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Gender Bias in Psychology
Gender bias refers to the unequal treatment or representation based 
on gender in psychological research and theory. Two key forms 
include:

Androcentrism

The tendency to view the male perspective as the norm or 
standard, whilst treating female experiences as deviations. 
This has historically led to research being conducted primarily 
on male participants with findings generalised to all humans.

Alpha Bias

Exaggerates differences between males and females, often 
reinforcing stereotypes and potentially leading to 
discriminatory practices in both research and application.

Beta Bias

Minimises or ignores differences between males and females, 
potentially overlooking important gender-specific factors in 
behaviour, cognition, and development.

Exam Question: Explain what is meant by 'androcentrism' in 
psychology. [2 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss two ways in which gender bias might affect 
psychological research. [4 marks]



Cultural Bias in Psychology
Cultural bias occurs when psychological theories and research 
methods reflect the values, assumptions and perspectives of one 
culture (typically Western) whilst being applied universally.

Ethnocentrism

The tendency to view one's own cultural group as superior and 
to judge other cultures by the standards and values of one's 
own culture. This has led to Western psychological findings 
being inappropriately generalised to non-Western populations.

Cultural Relativism

The view that behaviour should be understood in terms of the 
cultural context in which it occurs. This approach recognises 
that psychological phenomena may manifest differently across 
cultures and should be interpreted within their specific 
cultural frameworks.

Cultural bias can significantly impact research validity, as findings from 
WEIRD samples (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic) 
may not apply to other populations.

Exam Question: Explain what psychologists mean by 'ethnocentrism'. 
[2 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss how cultural relativism might influence 
psychological research methods. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Evaluate the impact of cultural bias on the 
development of psychological theories. [8 marks]



Free Will and Determinism

Hard Determinism
The view that all behaviour is determined 
by factors beyond our control. According to 
this perspective, free will is an illusion, and 
all human actions are caused by prior 
events following natural laws. Behaviour is 
viewed as predictable if we have sufficient 
knowledge of causal factors.

Soft Determinism
Also known as compatibilism, this position 
holds that determinism and free will are 
compatible. It suggests that whilst 
behaviour is determined, individuals can 
make choices within constraints. Our 
actions are determined by internal factors 
(personality, beliefs) rather than just 
external forces.

Free Will
The idea that individuals can make 
conscious decisions that are not completely 
determined by external factors, genetics, or 
past experiences. This perspective 
emphasises personal responsibility and 
choice in human behaviour.

Exam Question: Outline the difference between hard determinism and soft determinism. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the implications of a deterministic approach for our understanding of criminal behaviour. [8 marks]



Types of Determinism
Determinism in psychology takes several forms, each emphasising 
different causal factors in explaining human behaviour:

Biological Determinism

Behaviour is determined by genetics, neuroanatomy, and 
biochemistry. This approach suggests that our actions are 
primarily influenced by our biological makeup, including 
genetic predispositions and brain structure/function.

Environmental Determinism

Behaviour is determined by external factors and experiences. 
This includes the influence of conditioning, social learning, 
and cultural factors on shaping human actions and thoughts.

Psychic Determinism

Behaviour is determined by unconscious mental processes. 
This Freudian concept suggests that our actions are influenced 
by unconscious conflicts, repressed memories, and early 
childhood experiences that we may not be consciously aware 
of.

The scientific emphasis on causal explanations in psychology reflects 
the discipline's commitment to identifying the factors that reliably 
predict and explain behaviour. This approach has been crucial for 
establishing psychology as a scientific discipline.

Exam Question: Explain what is meant by 'psychic determinism' in 
psychology. [2 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss how a biologically deterministic approach 
might explain aggressive behaviour. [6 marks]



The Nature-Nurture Debate
The nature-nurture debate concerns the relative contributions of genetic inheritance and environmental factors to human development and 
behaviour.

Nature
The 'nature' perspective emphasises the importance of biological factors, including 
genes, hormones, and neurological structures. This view suggests that many 
psychological characteristics are innate or inherited.

Examples: Twin studies showing genetic influence on intelligence, personality traits with 
high heritability, and evolutionary explanations of behaviour.

Nurture
The 'nurture' perspective emphasises the role of environmental factors, including 
parenting, education, culture, and social experiences. This view suggests that 
psychological characteristics are acquired through learning and experience.

