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1. STRUCTURED VERSUS UNSTRUCTURED 
OBSERVATIONS: TWO EXAMPLES FROM STUDYING 
CHILDREN'S PLAY  
 
     1.1. Introduction 
     1.2. Structured Observation 
     1.2.1. Methodological Issues with Structured      
                                        Observation s 
     1.3. Unstructured Observation 
     1.4. References 
 
 
1.1. INTRODUCTION 
 
     Observation methods attempt to study individua ls 
without interfering with their behaviour if possibl e. The 
focus is upon what can be learnt from individuals i n 
their own habitat acting "normally". In fact, Lofla nd 
(1971) described the observation method as "the mos t 
penetrating of strategies, the most close and telli ng 
mode of gathering information". 
     Both qualitative and quantitative data can be 
collected by these methods. 
 
     Leary (2001) listed the three decisions for 
researchers using this method: 
 
i) Will it occur in a natural or contrived setting?  
ii) Will the participants know they are being obser ved? 
iii) How will the behaviour be recorded? 
 
     Herbert (1990) distinguished five types of 
observation: 
 
� Unstructured - record as much as possible using no pre-

determined format; 
� Semi-structured - partly using pre-determined forma t; 
� Structured - fully making use of pre-determined for mat; 
These first three variations are all non-participan t. 
 
� Active participant - observer joins in the activiti es 

of the group, and their identity as observer is unk nown 
to the group; 

� Passive participant - participation in the activiti es 
and identity as observer known to the group.  

 
     This article concentrates upon structured and 
unstructured observations. Structured observations can 
test hypotheses about specific behaviours while 
unstructured observations tend to describe all the 
behaviour in the situation (Dyer 1995) (table 1.1).  
     Play is an ideal behaviour to observe because 
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children are acting naturally, and this would be lo st if 
they are placed in a controlled environment of an 
experiment. They can be observed playing with paren ts 
(structured observation example) or with peers 
(unstructured observation example).      
 
 

 
 
Table 1.1 - Comparison of structured and unstructur ed  
observations. 
 
 
1.2. STRUCTURED OBSERVATION 
 
     This type of observation makes use of detailed  
coding frames prepared before the observation. It u sually 
concentrates on specific behaviours and collects 
quantitative data. It can be "a good deal more 
complicated, time-consuming and challenging than so me 
other forms of data collection. It can also be a go od 
deal more interesting" (Wilkinson 2000 p238). 
 
     Though the categories used in this type of 
observation are scientific, it is a reductionist me thod: 
 
      To describe a person as "lifting an arm" may be  
      objective physically but is striped of social   
      meaning compared with "she waved", "he made a   
      bid" or "she threatened the child". Reduction  to 
      the simplest units of behaviour (the "molecul ar"  
      level) can create observations which are nume rous,  
      separated and meaningless (Coolican 1990 p65) . 
 
 
     Table 1.2 lists the main strengths and weaknes ses of 
this method. 
      
 
 
 
 
 

STRUCTURED OBSERVATION UNSTRUCTURED OBSERVATION 

- Concentrates on specific  
behaviour. 
 
-  Checklist devised before                            
observation begins. 
 
- Test hypotheses. 
 
- Reliability possible to  
establish. 

- All behaviour in 
situation observed. 
 
- No checklist used, but 
any and all data recorded. 
 
- Describe behaviour. 
 
- Difficult to establish  
reliability. 
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Table 1.2 - Strengths and weaknesses of structured 
observations. 
 
 
1.2.1. Methodological Issues with Structured Observ ations 
 
     A number of the methodological issues are impo rtant 
here. 
 
 
1. Coding of Behaviour 
 
     There are a number of ways to record the data 
observed: frequency or the duration and intensity o f the 
behaviour.  
     The frequency can be recorded by behaviour cod ing: 
counting the number of a particular behaviour (tabl e 
1.3). While behaviour rating can be used for the du ration 
or intensity of a behaviour. Behaviour rating invol ves 
scoring each behaviour on a scale (table 1.4). 
 
 

 
 
Table 1.3 - Example of behaviour coding system for rating  
anxiety in children speaking in public. 
 
 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

- Quantitative data 
collected which allow 
statistical analysis. 
 
- Comparison on data 
possible. 
 
- Ease of coding 
observations. 

-  Limited use because such                            
narrow focus.  
 
- Ignores events other than 
the observed behaviour.  
 
- Depends on clarity of 
definition of behaviour 
categories. 

TICK CHART FOR BEHAVIOUR OBSERVED 
 
     Record every time behaviour seen:  
 
     1. Knees trembling  
     2. Face flushed 
     3. Swallows 
     4. Perspires on face 
     5. Perspires on hands 
     6. Perspires, other areas 
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Table 1.4 - Example of behaviour rating system for rating  
anxiety in children speaking in front of an audienc e. 
 
 
     Table 1.5 compares the two methods of coding f or 
strengths and weaknesses. 
 
 

 
 
Table 1.5 - Strengths and weaknesses of frequency, 
duration and intensity recording in structured 
observations. 
 
 
 
 

SCORE FOR EACH BEHAVIOUR (using 5 point scale) 
 
1           2         3                4         5 
no          just      slightly        quite    very  
sign      noticeable  noticeable   noticeable  noti ceable 
 
 
     1. Shuffles feet 
     2. Hand tremors 
     3. Breathes heavily 
     4. Voice quivers 
 

FREQUENCY RECORDING/ 
BEHAVIOUR CODING 

DURATION AND INTENSITY 
RECORDING/ BEHAVIOUR RATING 

STRENGTHS 
 
- Easy to use. 
 
- Can be used for low 
frequency behaviours. 
 
- Measures how much of 
behaviour present. 
 
