
Psychological science
Week 1

Reading: pp. 1-18 



Methods of knowing

• Intuition: Relying on our ‘gut feeling’ (but how did our ‘gut’ come to that 
decision?)

• Authority: Going by the opinions of ‘experts’ (what about when experts 
disagree?)

• Rationality: Using logic to derive conclusions from earlier premises (what if 
the premises are wrong?)

• Empiricism: Observe and tabulate all that is experienced (how to 
discriminate from ‘blue’ and ‘grey’ elephants?). 

The scientific method attempts to systematize the empirical method 
(controlled observation, replication, theory falsification)



Understanding science

• Is Psychology a science?

• Three features of an acceptable science:
• Susceptible to systemic empirical enquiry, is falsifiable, is available (in 

theory) as public knowledge

• Lacking either of these operations is representative of a pseudoscience 
(claims which sound scientific but are non-replicable, not grounded in 
established theory, and/or is non-falsifiable)

• Think of homeopathy, astrology, tarot-cards, faith-healing (etc.)
• If a pseudoscientific technique produces results, the underlying mechanism might be 

driven by a strong belief (the placebo effect)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Dp2Zqk8vHw&t=5s


Source: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2019.00407/full



Goals of science

• Describe what you see
• John throwing trash on the ground; Jim putting 

trash in a bin

• Predict what will happen
• John and Jim just finished their meals at a BBQ. 

What can we expect from either of them?

• Explain why it happened
• Why does John litter when Jim does not? [Basic 

research]
• How can we prevent John from littering in the 

future? [Applied research] 



Source: https://iranjournals.nlai.ir/handle/123456789/46022



Science & common sense

• Intuition and common sense may, or may not, be correct
• Women speak more than men, anger can be “let off” like steam, torture is an 

effective means of extracting information

• What are the roots of such “folk psychology”? Is it different from 
“common sense”? 



Confirmation bias

We tend to find evidence which confirms 
our intuitive beliefs and not on cases that 
dis-confirm them. Is this necessarily 
incorrect?

“…many people believe that calorie-reducing diets 
are an effective long-term treatment for obesity, 
yet a thorough review of the scientific evidence 
has shown that they are not (Mann et al., 2007)”

Source: Mann et al 2007

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Barbra-Samuels/publication/6359969_Medicare's_Search_for_Effective_Obesity_Treatments_Diets_Are_Not_the_Answer/links/0912f5139204e7c2d8000000/Medicares-Search-for-Effective-Obesity-Treatments-Diets-Are-Not-the-Answer.pdf


Experimental & clinical approaches

• Experimental psychologists
• Conduct research, publish results
• Be familiar with a number of sub-fields, while specializing in a handful.
• Neuroscience, cognitive psychology, learning theory, developmental psychology, 

personality psychology, social psychology.

• Clinical psychologists
• Diagnose & treat psychological ‘disorders’

• What or, more importantly, who defines a ‘disorder’? 

• Focus on empirically-supported treatments
• “help people, organizations and communities' function better” (how do we define 

better?)



Source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4060802/


