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History of Psychology
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

» Understand the importance of Wundt and James in the develop-
ment of psychology.

« Appreciate Freud’s influence on psychology.
» Understand the basic tenets of Gestalt psychology.

KEY TERMS
behaviorism humanism
functionalism introspection

« Appreciate the important role that behaviorism played in psychol-
ogy’s history.
« Understand the basic tenets of humanism.

- Understand how the cogpnitive revolution shifted psychology’s
focus back to the mind.

psychoanalytic theory
structuralism

Psychology is a relatively young science with its experimen-
tal roots in the nineteenth century, compared, for exam-
ple, to human physiology, which dates much earlier. Anyone
interested in exploring issues related to the mind generally did
so in a philosophical context prior to the nineteenth century.
Two men, working in the nineteenth century, are generally
credited as being the founders of psychology as a science and
academic discipline that was distinct from philosophy. Their
names were Wilhelm Wundt and William James. This section
will provide an overview of the shifts in paradigms that have
influenced psychology from Wundt and James through today.

WUNDT AND STRUCTURALISM

Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920) was a German scientist who
was the first person to be referred to as a psychologist. His
famous book entitled Principles of Physiological Psychology
was published in 1873. Wundt viewed psychology as a scien-
tific study of conscious experience, and he believed that the
goal of psychology was to identify components of conscious-
ness and how those components combined to result in our
conscious experience. Wundt used introspection (he called
it “internal perception”), a process by which someone exam-
ines their own conscious experience as objectively as possible,
making the human mind like any other aspect of nature thata
scientist observed. Wundt’s version of introspection used only
very specific experimental conditions in which an external
stimulus was designed to produce a scientifically observable
(repeatable) experience of the mind (Danziger, 1980). The
first stringent requirement was the use of “trained” or prac-
ticed observers, who could immediately observe and report
a reaction. The second requirement was the use of repeatable

stimuli that always produced the same experience in the sub-
ject and allowed the subject to expect and thus be fully atten-
tive to the inner reaction. These experimental requirements
were put in place to eliminate “interpretation” in the report-
ing of internal experiences and to counter the argument that
there is no way to know that an individual is observing their
mind or consciousness accurately, since it cannot be seen by
any other person. This attempt to understand the structure
or characteristics of the mind was known as structuralism.
Wundt established his psychology laboratory at the Univer-
sity at Leipzig in 1879 (FIGURE 1.1). In this laboratory, Wundt
and his students conducted experiments on, for example,
reaction times. A subject, sometimes in a room isolated from
the scientist, would receive a stimulus such as a light, image,
or sound. The subject’s reaction to the stimulus would be to
push a button, and an apparatus would record the time to
reaction. Wundt could measure reaction time to one-thou-
sandth of a second (Nicolas & Ferrand, 1999).

However, despite his efforts to train individuals in the
process of introspection, this process remained highly subjec-
tive, and there was very little agreement between individuals.
As a result, structuralism fell out of favor with the passing of
Wundt’s student, Edward Titchener, in 1927 (Gordon, 1995).

JAMES AND FUNCTIONALISM

William James (1842-1910) was the first American psy-
chologist who espoused a different perspective on how psy-
chology should operate (FIGURE 1.2). James was introduced
to Darwins theory of evolution by natural selection and
accepted it as an explanation of an organism’s characteristics.
Key to that theory is the idea that natural selection leads to

1
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(b)
FIGURE 1.1. (a) Wilhelm Wundt is credited as one of the founders of psychology. He created
the first laboratory for psychological research. (b) This photo (c. 1908) shows him seated,
surrounded by fellow researchers and equipment in his laboratory in Germany. [(a) "Wilhelm
Wundt. Photogravure by Synnberg Photo-gravure Co., 1898”/Wellcome Images is licensed under CC BY 4.0;
(b) “Leipzig’'te icgozlem denemeleri”/Wikimedia Commons is in the public domain.]

organisms that are adapted to their environment, including
their behavior. Adaptation means that a trait of an organism
has a function for the survival and reproduction of the indi-
vidual, because it has been naturally selected. As James saw it,
psychology’s purpose was to study the function of behavior
in the world, and as such, his perspective was known as func-
tionalism. Functionalism focused on how mental activities
helped an organism fit into its environment. Functionalism
has a second, more subtle meaning in that functionalists were
more interested in the operation of the whole mind rather
than of its individual parts, which were the focus of structur-
alism. Like Wundt, James believed that introspection could
serve as one means by which someone might study mental
activities, but James also relied on more objective measures,
including the use of various recording devices, and examina-
tions of concrete products of mental activities and of anatomy
and physiology (Gordon, 1995).

