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Acquiescence response bias 
A tendency to agree with statements presented in scales regardless of content.  
 
 
Action potential 
A pulse of electricity, which typically is produced at the cell body of a neuron and transmitted along its axon 
to a synapse that is formed with another neuron. 
 
 
Anti-Semitism 
Prejudice and hostility towards Jews.  
 
 
Aphasia 
Impairment to language or language disorder.  
 
 
Attachment 
A relatively long-term, emotionally important relationship in which one individual seeks proximity to and 
derives security and comfort from the presence of another.  
 
 
Attention 
A cognitive process involving the selection of information for further processing, such as the extraction of 
meaning.  
 
 
Attitudes 
A person’s beliefs and feelings about issues, events, objects, or people, that are thought to influence 
behaviour.  
 
 
Authoritarian personality 
A kind of personality typified by obedience to authority, strict adherence to rules, and hostility towards 
anyone different from oneself.  
 
 
Autobiographical memory 
Remembering events that are of personal relevance.  
 
 
Automatic processing 
The automatic processing of stimuli that occurs without conscious awareness.  
 
 
Avatar 
A term used to describe an alternative virtual identity that is used in three-dimensional computer games, or 
an image used to represent oneself in online communication.  
 
 
Axon 
A component of some neurons, where information is projected over relatively long distances to other 
neurons. It is an extension from the cell body of the neuron. 
 
 
Bar chart 
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A chart consisting of rectangular bars, where the length of each bar is proportional to the value of what its 
represents. So the bar will be longer for larger values, and shorter for smaller values. Bar charts are often 
used to represent the results of psychological experiments because bars of different length are a good way 
of representing graphically the differences in the mean scores obtained in the different conditions.  
 
 
Behaviourism 
An approach in psychology, which argued that only observable behaviour should form the object of study.  
 
 
Behaviour shaping 
The procedure of giving reinforcement for successive approximations to the desired response.  
 
 
Cell body 
A part of a neuron, from which dendrites and (in some cases) an axon extend. Expressed simply, it takes the 
shape of a blob. 
 
 
Classical conditioning 
Conditioning in which a stimulus acquires the capacity to trigger a response by virtue of its pairing with an 
unconditional stimulus.  
 
 
Code/coding 
A way of describing observed behaviour using a set of predetermined categories.  
 
 
Cognitive 
To do with mental processes, such as perception, memory, and thinking.  
 
 
Cognitive interview 
A procedure for interviewing witnesses that draws on research on memory and incorporates a number of 
retrieval strategies.  
 
 
Cognitive style 
The habitual way a person processes information.  
 
 
Collectivist cultures 
Cultures characterized by a focus on values such as concern for others and harmonious relationships.  
 
 
Condition 
A variation in the experimental procedure. By comparing different conditions researchers can make 
inferences about the effects of one variable on another.  
 
 
Conditional stimulus 
A stimulus that evokes a response after being paired with an unconditional stimulus via conditioning. For 
example, the sound of a bell will evoke a salivation response in hungry dogs after being paired with the 
presentation of food.  
 
 
Confirmatory bias 
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A tendency to pay most attention to those features of a phenomenon which appear to confirm prior 
expectations.  
 
 
Confounding variable 
A variable that is not controlled by the researcher but which can affect the results.  
 
 
Content analysis 
An approach to the analysis of written, audio, and visual material which involves identifying and counting 
pre-selected features relevant to the research question.  
 
 
Control condition 
The ‘baseline’ condition, against which experimental conditions can be compared.  
 
 
Control group 
Participants who are allocated to the ‘baseline’ or control condition.  
 
 
Controlled attention 
The conscious allocation of resources to the processing of specific stimuli.  
 
 
Correlation 
An association between two events, meaning that they tend to occur together more often than one might 
expect by chance.  
 
 
Cortex 
The outer layer of the brain.  
 
 
Cycle of enquiry 
The way in which the questions that research addresses are often derived from theories or explanations, 
and the findings of that research then generate new questions or refinements to theory or explanation. 
 
 
Debrief 
A post-research interview designed to inform the participant of the true nature of the study. It may also be 
used to gain useful feedback about the procedures in the study.  
 
 
Demand characteristics 
The cues in an experiment that participants can use to work out how the experimenter expects them to 
behave.  
 
 
Dendrite 
A part of a neuron, the part at which signals from other neurons arrive. 
 
 
Dependent variable 
A variable that is expected to change as a result of the manipulation of the independent variable.  
 
