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Analyse : Separate information into components and identify their characteristics

Calculate: Work out the value of something

Choose: Select from a range of alternatives

Comment: Present an informed opinion

Compare: Identify similarities and/or differences (contrast)

Complete: Finish a task by adding to given information

Consider: Review and respond to given information

Describe: Give an account of

Design: Set out how something will be done

Discuss: Present key points about different ideas or strengths and weaknesses of an idea

Distinguish : Explain ways in which two things differ and provide details

Draw: Produce a diagram

Evaluate : Judge from available evidence

Explain : Set out purposes or reasons

Explain how : Give a detailed account of reasons in relation to particular situation

Identify : Name or otherwise characterise

Give: Produce an answer from recall or from given information

Justify: Provide reasons, reasoned arguments to support, possible provide evidence

Label : Provide appropriate names on a diagram

Name: Identify using a recognised technical team

Outline : Set out main characteristics

Select : Choose or pick out from alternatives

State : Express in clear terms

Suggest : Present a possible case/solution

Which is: Select from alternatives

What is meant by: Give a definition

Write : Provide information in verbatim form

Extra directives

Look out for extra things you are asked to do in 
exam questions, such as:
Å wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΧ
Å WǳǎǘƛŦȅ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΧ
Å {Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΧ
Å wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΧ
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Writing a good evaluation (A03)

To earn your A03 (Assessment objective 3) marks, you need to be able to analyse, evaluate 
and think critically about Psychological theories and research. You should be able to start 
your evaluation points with things like:

Å hƴŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎΧ
Å ! ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎΧ
Å ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧ
Å IƻǿŜǾŜǊΧ
Å Lƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅΧ
Å Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅΧ
Å Lƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅΧ
Å ¢ƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅκǎǘǳŘȅΧ

You should be able to consider issues such as (and use the correct terminology):

Ecological Validity ςdoes research really represent real life situations? Is there real emotion 
involved? Are there real consequences for participant behaviour? Are the resources used in 
a study realistic enough?

Reductionismςdoes a theory manage to explain behaviour on its own, without the 
inclusion of other theories?

Population Validity ςdo the people involved in the study represent the population they are 
supposed to represent? Can all of the results of the study be generalised to other people? Is 
the sample too specific?

Culture Bias ςdoes the theory/study try and apply Westernised views or methods to other 
cultures without adapting? Are the sample of people involved from one specific culture? Are 
cultural differences acknowledged or ignored?

Internal Validity ςdoes the research measure what it intended to measure? Could 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ƻǊ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘΚ

Ethics ςdoes the research protect participants from harm? Did they give full informed 
consent to take part? Will the research cause problems for society or people?

Demand Characteristics ςcould the participants have guessed the real aim of research and 
then changed their behaviour?
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Examples of how to write evaluation points

Research into memory tends to use lab experiments, where 
participants go to an unfamiliar room and are asked to recall a 
list of random words.

This can be criticised in several ways:

Example One

This study lacks ecological validity.

Example Two

This study lacks ecological validity because it is very 
artificial and does not represent real life memory. 

Example Three

This study lacks ecological validity because it uses a very 
artificial and unrealistic method of measuring memory. 
This means that the findings of the study cannot be 
generalised to real life because they do not mimic 
memory in real life. 

Example Four

This study lacks ecological validity because it is very 
artificial. It uses a very unrealistic measure of memory 
and takes place in a very controlled, artificial 
environment. This means that the study does not 
represent real life or real memories and the results can 
no be generalised outside of the study. In addition to this, 
there are no real consequences for participants who do 
not remember, whereas in real life, poor memories can 
lead to serious consequences. Therefore the study is not 
a true representation of real life. 