FREUD AND PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY

Perhaps one of the most influential and well-known figures
in psychology’s history was Sigmund Freud (FIGURE 1.3).
Freud (1856-1939) was an Austrian neurologist who was
fascinated by patients suffering from “hysteria” and neurosis.
Hysteria was an ancient diagnosis for disorders, primarily of
women with a wide variety of symptoms, including physi-
cal symptoms and emotional disturbances, none of which
had an apparent physical cause. Freud theorized that many
of his patients’ problems arose from the unconscious mind.
In Freud’s view, the unconscious mind was a repository of
feelings and urges of which we have no awareness. Gaining
access to the unconscious, then, was crucial to the successful

FIGURE 1.2. William James, shown
here in a self-portrait, was the first
American psychologist. [“William
James self-portrait”/Wikimedia Commons
is in the public domain.]

resolution of the patient’s problems. According to Freud, the
unconscious mind could be accessed through dream analy-
sis, by examinations of the first words that came to people’s
minds, and through seemingly innocent slips of the tongue.
Psychoanalytic theory focuses on the role of a person’s
unconscious, as well as early childhood experiences, and this
particular perspective dominated clinical psychology for sev-
eral decades (Thorne & Henley, 2005).

Freud’s ideas were influential, and you will learn more
about them when you study lifespan development, person-
ality, and therapy. For instance, many therapists believe
strongly in the unconscious and the impact of early child-
hood experiences on the rest of a person’s life. The method
of psychoanalysis, which involves the patient talking about
their experiences and selves, while not invented by Freud, was
certainly popularized by
him and is still used
today. Many of Freud’s

FIGURE 1.3. Sigmund
Freud was a highly
influential figure in the
history of psychology.
One of his many books,
A General Introduction

to Psychoanalysis,
shared his ideas about
psychoanalytical therapy;
it was originally published
in 1917.[“Sigmund Freud
1926” by Ferdinand Schmutzer/
Wikimedia Commons is in the
public domain.]
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other ideas, however, are controversial. Drew Westen (1998)
argues that many of the criticisms of Freud’s ideas are mis-
placed, in that they attack his older ideas without taking into
account later writings. Westen also argues that critics fail to
consider the success of the broad ideas that Freud introduced
or developed, such as the importance of childhood experi-
ences in adult motivations, the role of unconscious versus
conscious motivations in driving our behavior, the fact that
motivations can cause conflicts that affect behavior, the effects
of mental representations of ourselves and others in guiding
our interactions, and the development of personality over
time. Westen identifies subsequent research support for all of
these ideas.

More modern iterations of Freud’s clinical approach have
been empirically demonstrated to be effective (Knekt et al.,
2008; Shedler, 2010). Some current practices in psychother-
apy involve examining unconscious aspects of the self and
relationships, often through the relationship between the
therapist and the client.

Freud’s historical significance and contributions to clini-
cal practice merit his inclusion in a discussion of the histori-
cal movements within psychology.

WERTHEIMER, KOFFKA, KOHLER,
AND GESTALT PSYCHOLOGY

Max Wertheimer (1880-1943), Kurt Koftka (1886-1941),
and Wolfgang Kohler (1887-1967) were three German psy-
chologists who immigrated to the United States in the early
twentieth century to escape Nazi Germany. These men are
credited with introducing psychologists in the United States
to various Gestalt principles. The word Gestalt roughly trans-
lates to “whole;” a major emphasis of Gestalt psychology deals
with the fact that although a sensory experience can be bro-
ken down into individual parts, how those parts relate to each
other as a whole is often what the individual responds to in
perception. For example, a song may be made up of individ-
ual notes played by different instruments, but the real nature
of the song is perceived in the combinations of these notes as
they form the melody, rhythm, and harmony. In many ways,
this particular perspective would have directly contradicted
Wundt’s ideas of structuralism (Thorne & Henley, 2005).
Unfortunately, in moving to the United States, these men
were forced to abandon much of their work and were unable
to continue to conduct research on a large scale. These fac-
tors along with the rise of behaviorism (described next) in
the United States prevented principles of Gestalt psychology
from being as influential in the United States as they had been
in their native Germany (Thorne & Henley, 2005). Despite
these issues, several Gestalt principles are still very influential
today. Considering the human individual as a whole rather
than as a sum of individually measured parts became an

important foundation in humanistic theory late in the cen-
tury. The ideas of Gestalt have continued to influence research
on sensation and perception.

Structuralism, Freud, and the Gestalt psychologists were
all concerned in one way or another with describing and
understanding inner experience. But other researchers had
concerns that inner experience could be a legitimate sub-
ject of scientific inquiry and chose instead to exclusively
study behavior, the objectively observable outcome of mental
processes.