 
Desensitise 
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A process whereby repeated exposure to a stimulus weakens an initially strong response.  
 
 
Determinism 
The belief that everything that happens, including human behaviour, is determined by past events.  
 
 
Development 
The process of change, which starts at the point of fertilization and continues to at least adulthood. In the 
nervous system, it consists of (amongst other things) the production of many new neurons and hence an 
enlargement of the brain. 
 
 
Dichotic listening 
When two different messages are presented simultaneously, one to each ear.  
 
 
Direction of effect 
Describes which of two variables is the initial cause and which is the resulting effect.  
 
 
Discrimination learning 
Learning to respond in the presence of one event (e.g. a green light) but not in the presence of another (e.g. 
a red light).  
 
 
Double blind 
A research design where neither the participants nor the investigator know which group the participants 
belong to, thus reducing the risk of bias in measures and interpretations.  
 
Ecological validity 
The extent to which a study reflects naturally occurring or everyday situations.  
 
 
Elicited behaviour 
Behaviour that is triggered by a stimulus.  
 
 
Emitted behaviour 
Behaviour that is controlled by its consequences.  
 
 
Encoding 
Processing information received from one of the senses into memory.  
 
 
Episodic memory 
Remembering events that happened in the past.  
 
 
Ethics 
Principles that determine right and wrong conduct. In psychological research, ethics refers to the codes and 
principles that researchers should adhere to.  
 
 
Ethnocentrism 
Belief in the superiority of one’s own ethnic group or culture.  
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Ethnography 
A research approach where the researcher carries out extensive observations of a group through being 
involved in their activities over a period of time.  
 
 
Ethology 
The study of animal behaviour under natural conditions.  
 
 
Evolved predisposition 
A behavioural tendency that increases an organism’s chances of survival and reproductive success.  
 
 
Expectancy 
The formation of mental state where an animal comes to expect something to happen after something else 
has happened.  
 
 
Experimental condition 
A condition in an experiment where participants are exposed to a specific variation in the independent 
variable.  
 
 
Extinction 
The removal of a reinforcer, e.g. taking the food pellets away from the Skinner box.  
 
 
Extraversion 
A personality type characterized by outgoing and gregarious behaviour. It forms an extraversion–
introversion continuum with introversion, at the opposite pole, typified by reserved and inward-looking 
behaviour.  
 
 
False memory 
A memory for an event that did not actually take place but was instead only suggested to have occurred.  
 
 
Fascism 
A political ideology or regime marked by extreme nationalism and racism, centralisation of authority and the 
suppression of political opposition.  
 
 
Feedback 
The process whereby actions have effects that alter future actions. For example, if you touch a hot object, in 
future you are more likely to avoid hot objects. The experience has ‘fed back’ to alter your brain so that you 
act differently in the future. Similarly, if you reward a rat by giving it food, it will tend to repeat the action that 
led to the food more often in future. The experience has led to plasticity of the brain – a changed rat. 
 
 
Fibre 
A general description for the parts of a neuron that extend out from the cell body. 
 
 
fMRI 
Functional magnetic resonance imaging is a technique that allows the blood flow in the brain to be 
monitored while the individual undertakes a particular task.  
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F-scale 
A measure of personality characteristics underpinning potential for fascism.  
 
 
Functional anatomy 
A description of the regions of the brain in terms of what they do. For example, a part of the brain is 
concerned with processing information on sounds arriving at the ears and another with information on vision, 
from the eyes. These parts would be labelled in terms of such functions. 
 
 
Functional imaging (also called functional neuroimaging) 
The process of examining the activity levels of the different regions of the brain. Such activity reflects the 
activity of millions of neurons located in each region. 
 
 
Fundamental attribution error 
The tendency to explain the causes of other people’s behaviour as a product of their internal characteristics 
and dispositions rather than external situational factors.  
 
 
Generalise 
To extend the findings of a single study to explain behaviour in other situations or settings.  
 
 
Genes 
Structures contained within the cells of the body, including the neurons, and which determine the form and 
the role of the cell. For example, the genes within a neuron determine the kind of cell that it will become, the 
structures of its axons and dendrites and the nature of the chemical that it will release. 
 
 
Glial cell 
A type of cell also found in the nervous system, in addition to neurons. They perform various functions, such 
as providing material that wraps itself around axons and thereby increasing the speed with which the axons 
conduct action potentials. 
 
