conduct a case study on a 

pupil called Nathan, who has ADHD, whereas the other psychologist chose to examine an entire primary school population 
to come up with a theory about delinquent behaviour. Using your knowledge of the idiographic and nomothetic 
approaches, outline one strength of both approaches in relation to this scenario. (4 marks) 

 
5. A forensic psychologist used an idiographic approach to study violent offenders. She asked three inmates to record their 

thoughts about their early childhood experiences and their violent behaviour in a diary for two weeks. Qualitative analysis 
was conducted and revealed that the offenders had difficult childhoods, and all three came from exceptionally deprived 
backgrounds. Findings from idiographic research like this, are often used to form the basis of future investigations. 

 
Explain how the research could develop her investigation and take a nomothetic approach. (6 marks) 
 

6. Discuss idiographic and nomothetic approaches to psychological investigation. (16 marks) 
 

  

Ethical implications and social sensitivity 
Specification: Ethical implications of research studies and theory, including reference to social sensitivity. 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Discuss ethical implications of research (studies and theories) in psychology, with reference to the concept of social 

sensitivity. 
 

Ethical Implications of Research Studies and Theories 
Implications are effects or consequences. In this section you need to understand the consequences of research studies and 
theory. 
 
In year one, you studied ethical issues in psychological research, for example, deception, informed consent, protection from 
harm, etc. These are examples of ethical implications/consequences for the participants who take part in the research, and 
psychologists are required to balance the rights of the individual participants against the need to produce research that is useful 
for society. However, the term ethical implications also refers to other people, and psychologists should consider the 
implications of their findings in a wider context. 
 
Ethical Implications of Research Studies: If you consider Milgram’s (1963) research, you need to reflect on whether the ‘ends 
justify the means’. The participants were deceived and were unable to give fully informed consent. The experiment also caused 
significant distress; the participants were told or coerced to continue against their will. On the other hand, the participants were 
debriefed after the experiment and a follow-up interview took place a year later. The outcome of these follow-up interviews 
suggested that the participants had suffered no long-term effects.   
 
Ethical Implications of Theories: Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment suggests that children form one special attachment bond, 
usually with their mother, which must take place within a critical period. Bowlby also suggested that this attachment bond 
affects their future relationships through an internal working model. While Bowlby’s theory has contributed to the development 
of childcare practices, it has also encouraged the view that a women’s place is at home with her children, which could make 
some mothers feel guilty for wanting to return to work following childbirth.  
 
Exam Hint: If you were to write an essay on the ethical implications of research studies and theories, you could draw on what 
you know about ethical issues from your year one topics. However, there are also wider consequences that psychologists 
should consider relating to the communication and publication of their findings. This is especially prevalent with research that 
is ‘socially sensitive’. 
 

Socially Sensitive Research 
Sieber and Stanley (1988) used the term social sensitivity to describe studies where there are potential social consequences for 
the participants or the group of people represented by the research.  
 
Sieber and Stanley (1988) identified four aspects in the scientific research process that raise ethical implications in socially 
sensitive research: 

1. The Research Question: The researcher must consider their research question carefully. Asking questions like, ‘Are 
there racial differences in IQ?’ or, 
‘Is intelligence inherited?’ may be 
damaging to members of a 
particular group. 
 

2. The Methodology Used: The 
researcher needs to consider the 
treatment of the participants and 
their right to confidentiality and 
anonymity. For example, if 
someone admits to committing a 
crime, or to having unprotected 
sex if they are HIV positive, 
should the researcher maintain 
confidentiality? 

 
3. The Institutional Context: The 

researcher should be mindful of 
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