Examples: Cultural variations in behaviour, effects of different parenting styles, and social 
learning of gender roles.

Interactionist Approach
Modern psychology generally adopts an interactionist approach, recognising that nature 
and nurture interact in complex ways. Genetic predispositions may be expressed 
differently depending on environmental conditions (epigenetics).

Examples: Diathesis-stress model of mental disorders, development of language abilities, 
and phenylketonuria (PKU).

Exam Question: Outline the interactionist approach to the nature-nurture debate. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the relative importance of genetic and environmental factors in the development of intelligence. [8 marks]



Holism and Reductionism
Holism and reductionism represent contrasting approaches to 
explanation in psychology, focusing on different levels of analysis:

1
2

3

4

5

6

1 Holism

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts

2 Social Level

Group dynamics, cultural influences

3 Psychological Level

Thoughts, feelings, behaviours

4 Neurological Level

Brain structures and functions

5 Biochemical Level

Neurotransmitters, hormones

6 Genetic Level

DNA, genes, heritability

Reductionism attempts to explain complex phenomena by breaking 
them down into simpler components. In psychology, this often takes 
two main forms:

Biological reductionism: Explaining behaviour in terms of 
physiological processes, brain mechanisms, or genetic factors.

Environmental (stimulus-response) reductionism: Explaining 
behaviour in terms of observable stimuli and responses, as in 
behaviourist approaches.

Holism emphasises studying the whole person or system rather than 
just its components, recognising that complex systems have emergent 
properties not predictable from their parts alone.

Exam Question: Explain what is meant by 'biological reductionism' in 
psychology. [2 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the strengths and limitations of a reductionist 
approach in psychology. [8 marks]



Idiographic and Nomothetic Approaches

Idiographic Approach
The idiographic approach focuses on understanding the unique, 
subjective experiences of individuals. This approach emphasises:

In-depth study of individual cases

Qualitative research methods

Understanding personal meaning and subjective experience

Recognising individual differences and uniqueness

Methods commonly associated with this approach include case 
studies, unstructured interviews, and personal accounts. The 
humanistic perspective in psychology often adopts an idiographic 
approach.

Example: Freud's detailed case studies like 'Little Hans' or Rogers' 
client-centred therapy focusing on individual experiences.

Nomothetic Approach
The nomothetic approach aims to establish general laws and 
principles that apply to all people. This approach emphasises:

Studying large groups of people

Quantitative research methods

Statistical analysis and measurement

Identifying universal patterns and principles

Methods commonly associated with this approach include 
experiments, psychometric tests, and surveys. The cognitive and 
biological perspectives often adopt a nomothetic approach.

Example: Eysenck's personality theory identifying universal traits or 
laboratory studies of memory processes.

Exam Question: Outline two differences between idiographic and nomothetic approaches in psychology. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Evaluate the usefulness of an idiographic approach in psychological research. [8 marks]



Ethical Implications in Psychology
Psychological research and theories have significant ethical 
implications that must be carefully considered. These include:

Social Sensitivity

Research findings and theories can influence how society 
views and treats certain groups. Psychologists must consider 
how their work might reinforce stereotypes or prejudice, 
particularly regarding gender, race, sexuality, or mental health 
conditions.

Determinism and Responsibility

Deterministic explanations may challenge notions of personal 
responsibility and free will. This has implications for how 
society approaches criminal justice, mental health treatment, 
and personal accountability.

Application of Research

Psychological knowledge can be applied in ways that benefit 
or harm individuals. Ethical considerations include how 
findings might be used in advertising, interrogation 
techniques, or behaviour modification programmes.

The British Psychological Society (BPS) provides ethical guidelines 
that address these concerns, emphasising principles such as:

Respect for the autonomy, privacy, and dignity of individuals

Scientific integrity and social responsibility

Maximising benefit and minimising harm

Justice and fair treatment of all people

Exam Question: Explain what is meant by 'social sensitivity' in 
psychological research. [2 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the ethical implications of biological 
explanations of criminal behaviour. [8 marks]



Gender Bias: Case Studies
Historical examples of gender bias in psychological research demonstrate how androcentrism and alpha/beta bias have influenced the 
development of psychological theory:

1

Kohlberg's Moral Development
Lawrence Kohlberg's theory of moral development was based on a 

longitudinal study of 84 boys with no female participants. When 
Carol Gilligan later studied women, she found they often used an 
'ethics of care' approach rather than the 'justice' approach that 

Kohlberg's theory emphasised, suggesting his theory showed beta 
bias by failing to account for gender differences.