 
Grey matter 
This forms much of the outer layer of the brain, the cortex. The gre(ish) colour is due to the presence of the 
cell bodies of neurons. 
 
 
Hemisphere 
The left and right hemispheres are the left and right sides of the brain.  
 
 
Hippocampus 
A region deep in the forebrain implicated in regulating emotion and memory; its shape is similar to that of a 
sea horse.  
 
 
Hypothesis 
A prediction or statement that is tested in an experiment or correlational study.  
 
 
Imprinting 
An innate system that allows rapid learning to occur in animals immediately after birth. It involves developing 
attachment to a specific individual or object.  
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Independent variable 
A variable which is manipulated by the experimenter to see what effect this has on another variable.  
 
 
Individual differences 
Any characteristics that are susceptible to variation between individuals; for example, personality or 
intelligence.  
 
 
Individualistic cultures 
Cultures characterized by a focus on valuing individual goals and achievements.  
 
 
Information-processing model 
A hypothetical model depicting how information taken in by the senses might be processed in the brain.  
 
 
Informed consent 
The principle in psychological research whereby participants must be given comprehensive information 
concerning the nature and purpose of the research and their role in it, in order that they can make an 
informed decision about whether to participate.  
 
 
Innate 
Relating to a behaviour, disposition, or characteristic that is present from birth.  
 
 
Instrumental conditioning 
A form of conditioning in which the outcome depends upon the action of the animal, as exemplified by 
obtaining food on turning a latch or negotiating a maze.  
 
 
Interview 
A ‘conversation with a purpose’, designed to gather in-depth information from research participants. 
Interviews may be structured, asking the same questions of all participants, or semi-structured or 
unstructured allowing interviewers to adapt questions according to participants’ responses.  
 
 
Leading questions 
Questions that suggest or imply an answer.  
 
 
Limited capacity channel 
A channel through which filtered and attended to information passes for further processing, such as storage 
in memory. It is ‘limited’ in terms of the amount of information it can deal with at any one time.  
 
 
Longitudinal studies 
Studies that monitor and chart the development of psychological variables over long periods of time.  
 
 
Maternal deprivation hypothesis 
The idea developed by John Bowlby that any separation of a child from its mother of a week or more before 
the age of 5 will have negative long-term effects for the child.  
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Mean 
An average that is calculated by adding together all the items to be averaged and then dividing the total by 
the number of items.  
 
 
Mechanisms 
The process or set of processes that underpin a particular psychological phenomenon, such as social 
learning.  
 
 
Meta-analysis 
A technique for combining data from different studies on the same topic, and analysing them together, to 
derive an overall conclusion.  
 
 
Misinformation effect 
Errors in memory caused by incorrect post-event information.  
 
 
Moral dilemma 
A situation in which each possible course of action breaches some otherwise binding moral principle.  
 
 
Motor homunculus 
A functional map of the motor cortex showing the regions of the body over which each region of motor cortex 
exerts some control.  
 
 
Myelin 
The structure that surrounds axons and provides insulation so that the action potential travels faster. 
 
 
Myelination 
The process of forming a myelin coating of axons. 
 
 
Negative reinforcement 
The process of removing something as a consequence of a particular behaviour, which increases the 
frequency of showing that behaviour.  
 
 
Neuron 
This is a type of cell that transmits and processes information. It is located in what is called the ‘nervous 
system’.  
 
 
Neuropsychology 
The sub-discipline of psychology concerned with studying the structure and function of the brain, and 
therefore the relationship between the brain and psychological processes.  
 
Obedience 
Complying with the demands of others, usually those in positions of authority.  
 
 
Open-ended question 
A question that does not suggest or imply an answer and usually invites the witness to provide as much 
detail as they can.  
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Operant conditioning 
The form of instrumental conditioning that occurs in the Skinner box.  
 
 
Partial reinforcement 
A schedule in which the rat gets reinforced only occasionally.  
 
 
Personality 
A person’s stable and enduring traits and characteristics, that lead them to behave in a steady way over 
time.  
 
 
Personality theory 
A set of propositions about the structure and/or development of personality which forms the basis of a 
coherent, evidence-based explanation.  
 
 
Phrenology 
The study of the contours of the head and trying to link this to the function of the various regions of brain. In 
large part, it is now discredited.  
 