A

B

U

E

These grades 
represent the 
quality of your 

evaluation



For this area, you need to demonstrate and apply your knowledge 
and understanding of: (tick off when you feel confident in each area)

ÅReductionism
ÅHolism
ÅDeterminism
ÅFree Will
ÅSocially sensitive research
ÅEthics in research
ÅNature
ÅNurture
Å Idiographic
ÅNomethetic
ÅGender Bias
ÅCulture Bias
ÅYou will need to be able do the following with each of the above:
ÅDefine
ÅDescribe
ÅOutline
ÅDiscuss
ÅApply to other areas of psychology
ÅUse in evaluations
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According to German psychologists in the 1920õs, ôthe whole is greater than 
the sum of its partsõ and trying to break things apart to understand them is 
inappropriate.  This approach to understanding is called ôHolismõ is 
understanding the whole, used in CBT and Humanistic approaches. 

In contrast to this, ôReductionismõ is the breaking down of something to its 
least complex parts. This is the belief that all phenomenon should be 
explained using the lowest level of principles (it should be simple).

Levels of explanations in Psychology

Å Sociocultural (e.g. deviation from social norms)
Å Psychological (obsessive thoughts)
Å Physical (compulsive behaviours)
Å Physiological (basil ganglia sensitivity in the brain)
Å Neurochemical (low serotonin)

The above are some of the different components to consider, when 
understanding OCD. Each level is more reductionist than the previous.

Repeat the hierarchy and consider the different components to consider 
when understanding aggression.

Å Sociocultural
Å Psychological
Å Physical 
Å Physiological 
Å Neurochemical 

Repeat the hierarchy and consider the different components to consider 
when understanding phobias.

Å Sociocultural
Å Psychological
Å Physical 
Å Physiological 
Å Neurochemical 
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There are two different types of reductionism to bear in mind:

Biological reductionism ðphysiology, genetics, evolution, neurochemical. They all 
have good implications, such as drug medications for conditions. 

Environmental reductionism ðphysical behaviour, not concerning cognitions. For 
example, behaviourist theory. They consider thoughts to be merely sub vocal 
speech.

Using your previous knowledge of psychopathology and approaches, decide 
which theories promote:
a) Reductionism
b) Holism

For example:

1) Cognitive theory of depression .

This theory promotes reductionism rather than holism. It claims that 
Depression is caused by psychological factors alone and ignores the role of 
other influences such as physiology. This is a criticism because humans are 
complex and depression is such a complex disorder that is not likely that it can 
be broken down to a simple form. In contrast, a more holistic approach would be 
best to explain depression. 

2) Learning theory of phobias

3) Biological theory of OCD
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4) Humanistic approach

5) Diathesis stress approach

In your pairs, use your knowledge of ôscienceõ to decide which approach to 
understanding human behaviour is the most ôscientificõ, reductionist or 
holistic?

Justify your decision. 



For your exam, you need to be able to demonstrate 
A03 skill. These include analysis and evaluation skills. 
To do this, you can look for strengths, weaknesses, 

better alternatives, ways to improve, real life 
applications and much more. It is your chance to think 

critically and think like a psychologist. 
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HOLISM & REDUCTIONISM

J hŦǘŜƴ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ΨǿƘƻƭŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
conformity or deindividuation. Individual levels of study would not be 
appropriate here. In this case, holism is able to give a complete picture.

J Reductionismoften forms the basis of scientific research, since 
operationalising variables requires breaking down the target of research. 
E.g. aggression studies. Research that tends to take  reductionist 
approach, includes lab studies, categories of behaviour and therefore can 
provide greater credibility for psychology.

L Whole level, holistic explanations tend to lack empiricism and data, and 
often they are largely conceptual and hard to test. Often, when looking at 
ǘƘŜ ΨǿƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎΦ 
Therefore, for real world problems, lower level theories may be needed. 
(biology)

L Reductionismleads to the oversimplification of complex phenomena and 
therefore losing validity. When you study the lower level theories (biology) 
you do not include wider contexts (sociology). For example, pointing your 
finger at someone (behaviour) can have multiple purposes. But the 
behaviourist approach would only focus on the finger. Therefore, 
reductionist explanations can only inform part of an explanation. 
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Check your 
learning!

