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Introducing Psychology  

 

      Psychology is the scientific study of mind and behaviour. The word 

“psychology” comes from the Greek words “psyche,” meaning life, and 

“logos,” meaning explanation. Psychology is a popular major for students, a 

popular topic in the public media, and a part of our everyday lives. Television 

shows such as Dr. Phil feature psychologists who provide personal advice to 

those with personal or family difficulties. Crime dramas such as CSI, Lie to 

Me, and others feature the work of forensic psychologists who use 

psychological principles to help solve crimes. And many people have direct 

knowledge about psychology because they have visited psychologists, for 

instance, school counselors, family therapists, and religious, marriage, or 

bereavement counselors. Because we are frequently exposed to the work of 

psychologists in our everyday lives, we all have an idea about what psychology 

is and what psychologists do. In many ways I am sure that your conceptions 

are correct. Psychologists do work in forensic fields, and they do provide 

counseling and therapy for people in distress. But there are hundreds of 

thousands of psychologists in the world, and most of them work in other 

places, doing work that you are probably not aware of. Most psychologists 

work in research laboratories, hospitals, and other field settings where they 

study the behavior of humans and animals. For instance, my colleagues in the 

Psychology Department at the University of Maryland study such diverse 

topics as anxiety in children, the interpretation of dreams, the effects of 

caffeine on thinking, how birds recognize each other, how praying mantises 

hear, how people from different cultures react differently in negotiation, and 

the factors that lead people to engage in terrorism. Other psychologists study 

such topics as alcohol and drug addiction, memory, emotion, hypnosis, love, 

what makes people aggressive or helpful, and the psychologies of politics, 

prejudice, culture, and religion. Psychologists also work in schools and 

businesses, and they use a variety of methods, including observation, 

questionnaires, interviews, and laboratory studies, to help them understand 

behaviour. 



 

 

 

Why Psychologists Rely on Empirical Methods 

    All scientists, whether they are physicists, chemists, biologists, sociologists, 

or psychologists, use empirical methods to study the topics that interest them. 

Empirical methods include the processes of collecting and organizing data and 

drawing conclusions about those data. The empirical methods used by 

scientists have developed over many years and provide a basis for collecting, 

analyzing, and interpreting data within a common framework in which 

information can be shared. We can label the scientific method as the set of 

assumptions, rules, and procedures that scientists use to conduct empirical 

research. Although scientific research is an important method of studying 

human behavior, not all questions can be answered using scientific approaches. 

Statements that cannot be objectively measured or objectively determined to be 

true or false are not within the domain of scientific inquiry. Scientists therefore 

draw a distinction between values and facts. Values are personal statements 

such as “Abortion should not be permitted in this country,” “I will go to heaven 

when I die,” or “It is important to study psychology.” Facts are objective 

statements determined to be accurate through empirical study. Examples are 

“There were more than 21,000 homicides in the United States in 2009,” or 

“Research demonstrates that individuals who are exposed to highly stressful 

situations over long periods of time develop more health problems than those 

who are not.” 

Although scientists use research to help establish facts, the distinction between 

values and facts is not always clear-cut. Sometimes statements that scientists 

consider to be factual later, on the basis of further research, turn out to be 

partially or even entirely incorrect. Although scientific procedures do not 

necessarily guarantee that the answers to questions will be objective and 

unbiased, science is still the best method for drawing objective conclusions 

about the world around us. When old facts are discarded, they are replaced 

with new facts based on newer and more correct data. Although science is not 

perfect, the requirements of empiricism and objectivity result in a much greater 



chance of producing an accurate understanding of human behavior than is 

available through other approaches. 

 

 

Levels of Explanation 

 in Psychology The study of psychology spans many different topics at many 

different levels of explanation, which are the perspectives that are used to 

understand behavior. Lower levels of explanation are more closely tied to 

biological influences, such as genes, neurons, neurotransmitters, and hormones, 

whereas the middle levels of explanation refer to the abilities and 

characteristics of individual people, and the highest levels of explanation relate 

to social groups, organizations, and cultures 

The same topic can be studied within psychology at different levels of 

explanation, as shown in Figure 1.3 "Levels of Explanation". For instance, the 

psychological disorder known as depression affects millions of people 

worldwide and is known to be caused by biological, social, and cultural factors. 

Studying and helping alleviate depression can be accomplished at low levels of 

explanation by investigating how chemicals in the brain influence the 

experience of depression. This approach has allowed psychologists to develop 

and prescribe drugs, such as Prozac, which may decrease depression in many 

individuals 

] At the middle levels of explanation, psychological therapy is directed at 

helping individuals cope with negative life experiences that may cause 

depression. And at the highest level, psychologists study differences in the 

prevalence of depression between men and women and across cultures. The 

occurrence of psychological disorders, including depression, is substantially 

higher for women than for men, and it is also higher in Western cultures, such 

as in the United States, Canada, and Europe, than in Eastern cultures, such as in 

India, China, and Japan 

These sex and cultural differences provide insight into the factors that cause 

depression. The study of depression in psychology helps remind us that no one 

level of explanation can explain everything. All levels of explanation, from 



biological to personal to cultural, are essential for a better understanding of 

human behaviour. 

    A major goal of psychology is to predict behaviour by understanding its 

causes. Making predictions is difficult in part because people vary and respond 

differently in different situations. Individual differences are the variations 

among people on physical or psychological dimensions. For instance, although 

many people experience at least some symptoms of depression at some times in 

their lives, the experience varies dramatically among people. Some people 

experience major negative events, such as severe physical injuries or the loss of 

significant others, without experiencing much depression, whereas other people 

experience severe depression for no apparent reason. Other important 

individual differences that we will discuss in the chapters to come include 

differences in extraversion, intelligence, self-esteem, anxiety, aggression, and 

conformity. Because of the many individual difference variables that influence 

behavior, we cannot always predict who will become aggressive or who will 

perform best in graduate school or on the job. The predictions made by 

psychologists (and most other scientists) are only probabilistic. We can say, for 

instance, that people who score higher on an intelligence test will, on average, 

do betterthan people who score lower on the same test, but we cannot make 

very accurate predictions about exactly how any one person will perform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1.2 The Most Important Approaches (Schools) of Psychology :  

School of psychology Description Important 

contributors 

Structuralism Uses the method of 

introspection to 

identify the basic 

elements or 

“structures” of 

psychological 

experience 

Wilhelm Wundt, 

Edward B. Titchener 

Functionalism Attempts to understand 

why animals and 

humans have 

developed the 

particular 

psychological aspects 

that they currently 

possess 

William James 

Psychodynamic Focuses on the role of 

our unconscious 

thoughts, feelings, and 

memories and our early 

childhood experiences 

in determining 

behavior 

Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, 

Alfred Adler, Erik 

Erickson 

Behaviorism Based on the premise that 

it is not possible to 

objectively study the 

mind, and therefore that 

psychologists should limit 

their attention to the study 

of behavior itself 

John B. Watson, B. F. 

Skinner 

Cognitive The study of mental 

processes, including 

perception, thinking, 

memory, and judgments 

Hermann Ebbinghaus, 

Sir Frederic Bartlett, 

Jean Piaget 

Social-cultural The study of how the 

social situations and the 

cultures in which people 

find themselves influence 

thinking and behaviour 

Fritz Heider, Leon 

Festinger, Stanley 

Schachter 



 