2

Asch's Conformity Studies
Solomon Asch's classic conformity experiments initially used only 
male participants. Later research showed that conformity patterns 
may differ between genders, with some studies suggesting women 
conform more in certain contexts, demonstrating how androcentric 

research can lead to incomplete understanding.

3

Evolutionary Psychology
Some evolutionary psychology theories have been criticised for 

alpha bias, exaggerating gender differences by emphasising 
different reproductive strategies for men and women. Critics argue 

these theories sometimes reinforce stereotypes rather than 
accurately representing the complexity of human behaviour.

Exam Question: Using an example, explain how androcentrism might affect the validity of psychological research. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Evaluate the extent to which modern psychology has addressed issues of gender bias. [8 marks]



Cultural Bias: Research Examples
Cultural bias has significantly influenced psychological research and 
theory development. Consider these examples:

Intelligence Testing

Early IQ tests were developed and standardised on Western 
populations, leading to lower scores for individuals from 
different cultural backgrounds. These tests often contained 
culturally specific knowledge and valued certain cognitive 
skills over others, demonstrating ethnocentrism in 
psychological assessment.

Attachment Theory

Bowlby's attachment theory was based on Western ideals of 
child-rearing, where the mother-child dyad is emphasised. In 
cultures with communal child-rearing practices (e.g., multiple 
caregivers in extended families), children develop healthy 
attachments through different patterns than those considered 
'secure' in Western research.

Mental Health Classification

Diagnostic systems like the DSM were developed primarily in 
Western contexts. Culture-bound syndromes and different 
expressions of mental distress across cultures challenge the 
universality of these diagnostic categories. For example, 
depression may present with more somatic symptoms in some 
Asian cultures compared to the emotional symptoms 
emphasised in Western diagnoses.

Cultural relativism encourages psychologists to:

Develop culturally sensitive research methods

Include diverse populations in research samples

Consider cultural context when interpreting findings

Recognise that psychological phenomena may manifest differently 
across cultures

Exam Question: Explain how intelligence testing might demonstrate 
cultural bias. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the implications of cultural bias for the 
diagnosis of mental disorders. [8 marks]



Free Will vs. Determinism: Applications
The debate between free will and determinism has significant practical implications across various domains:

Criminal Justice
A hard deterministic view suggests criminals 
are products of their biology and 
environment, potentially supporting 
rehabilitation over punishment. If criminal 
behaviour is determined by factors beyond 
individual control (e.g., genetic 
predispositions to aggression or childhood 
trauma), this challenges traditional notions 
of moral responsibility and just punishment.

2

Mental Health Treatment
Different therapeutic approaches reflect 
varying positions on the free will-
determinism spectrum. Psychodynamic 
approaches emphasise unconscious 
determinants of behaviour, while 
humanistic therapies emphasise client 
choice and self-determination. Cognitive-
behavioural therapy balances deterministic 
factors with the individual's capacity to 
make changes.

Education
Educational approaches may emphasise 
either deterministic factors (e.g., genetic 
influences on learning abilities) or the role 
of individual effort and choice. This 
influences how we approach learning 
difficulties, motivation, and educational 
interventions. A balanced view recognises 
both innate abilities and the potential for 
development through effort.

Exam Question: Explain how a hard deterministic approach might influence approaches to criminal rehabilitation. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the implications of the free will versus determinism debate for our understanding of mental health treatment. [8 marks]



Nature-Nurture: Case Studies
Research examining the relative contributions of nature and nurture 
provides valuable insights into human development:

1Twin Studies

Research comparing 
monozygotic 

(identical) twins with 
dizygotic (fraternal) 

twins helps estimate 
heritability of traits. 

Studies of twins reared 
apart are particularly 

valuable. For example, 
the Minnesota Twin 

Study found 
correlations of about 
0.7 for IQ in identical 

twins raised 
separately, suggesting 

significant genetic 
influence on 
intelligence.