Complete the following questions to check that 
you understand and have gained the 

appropriate knowledge for your exam. You 
should submit all of this work for marking, and 
prepare to respond to the feedback you will 

receive. 

1. Briefly outline the holism -reductionism debate in 
psychology (3 marks)

2. Using an example, explain what is meant by ôlevels of 
explanationsõ in psychology (4)

3. Using an example of a topic you have studied in 
psychology, distinguish between biological 
reductionism, and environmental reductionism (5)

4. Discuss the holism -reductionism debate. Refer to one 
topic you have studied in psychology in your answer 
(16)



Idiographic approach:

Å Attempts to describe the individual 
Å Assumes people are unique and subjective
ÅDonõt always compare individuals to others
Å Generally associated with qualitative methods, case studies and 

unstructured interviews

Nomethetic approach:

Å Aim to produce general laws of human behaviour
Å Provide benchmarks to compare people to 
Å Use benchmarks to predict future behaviour 
Å More scientific than idiographic (experimental, quantitative)
Å Study large numbers of people to establish differences and similarities to 

each other

Use your knowledge of psychology so far to compile examples of 
idiographic and nomethetic approaches to understanding human behaviour. 

Idiographic examples Nometheticexamples
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For your exam, you need to be able to demonstrate 
A03 skill. These include analysis and evaluation skills. 
To do this, you can look for strengths, weaknesses, 

better alternatives, ways to improve, real life 
applications and much more. It is your chance to think 

critically and think like a psychologist. 

Idiographic approaches

JIdiographic: uses in depth qualitative methods. Thereforeé.

LSingle cases in research tend to cause issues. For example, Little Hans.  
This is becauseé

J Idiographic approaches could help nomethetic research. E.g. HM case of 
amnesia. They could help byé

L Idiographic approaches do not produce baselines for making comparisons to 
others. This is a negative becauseé
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For your exam, you need to be able to demonstrate 
A03 skill. These include analysis and evaluation skills. 
To do this, you can look for strengths, weaknesses, 

better alternatives, ways to improve, real life 
applications and much more. It is your chance to think 

critically and think like a psychologist. 

Nomethetic approaches

JThey tend to use scientific, standardised conditions. This is good 
becauseé

LAccused of losing the ôwholeõ person and focusing too much on control. For 
example, what is wrong with only stating that 1% of the general population are 
at risk of Schizophrenia?

JNomethetic processes have enabled us to establish norms of behaviours. 
For example, the average IQ. This is good becauseé

LNomethetic approaches are criticised for overlooking the richness of 
human life. Howeveré.
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Check your 
learning!

Complete the following questions to check that 
you understand and have gained the 

appropriate knowledge for your exam. You 
should submit all of this work for marking, and 
prepare to respond to the feedback you will 

receive. 

1. Using an example, explain what is meant by the 
nomothetic approach in psychology (3)

2. Using an example, explain what is meant by the 
idiographic approach in psychology (3)

3. Briefly discuss one strength of the nomethetic
approach in psychology (4)

4. Discuss idiographic and nomethetic approaches in 
psychology. Refer to two topics you have studied in 
your answer (16)



NATURE: Human characteristics are inherited / innate. John Lock is an 
empiricist who believes that our mind is a blank slate upon which experience 
writes. 

A ôhereditary coefficientõ exists ða number which is used to asses the 
hereditary nature of something. For example, IQ. The coefficient is on a 
scale of 0 ð1 (1 indicating that something is entirely genetic).  IQ may score a 
coefficient of approx. 0.5 (suggesting that nature is only half of the 
explanation for IQ).

NURTUREðThe environment. Richard Lerner identified different levels of 
the environment, such as pre and post natal experiences; era; social conditions 
of upbringingé.

Nature and nurture are so intertwined 
that it make little sense to separate the 
two. Nurture also begins from 
conception. These days, it is a more 
appropriate question to assess what 
EACH contribute, rather than decide 
which is the sole cause of a behaviour. 

What do you think are the nature and the nurture factors to consider when looking at the 
cause of Schizophrenia?
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