PAVLOV, WATSON, SKINNER, AND BEHAVIORISM

Early work in the field of behavior was conducted by the Rus-
sian physiologist Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936). Pavlov studied
a form of learning behavior called a conditioned reflex, in
which an animal or human produced a reflex (unconscious)
response to a stimulus and, over time, was conditioned to
produce the response to a different stimulus that the experi-
menter associated with the original stimulus. The reflex Pav-
lov worked with was salivation in response to the presence
of food. The salivation reflex could be elicited using a second
stimulus, such as a specific sound, that was presented in asso-
ciation with the initial food stimulus several times. Once the
response to the second stimulus was “learned,” the food stim-
ulus could be omitted. Pavlov’s “classical conditioning” is only
one form of learning behavior studied by behaviorists.

John B. Watson (1878-1958) was an influential American
psychologist whose most famous work occurred during the
early twentieth century at Johns Hopkins University (FIGURE
1.4). While Wundt and James were concerned with under-
standing conscious experience, Watson thought that the study
of consciousness was flawed. Because he believed that objec-
tive analysis of the mind was impossible, Watson preferred
to focus directly on observable behavior and try to bring
that behavior under control. Watson was a major proponent
of shifting the focus of psychology from the mind to behav-
ior, and this approach of
observing and controlling
behavior came to be known
as behaviorism. A major
object of study by behav-
iorists was learned behav-
ior and its interaction with

FIGURE 1.4. John B.

Watson is known as the
father of behaviorism within
psychology. [“John Broadus
Watson at Johns Hopkins c. 1908-
1921”/Wikimedia Commons is in
the public domain.]
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inborn qualities of the organism. Behaviorism commonly
used animals in experiments under the assumption that what
was learned using animal models could, to some degree, be
applied to human behavior. Indeed, Tolman (1938) stated, “I
believe that everything important in psychology (except . . .
such matters as involve society and words) can be investigated
in essence through the continued experimental and theoreti-
cal analysis of the determiners of rat behavior at a choice-point
in a maze”

Behaviorism dominated experimental psychology for sev-
eral decades, and its influence can still be felt today (Thorne
& Henley, 2005). Behaviorism is largely responsible for estab-
lishing psychology as a scientific discipline through its objec-
tive methods and especially experimentation. In addition, it is
used in behavioral and cognitive-behavioral therapy. Behav-
ior modification is commonly used in classroom settings.
Behaviorism has also led to research on environmental influ-
ences on human behavior.

B. E Skinner (1904-1990) was an American psychologist
(FIGURE 1.5). Like Watson, Skinner was a behaviorist, and
he concentrated on how behavior was affected by its con-
sequences. Therefore, Skinner spoke of reinforcement and
punishment as major factors in driving behavior. As a part of
his research, Skinner developed a chamber that allowed the
careful study of the principles of modifying behavior through
reinforcement and punishment. This device, known as an
operant conditioning chamber (or more familiarly, a Skinner
box), has remained a crucial resource for researchers studying
behavior (Thorne & Henley, 2005).

The Skinner box is a chamber that isolates the subject from
the external environment and has a behavior indicator such
as a lever or a button. When the animal pushes the button or
lever, the box is able to deliver a positive reinforcement of the
behavior (such as food) or a punishment (such as a noise) or

Loudspeaker

Response lever

Electrified
Food dispenser grid

(b)

FIGURE 1.5. (a) B. F. Skinner is famous for his research on operant
conditioning. (b) Modified versions of the operant conditioning
chamber, or Skinner box, are still widely used in research settings
today. [(a) “B.F. Skinner at Harvard circa 1950” by Silly rabbit/Wikimedia
Commons is licensed under CC BY 3.0; (b) “Skinner Box” by Judy Schmitt is
licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.]

a token conditioner (such as a light) that is correlated with
either the positive reinforcement or punishment.

Skinner’s focus on positive and negative reinforcement of
learned behaviors had a lasting influence in psychology that
has waned somewhat since the growth of research in cognitive
psychology. Despite this, conditioned learning is still used in
human behavioral modification. Skinner’s two widely read and
controversial popular science books about the value of operant
conditioning for creating happier lives remain as thought-pro-
voking arguments for his approach (Greengrass, 2004).