2 Language 
Acquisition

Chomsky proposed an 
innate Language 
Acquisition Device 
(LAD), suggesting a 
biological basis for 
language. However, 
cases like Genie 
(isolated during critical 
period) show 
environmental input is 
crucial. The 
interactionist 
approach recognises 
that while humans 
have innate capacity 
for language, 
development requires 
appropriate 
environmental 
stimulation.

3Phenylketonuria 
(PKU)

This genetic disorder 
causes inability to 

metabolise 
phenylalanine, 

potentially leading to 
intellectual disability. 

However, 
environmental 

intervention (diet 
modification) prevents 

symptoms, 
demonstrating gene-

environment 
interaction. This 

illustrates how genetic 
predispositions can be 

modified by 
environmental factors.

Modern epigenetic research has transformed our understanding of 
nature-nurture interactions by showing how environmental factors can 
influence gene expression without changing DNA sequence. For 
example:

Maternal stress during pregnancy can affect gene expression in 
offspring

Early childhood experiences can alter gene expression related to 
stress response

Nutritional factors can influence how genes are expressed

This research supports an interactionist approach that recognises the 
complex, bidirectional relationship between genetic and 
environmental factors.

Exam Question: Outline how twin studies have contributed to our 
understanding of the nature-nurture debate. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Discuss the role of epigenetics in our understanding 
of nature-nurture interactions. [8 marks]



Holism vs. Reductionism: Applications
The contrast between holistic and reductionist approaches can be observed across different areas of psychology:

Understanding Depression
Reductionist Approach: Focuses on 
neurotransmitter imbalances (e.g., serotonin 
hypothesis) or genetic predispositions. 
Treatment might emphasise medication to 
correct chemical imbalances.

Holistic Approach: Considers biological 
factors alongside psychological processes, 
social relationships, life events, and cultural 
context. Treatment might integrate 
medication, therapy, lifestyle changes, and 
social support.

Learning and Education
Reductionist Approach: Might focus on neural 
mechanisms of memory formation or specific 
stimulus-response connections in learning. 
Educational applications might emphasise 
repetition and reinforcement.

Holistic Approach: Considers motivation, 
social context, teaching relationships, cultural 
factors, and individual differences. Educational 
applications might emphasise meaningful 
learning contexts and whole-person 
development.

Decision Making
Reductionist Approach: Might focus on neural 
activity in specific brain regions or cognitive 
biases in information processing. Emphasises 
internal mechanisms.

Holistic Approach: Considers emotions, 
values, social influences, cultural context, and 
personal history. Recognises that decisions 
emerge from complex interactions between 
multiple factors at different levels.

Exam Question: Explain how a reductionist approach might be applied to understanding phobias. [4 marks]

Exam Question: Evaluate the strengths and limitations of a holistic approach to understanding human behaviour. [8 marks]



Revision and Exam Preparation

Key Debates to Master

Gender and Cultural Bias Androcentrism, alpha/beta 
bias, ethnocentrism, cultural 
relativism

Free Will vs. Determinism Hard determinism, soft 
determinism, 
biological/environmental/psy
chic determinism

Nature vs. Nurture Genetic influences, 
environmental factors, 
interactionist approach

Holism vs. Reductionism Levels of explanation, 
biological reductionism, 
environmental reductionism

Idiographic vs. Nomothetic Individual focus vs. general 
laws, qualitative vs. 
quantitative methods

Ethical Implications Social sensitivity, application 
of research findings

Exam Technique Tips
For 2-mark questions: Define the concept clearly and provide a 
brief example

For 4-mark questions: Outline two distinct points with elaboration

For 8-mark questions: Develop a balanced evaluation with 
evidence and examples

Always link your answer to psychological research or theories

Practice Questions
Short Answer Questions:

Explain what is meant by 'beta bias' in psychology. [2 marks]

Outline the difference between idiographic and nomothetic 
approaches. [4 marks]

Explain how biological reductionism might be applied to 
understanding aggression. [4 marks]

Extended Writing Questions:

Discuss the nature-nurture debate in relation to the development 
of intelligence. [8 marks]

Evaluate the usefulness of a reductionist approach in psychology. 
[8 marks]

Discuss the ethical implications of research into genetic influences 
on behaviour. [8 marks]

Remember to apply these debates to different topics across your A-
level course, including cognitive psychology, social psychology, 
psychopathology, and biopsychology.