 
Plasticity 
The process of change in the brain that occurs throughout life (though to a lesser extent as we age). It 
occurs as a result of a complex interaction between genes and environment. For example, when we learn 
something new, the brain changes. If a part of the brain is damaged, reorganization can occurs and 
compensate for the damage, such as after a stroke. This also exemplifies the brain’s capacity for change, its 
plasticity.  
 
 
Positive reinforcement 
The process of giving something as a consequence of a particular behaviour, which increases the frequency 
of showing that behaviour.  
 
 
Post-event information 
Knowledge provided about an event after it has taken place.  
 
 
Priming 
Where exposure to a particular behaviour renders more likely the display of that behaviour in subsequent 
similar situations.  
 
 
Principle of localisation 
The principle that psychological functions can be associated with particular regions of the brain.  
 
 
Procedural memory 
Remembering how to perform actions.  
 
 
Prospective memory 
Remembering actions that need to be completed in the future.  
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Psychoanalysis 
A set of theories and therapeutic methods exploring the unconscious processes influencing human 
behaviour.  
 
 
Punishment 
An event that follows a response and which leads to a decrease in the frequency of that response.  
 
 
Qualitative data 
Data which is not in numerical form. There are different kinds of qualitative data for instance interview 
material, written text such as newspaper articles or diaries.  
 
 
Quantitative data 
Data which can be measured, counted, or expressed in numerical terms, for example scores, ratings, and 
percentages.  
 
 
Range 
A descriptive statistics used to represent the distribution of scores within a sample. It consists of the lowest 
and the highest individual values. For example, the range (12,90) indicates that the lowest score obtained in 
a sample was 12 and the highest 90. 
 
 
Reflex 
An automatic reaction to a stimulus.  
 
 
Replication 
When a result from a research study is found again in a subsequent study. Replication is important to 
establishing the veracity of a finding.  
 
 
Report 
A report is a written document describing information and/or findings to a certain audience, usually for a 
specific purpose.  
 
 
Retrieval 
Recovering information that is stored in our memory system.  
 
 
Scale 
A set of items such as questions on a questionnaire which combine to measure a bigger construct (e.g. a 
personality characteristic) that cannot be measured directly.  
 
 
Scattergram/scatterplot 
A graph that shows the relationship between two variables, where pairs of values concerning the two 
variables are plotted as a single point. One variable forms the horizontal axis and the other variable the 
vertical axis. The pattern of points suggests whether or not a positive or negative correlation exists between 
the two variables.  
 
 
Script 
An organized sequence of behaviours that is associated with a particular setting. A 'restaurant script', for 
example, would include a sequence of behaviours appropriate to eating in a restaurant.  
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Semantic memory 
Remembering factual information.  
 
 
Sensitive responsiveness 
Tendency in children to bond with persons who respond most sensitively to their signals.  
 
 
Social learning 
A theory of learning based on observing and imitating the behaviours of others.  
 
 
Standard deviation 
A descriptive statistic calculated by working out the mean difference between individual values in the data 
and the mean value. It represents the average amount by which individual values differ (or deviate) from the 
mean. 
 
 
Stimulus 
A trigger to behaviour.  
 
 
Stimulus-response psychology 
An approach to understanding behaviour which suggested that learning consists of the acquisition of new 
links between stimuli and responses.  
 
 
Storage 
Storing information in memory.  
 
 
Strange Situation 
A way of assessing attachment security in a laboratory setting. It consists of a standardized set of episodes 
involving a child, their mother and a stranger in a sequence of separations and reunions.  
 
 
Stroke 
A loss of supply of blood to a region in the brain resulting in disruption of brain function.  
 
 
Synapse 
The junction between a neuron (presynaptic cell) and another cell (postsynaptic cell). In the brain the 
postsynaptic cell is another neuron. It is the region where the presynaptic cell influences the postsynaptic 
cell. The presynaptic cell releases a chemical, called a neurotransmitter, which influences the post-synaptic 
cell. Typically, activity in the presynaptic cell might excite the postsynaptic cell. 
 
 
Theory 
A set of propositions about a psychological phenomenon (for example attention) which form the basis of a 
testable explanation.  
 
 
Top-down processes 
When experience, expectations, and/or stored knowledge influence the allocation of resources to certain 
stimuli.  
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Unconditional stimulus 
A stimulus that evokes a response without any conditioning taking place, for example, the smell of food will 
evoke a salivation response in hungry dogs.  
 
 
White matter 
The part of the nervous system that consists largely of axons transmitting information from one location to 
another. It owes its white(ish) colour to the presence of myelin. 
 