MASLOW, ROGERS, AND HUMANISM

During the early twentieth century, American psychology
was dominated by behaviorism and psychoanalysis. How-
ever, some psychologists were uncomfortable with what they
viewed as limited perspectives being so influential to the
field. They objected to the pessimism and determinism (all
actions driven by the unconscious) of Freud. They also dis-
liked the reductionism, or simplifying nature, of behaviorism.
Behaviorism is also deterministic at its core, because it sees
human behavior as entirely determined by a combination of
genetics and environment. Some psychologists began to form
their own ideas that emphasized personal control, intention-
ality, and a true predisposition for “good” as important for
our self-concept and our behavior. Thus, humanism emerged.
Humanism is a perspective within psychology that empha-
sizes the potential for good that is innate to all humans. Two
of the most well-known proponents of humanistic psychol-
ogy are Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers (O'Hara, n.d.).
Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) was an American psy-
chologist who is best known for proposing a hierarchy of
human needs in motivating behavior (FIGURE 1.6). Although
this concept will be discussed in more detail in a later chapter,
a brief overview will be provided here. Maslow asserted that
so long as basic needs necessary for survival were met (e.g.,
food, water, shelter), higher-level needs (e.g., social needs)
would begin to motivate behavior. According to Maslow, the
highest-level needs relate to self-actualization, a process by
which we achieve our full potential. Obviously, the focus on
the positive aspects of human nature that are characteristic
of the humanistic perspective is evident (Thorne & Henley,
2005). Humanistic psychologists rejected, on principle, the
research approach based on reductionist experimentation in
the tradition of the physical and biological sciences, because
it missed the “whole” human being. Beginning with Maslow
and Rogers, there was an insistence on a humanistic research
program. This program has been largely qualitative (not mea-
surement-based), but there exist a number of quantitative
research strains within humanistic psychology, including
research on happiness, self-concept, meditation, and the out-
comes of humanistic psychotherapy (Friedman, 2008).
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Self-actualization
Inner

fulfillment
Self-worth,

Esteem /- accomplishment,
confidence

Social Family, friendship,

intimacy, belonging

Security Safety, employment, assets

Physiological Food, water, shelter, warmth

FIGURE 1.6. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. [This work, “Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs 2020,” is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0 by Judy Schmitt. It
is a derivative of “Maslow’s hierarchy of needs” by J. Finkelstein/Wikimedia
Commons, which is licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0.]

Carl Rogers (1902-1987) was also an American psycholo-
gist who, like Maslow, emphasized the potential for good that
exists within all people (FIGURE 1.7). Rogers used a therapeu-
tic technique known as client-centered therapy in helping
his clients deal with problematic issues that resulted in their
seeking psychotherapy. Unlike a psychoanalytic approach in
which the therapist plays an important role in interpreting
what conscious behavior reveals about the unconscious mind,
client-centered therapy involves the patient taking a lead role
in the therapy session. Rogers believed that a therapist needed
to display three features to maximize the effectiveness of this
particular approach: unconditional positive regard, genuine-
ness, and empathy. Unconditional positive regard refers to the
fact that the therapist accepts their client for who they are,
no matter what he or she might say. Provided these factors,
Rogers believed that people were more than capable of deal-
ing with and working through their own issues (Thorne &
Henley, 2005).

Humanism has been influential to psychology as a whole.
Both Maslow and Rogers are well-known names among stu-
dents of psychology (you
will read more about both
men later in this text), and
their ideas have influenced
many scholars. Furthermore,

FIGURE 1.7. Carl Rogers,
shown in this portrait,
developed a client-centered
therapy method that has been
influential in clinical settings.
[“Carl Ransom Rogers” by Didius/
Wikimedia Commons is licensed
under CC BY 2.5

Rogers’ client-centered approach to therapy is still commonly
used in psychotherapeutic settings today (O'Hara, n.d.)

LINK TO LEARNING

View a brief video of Carl Rogers describing his therapeutic
approach.

THE COGNITIVE REVOLUTION

Behaviorism’s emphasis on objectivity and focus on external
behavior had pulled psychologists’ attention away from the
mind for a prolonged period of time. The early work of the
humanistic psychologists redirected attention to the indi-
vidual human as a whole, and as a conscious and self-aware
being. By the 1950s, new disciplinary perspectives in linguis-
tics, neuroscience, and computer science were emerging, and
these areas revived interest in the mind as a focus of scientific
inquiry. This particular perspective has come to be known as
the cognitive revolution (Miller, 2003). By 1967, Ulric Neis-
ser published the first textbook entitled Cognitive Psychology,
which served as a core text in cognitive psychology courses
around the country (Thorne & Henley, 2005).

Although no one person is entirely responsible for starting
the cognitive revolution, Noam Chomsky was very influential
in the early days of this movement (FIGURE 1.8). Chomsky
(1928-), an American linguist, was dissatisfied with the influ-
ence that behaviorism had had on psychology. He believed
that psychology’s focus on behavior was short-sighted and
that the field had to re-incorporate mental functioning into
its purview if it were to offer any meaningful contributions to
understanding behavior (Miller, 2003).

European psychology had never really been as influenced
by behaviorism as had American psychology; and thus, the

FIGURE 1.8. Noam Chomsky was very influential in beginning the
cognitive revolution. In 2010, this mural honoring him was put

up in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. [“Noam Chomsky mural” by Robert
Moran/Flickr is licensed under CC BY 2.0.]
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cognitive revolution helped reestablish lines of communi-
cation between European psychologists and their American
counterparts. Furthermore, psychologists began to cooperate
with scientists in other fields, like anthropology, linguistics,
computer science, and neuroscience, among others. This
interdisciplinary approach often was referred to as the cog-
nitive sciences, and the influence and prominence of this
particular perspective resonates in modern-day psychology
(Miller, 2003).

MULTICULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY

Culture has important impacts on individuals and social
psychology, yet the effects of culture on psychology are
under-studied. There is a risk that psychological theories and
data derived from white, American settings could be assumed
to apply to individuals and social groups from other cultures
and this is unlikely to be true (Betancourt & Lépez, 1993).
One weakness in the field of cross-cultural psychology is that
in looking for differences in psychological attributes across
cultures, there remains a need to go beyond simple descrip-
tive statistics (Betancourt & Lopez, 1993). In this sense, it
has remained a descriptive science, rather than one seeking
to determine cause and effect. For example, a study of char-
acteristics of individuals seeking treatment for a binge eat-
ing disorder in Hispanic American, African American, and

Caucasian American individuals found significant differences
between groups (Franko et al., 2012). The study concluded
that results from studying any one of the groups could not be
extended to the other groups, and yet potential causes of the
differences were not measured.

This history of multicultural psychology in the United
States is a long one. The role of African American psycholo-
gists in researching the cultural differences between African
American individual and social psychology is but one exam-
ple. In 1920, Cecil Sumner was the first African American
to receive a PhD in psychology in the United States. Sumner
established a psychology degree program at Howard Univer-
sity, leading to the education of a new generation of African
American psychologists (Black et al., 2004). Much of the work
of early African American psychologists (and a general focus
of much work in first half of the twentieth century in psychol-
ogy in the United States) was dedicated to testing and intelli-
gence testing in particular (Black et al., 2004). That emphasis
has continued, particularly because of the importance of test-
ing in determining opportunities for children, but other areas
of exploration in African American psychology research
include learning style, sense of community and belonging,
and spiritualism (Black et al., 2004).

The American Psychological Association has several eth-
nically based organizations for professional psychologists that

DIG DEEPER
Feminist Psychology

The science of psychology has had an impact on human
wellbeing, both positive and negative. The dominant influ-
ence of Western, white, and male academics in the early his-
tory of psychology meant that psychology developed with
the biases inherent in those individuals, which often had
negative consequences for members of society that were
not white or male. Women, members of ethnic minorities in
both the United States and other countries, and individuals
with sexual orientations other than heterosexual had difficul-
ties entering the field of psychology and therefore influenc-
ing its development. They also suffered from the attitudes
of white, male psychologists, who were not immune to the
nonscientific attitudes prevalent in the society in which they
developed and worked. Until the 1960s, the science of psy-
chology was largely a “womanless” psychology (Crawford
& Marecek, 1989), meaning that few women were able to
practice psychology, so they had little influence on what
was studied. In addition, the experimental subjects of psy-
chology were mostly men, which resulted from underlying
assumptions that gender had no influence on psychology
and that women were not of sufficient interest to study.

An article by Naomi Weisstein, first published in 1968
(Weisstein, 1993), stimulated a feminist revolution in psychol-
ogy by presenting a critique of psychology as a science. She
also specifically criticized male psychologists for constructing
the psychology of women entirely out of their own cultural
biases and without careful experimental tests to verify any of
their characterizations of women. Weisstein used, as exam-
ples, statements by prominent psychologists in the 1960s,
such as this quote by Bruno Bettleheim: “We must start with
the realization that, as much as women want to be good sci-
entists or engineers, they want first and foremost to be wom-
anly companions of men and to be mothers.” Weisstein’s
critique formed the foundation for the subsequent develop-
ment of a feminist psychology that attempted to be free of
the influence of male cultural biases on our knowledge of the
psychology of women and, indeed, of both genders.

Crawford and Marecek (1989) identify several feminist
approaches to psychology that can be described as feminist
psychology. These include re-evaluating and discovering
the contributions of women to the history of psychology,
studying psychological gender differences, and questioning
the male bias present across the practice of the scientific
approach to knowledge. =
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facilitate interactions among members. Since psychologists
belonging to specific ethnic groups or cultures have the most
interest in studying the psychology of their communities,
these organizations provide an opportunity for the growth
of research on the impact of culture on individual and social

psychology.

LINK TO LEARNING

Read a news story about the influence of an African American’s
psychology research on the historic Brown v. Board of Education civil
rights case.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
- Appreciate the diversity of interests and foci within psychology.

- Understand basic interests and applications in each of the
described areas of psychology.

KEY TERMS

American Psychological Association (APA)
biopsychology

biopsychosocial model

clinical psychology forensic psychology

cognitive psychology
counseling psychology
developmental psychology

- Demonstrate familiarity with some of the major concepts or import-
ant figures in each of the described areas of psychology.

personality psychology
personality traits
sport and exercise psychology

Contemporary psychology is a diverse field that is influ-
enced by all of the historical perspectives described in
the preceding section. Reflective of the discipline’s diversity is
the diversity seen within the American Psychological Asso-
ciation (APA). The APA is a professional organization rep-
resenting psychologists in the United States. The APA is the
largest organization of psychologists in the world, and its mis-
sion is to advance and disseminate psychological knowledge
for the betterment of people. There are 54 divisions within
the APA, representing a wide variety of specialties that range
from Societies for the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality
to Exercise and Sport Psychology to Behavioral Neuroscience
and Comparative Psychology. Reflecting the diversity of the
field of psychology itself, members, affiliate members, and
associate members span the spectrum from students to doc-
toral-level psychologists, and come from a variety of places
including educational settings, criminal justice, hospitals, the
armed forces, and industry (APA, 2020).

The Association for Psychological Science (APS) was
founded in 1988 and seeks to advance the scientific orienta-
tion of psychology. Its founding resulted from disagreements
between members of the scientific and clinical branches of
psychology within the APA (Association for Psycholog-
ical Science, n.d.). The APS publishes six research journals
and engages in education and advocacy with funding agen-
cies. A significant proportion of its members are interna-
tional, although the majority is located in the United States.
Other organizations provide networking and collaboration
opportunities for professionals of several ethnic or racial
groups working in psychology, such as the National Lati-
na/o Psychological Association (NLPA), the Asian American
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Psychological Association (AAPA), the Association of Black
Psychologists (ABPsi), and the Society of Indian Psycholo-
gists (SIP). Most of these groups are also dedicated to study-
ing psychological and social issues within their specific
communities.

This section will provide an overview of the major subdi-
visions within psychology today. This is not meant to be an
exhaustive listing, but it will provide insight into the major
areas of research and practice of modern-day psychologists.

LINK TO LEARNING
Please visit this website to learn about the divisions within the APA.
Student resources are also provided by the APA.

BIOPSYCHOLOGY AND
EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY

As the name suggests, biopsychology explores how our biol-
ogy influences our behavior. While biological psychology is
a broad field, many biological psychologists want to under-
stand how the structure and function of the nervous system is
related to behavior (FIGURE 2.1). As such, they often combine
the research strategies of both psychologists and physiologists
to accomplish this goal (as discussed in Carlson, 2013).

The research interests of biological psychologists span a
number of domains including, but not limited to, sensory and
motor systems, sleep, drug use and abuse, ingestive behav-
ior, reproductive behavior, neurodevelopment, plasticity of
the nervous system, and biological correlates of psychologi-
cal disorders. Given the broad areas of interest falling under
the purview of biological psychology, it will probably come as
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FIGURE 2.1. Biological psychologists study how the structure
and function of the nervous system generate behavior. [This work,
“Overview of Nervous System 2020,” is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0 by
Judy Schmitt. It is a derivative of “Overview of Nervous System Revised” by
Oregon State University/OpenStax, which is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.]

no surprise that individuals from all sorts of backgrounds are
involved in this research, including biologists, medical pro-
fessionals, physiologists, and chemists. This interdisciplinary
approach is often referred to as neuroscience, of which bio-
logical psychology is a component (Carlson, 2013).

While biopsychology typically focuses on the immedi-
ate causes of behavior based in the physiology of a human
or other animal, evolutionary psychology seeks to study the
ultimate biological causes of behavior. To the extent that a
behavior is impacted by genetics, a behavior, like any ana-
tomical characteristic of a human or animal, will demonstrate
adaption to its surroundings. These surroundings include the
physical environment and, since interactions between organ-
isms can be important to survival and reproduction, the
social environment. The study of behavior in the context of
evolution has its origins with Charles Darwin, the co-discov-
erer of the theory of evolution by natural selection. Darwin
was well aware that behaviors should be adaptive and wrote
books titled The Descent of Man (1871) and The Expression of
the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872) to explore this field.

Evolutionary psychology—specifically, the evolutionary
psychology of humans—has enjoyed a resurgence in recent

decades. To be subject to evolution by natural selection, a
behavior must have a significant genetic cause. In general, we
expect all human cultures to express a behavior if it is caused
genetically, since the genetic differences among human groups
are small. The approach taken by most evolutionary psychol-
ogists is to predict the outcome of a behavior in a particu-
lar situation based on evolutionary theory and then to make
observations, or conduct experiments, to determine whether
the results match the theory. It is important to recognize that
these types of studies are not strong evidence that a behavior
is adaptive, since they lack information that the behavior is
in some part genetic and not entirely cultural (Endler, 1986).
Demonstrating that a trait, especially in humans, is naturally
selected is extraordinarily difficult; perhaps for this reason,
some evolutionary psychologists are content to assume the
behaviors they study have genetic determinants (Confer et
al., 2010).

One other drawback of evolutionary psychology is that
the traits we possess now evolved under environmental and
social conditions far back in human history, and we have a
poor understanding of what these conditions were. This
makes predictions about what is adaptive for a behavior dif-
ficult. Behavioral traits need not be adaptive under current
conditions, only under the conditions of the past when they
evolved, about which we can only hypothesize.

There are many areas of human behavior for which evolu-
tion can make predictions. Examples include memory, mate
choice, relationships between kin, friendship and coopera-
tion, parenting, social organization, and status (Confer et al.,
2010).

Evolutionary psychologists have had success in finding
experimental correspondence between observations and
expectations. In one example, in a study of mate preference
differences between men and women that spanned 37 cul-
tures, Buss (1989) found that women valued earning potential
factors greater than men, and men valued potential reproduc-
tive factors (youth and attractiveness) greater than women in
their prospective mates. In general, the predictions were in
line with the predictions of evolution, although there were
deviations in some cultures.

SENSATION AND PERCEPTION

Scientists interested in both the physiological aspects of sen-
sory systems and the psychological experience of sensory
information work within the area of sensation and perception
(FIGURE 2.2). As such, sensation and perception research is
also quite interdisciplinary. Imagine walking between build-
ings as you move from one class to another. You are inun-
dated with sights, sounds, touch sensations, and smells. You
also experience the temperature of the air around you and
maintain your balance as you make your way. These are all
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FIGURE 2.2. When you look at this image, you may see a duck
or a rabbit. The sensory information remains the same, but your
perception can vary dramatically. [“Kaninchen und Ente”/Wikimedia
Commons is in the public domain.]

factors of interest to someone working in the domain of sen-
sation and perception.

Our experience of our world is not as simple as the
sum total of all of the sensory information (or sensations)
together. Rather, our experience (or perception) is complex
and is influenced by where we focus our attention, our previ-
ous experiences, and even our cultural backgrounds.

COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

As mentioned in the previous section, the cognitive revolu-
tion created an impetus for psychologists to focus their atten-
tion on better understanding the mind and mental processes
that underlie behavior. Thus, cognitive psychology is the
area of psychology that focuses on studying cognitions, or
thoughts, and their relationship to our experiences and our
actions. Like biological psychology, cognitive psychology is
broad in its scope and often involves collaborations among
people from a diverse range of disciplinary backgrounds. This
has led some to coin the term cognitive science to describe the
interdisciplinary nature of this area of research (Miller, 2003).

Cognitive psychologists have research interests that span
a spectrum of topics, ranging from attention to problem solv-
ing to language to memory. The approaches used in studying
these topics are equally diverse.

Given such diversity, various concepts related to cognitive
psychology will be covered in relevant portions of the chap-
ters in this text on sensation and perception, thinking and
intelligence, memory, lifespan development, social psychol-
ogy, and therapy.

LINK TO LEARNING

View a brief video recapping some of the major concepts explored
by cognitive psychologists.

DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Developmental psychology is the scientific study of devel-
opment across a lifespan. Developmental psychologists are

FIGURE 2.3. Jean Piaget

is famous for his theories
regarding changes in cognitive
ability that occur as we move
from infancy to adulthood.
[“Jean Piaget in Ann Arbor”/
Wikimedia Commons is in the public
domain.]

interested in processes related
to physical maturation. How-
ever, their focus is not limited
to the physical changes asso-
ciated with aging, as they also
focus on changes in cognitive
skills, moral reasoning, social
behavior, and other psychological attributes.

Early developmental psychologists focused primarily on
changes that occurred through reaching adulthood, provid-
ing enormous insight into the differences in physical, cog-
nitive, and social capacities that exist between very young
children and adults. For instance, research by Jean Piaget
(FIGURE 2.3) demonstrated that very young children do not
demonstrate object permanence. Object permanence refers
to the understanding that physical things continue to exist,
even if they are hidden from us. If you were to show an adult
a toy, and then hide it behind a curtain, the adult knows that
the toy still exists. However, very young infants act as if a
hidden object no longer exists. The age at which object per-
manence is achieved is somewhat controversial (Munakata
et al.,, 1997).

While Piaget was focused on cognitive changes during
infancy and childhood as we move to adulthood, there is an
increasing interest in extending research into the changes that
occur much later in life. This may be reflective of changing
population demographics of developed nations as a whole. As
more and more people live longer lives, the number of people of
advanced age will continue to increase. Indeed, it is estimated
that there were just over 49 million people aged 65 or older liv-
ing in the United States in 2016 (Roberts et al., 2018). However,
by 2030—the year the last of the baby boomers has reached age
65—this number is expected to increase to about 73 million.
By the year 2050, it is estimated that nearly 86 million people
in this country will be 65 or older (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).

PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY

Personality psychology focuses on patterns of thoughts and
behaviors that make each individual unique. Several individu-
als (e.g., Freud and Maslow) that we have already discussed in
our historical overview of psychology, as well as the American
psychologist Gordon Allport, contributed to early theories of
personality. These early theorists attempted to explain how an
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LOW SCORE TRAIT HIGH SCORE
Practical, Openness Curious, possessed of
conventional, (@] (imagination, feelings, (@) a wide range of
prefers routine actions, ideas) interests, independent
Impulsive, Conscientiousness Hardworking,
careless, C (competence, self-discipline, C dependable,
disorganized thoughtfulness, goal-drivenness) organized
Quiet, Extraversion Outgoing,
reserved, E (sociability, assertiveness, E warm, seeks
withdrawn emotional expression) adventure
Critical, Agreeableness Helpful,
uncooperative, A (cooperativeness, trustworthiness, A trusting,
suspicious pleasant nature) empathetic
Calm, Neuroticism Anxious,
even tempered, N (tendency toward N unhappy, prone
secure unstable emotions) to negative emotions

FIGURE 2.4. The dimensions of the Five-Factor model. The provided description would describe
someone who scored highly on that given dimension. Someone with a lower score on a given
dimension could be described in opposite terms. [This work, “Dimensions of Five-Factor Model,” is licensed
under CC BY-SA 4.0 by Judy Schmitt. It is a derivative of “Figure 1.14”/OpenStax, which is licensed under CC BY 4.0.]

individual’s personality develops from his or her given per-
spective. For example, Freud proposed that personality arose
as conflicts between the conscious and unconscious parts
of the mind were carried out over the lifespan. Specifically,
Freud theorized that an individual went through various psy-
chosexual stages of development. According to Freud, adult
personality would result from the resolution of various con-
flicts that centered on the migration of erogenous (or sexual
pleasure—producing) zones from the oral (mouth) to the anal
to the phallic to the genital. Like many of Freud’s theories,
this particular idea was controversial and did not lend itself
to experimental tests (Person, 1980).

More recently, the study of personality has taken on a
more quantitative approach. Rather than explaining how
personality arises, research is focused on identifying per-
sonality traits, measuring these traits, and determining how
these traits interact in a particular context to determine how
a person will behave in any given situation. Personality traits
are relatively consistent patterns of thought and behavior,
and many have proposed that five trait dimensions are suf-
ficient to capture the variations in personality seen across
individuals. These five dimensions are known as the “Big
Five” or the Five-Factor model, and include dimensions of
openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness,
and neuroticism (OCEAN) (FIGURE 2.4). Each of these traits
has been demonstrated to be relatively stable over the lifes-
pan (e.g., McCrae & Costa, 2008; Rantanen et al., 2007; Soldz
& Vaillant, 1999) and is influenced by genetics (e.g., Jang et
al., 1996).

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Social psychology focuses on how we interact with and relate
to others. Social psychologists conduct research on a wide
variety of topics that include differences in how we explain
our own behavior versus how we explain the behaviors of
others, prejudice, and attraction, and how we resolve inter-
personal conflicts. Social psychologists have also sought to
determine how being among other people changes our own
behavior and patterns of thinking.

There are many interesting examples of social psycholog-
ical research, and you will read about many of these in a later
chapter of this textbook. Until then, you will be introduced
to one of the most controversial psychological studies ever
conducted. Stanley Milgram was an Amer