WEAKNESSES 
 
- Each unit of behaviour 
recorded as same. 
 
- Requires behaviour to 
have clear start and end. 
 
- Can be difficult with 
multiple behaviours. 

STRENGTHS 
 
- Can show differences 
between same unit of 
behaviour. 
 
- More sophisticated than 
frequency. 
 
- Can transform into 
frequency data. 
 
WEAKNESSES 
 
- Requires behaviour to 
have clear start and end. 
 
- Intensity ratings can 
have reliability issues. 
 
- Demanding on observer. 
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2. Sampling 
 
     A structured or systematic observation must sa mple 
the behaviour being observed. Other observation met hods 
may also sample, but it is less important. This can  
include time, event, or point sampling. 
 
     i) Time sampling  
 
     The observer does not watch for long periods b ut 
sample the time; for example, five minutes in every  hour, 
and what is happening during that time is seen as 
representative of the whole. 
     This sampling can be either continuous (every 
instance of the behaviour in an uninterrupted time)  or 
discontinuous (Gelfand and Hartmann 1984). Disconti nuous 
recording uses repeated sampling periods in differe nt 
ways: 
 
� Interval sampling - Occurrence or absence of behavi our 

in observed period. Partial interval time sampling 
notes the behaviour if it appears for some of the t ime, 
and with whole interval time sampling, the behaviou r 
must be present throughout the whole period observe d.  

 
� Momentary time sampling - Occurrence or absence of 

behaviour at a specific moment. 
 
     Each technique has strengths and weaknesses (t able 
1.6). 
 
 
     ii) Event sampling  
 
     This records every time the behaviour appears.  Whole 
interval event sampling records the occurrence or n ot of 
the behaviour every "x" seconds (whatever the time period 
being used) (Oldfield 2001).   
     It tends to study the behaviour from beginning  to 
end (Wilkinson 2000). 
 
 
     iii) Point sampling  
 
     This records the behaviour shown by each indiv idual 
in turn. It is useful for small groups. 
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Table 1.6 - Strengths and weaknesses of different t ypes 
of sampling. 
 
 
3. Reliability of Observations 
 
     When observing a large amount of data, it is 
possible to miss a certain amount or selectively 
concentrate on the more "interested" aspects. This is 
observer bias, and challenges the reliability of th e 
observation. It is a example of "chance response 
tendencies" (Dunnette 1996). The behaviour observed  is  
not representative of the behaviour generally. This  can 
also occur in structured and systematic observation s with 
poorly defined behaviour categories.  
     It can be overcome by the use of multiple obse rvers 
(to establish inter-observer reliability), practisi ng 
with the behaviour categories beforehand (pilot stu dy), 
and video recording the behaviour to be observed. 
 
     Dunnette (1996) adds three other sources of er ror 

CONTINUOUS TIME 
SAMPLING 

INTERVAL 
RECORDING 

MOMENTARY TIME 
SAMPLING 

STRENGTHS 
 
- Can measure 
frequency and 
duration of 
behaviour. 
 
- Can show 
connection and 
order of 
behaviours 
together. 
 
WEAKNESSES 
 
- Behaviours must 
have clear start 
and end. 
 
- Can be 
difficult for 
observers if 
multiple 
behaviours. 

STRENGTHS 
 
- Useful when 
start and end of 
behaviours 
unclear. 
 
- Use for both 
frequency and 
duration of 
behaviour. 
 
WEAKNESSES 
 
- Can 
underestimate 
(whole interval) 
or overestimate 
(partial 
interval) 
behaviour. 
 
- Depends on 
length of 
interval used, 
particularly for 
whole interval 
time sampling. 

STRENGTHS 
 
- Good when start 
and end of 
behaviour 
unclear. 
 
- Convenient. 
 
WEAKNESSES 
 
- Cannot measure 
"stream" of 
behaviour. 
 
- May miss rare 
or brief 
responses. 
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for reliability: inadequate samples (due to poor 
sampling), changes in the participants' behaviour 
(reactivity because they know they are being watche d), 
and changes in the environment due to the observati on. 
The use of unobtrusive observation can reduce the  
last two problems. 
 
 
4. Record-Keeping 
 
     When to record the information is more of a pr oblem 
than it  seems. The simple answer is while observin g 
(running or specimen record-keeping), but this is n ot 
possible in participant observations or covert 
observations. Specimen record-keeping is more detai led 
than running record-keeping. Recording the data lat er is 
anecdotal record-keeping. Table 1.7 compares the  
different means of record-keeping. 
     Because of these problems the use of video may  be 
better, but it is not perfect (table 1.8). George e t al 
(2006) noted the "especially sensitive topic" of vi deo-
recording children today. Though gaining consent to  study 
children is relevant to any observation with or wit hout 
video cameras. 
 
 

 
 
Table 1.7 - Strengths and weaknesses of three metho ds of  
record-keeping in observations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     ANECDOTAL          RUNNING             SPECIME N 
     RECORD-KEEPING     RECORD-KEEPING     RECORD-K EEPING 
 
STRENGTH 
 
- Not rushed.         -  Observe the behaviour as happens.  
 
- Allows for more      - Unbiased estimates of freq uency 
    details.                and duration of behavio urs. 
 
WEAKNESS 
  
- Memory problems.    - Difficult to observe and re cord a 
                                  at same time. 
 
- Issues about         - Aided by responses having clear 
   reliability.              start and end. 
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Table - 1.8 - Strengths and weaknesses of the use o f 
video-recording in structured observations. 
 
 
Structured Observation Example: Langlois and Downs (1980) 
 
     This study involved the observation of the rea ction 
of parents and peers to young children's gender-
appropriate and gender-inappropriate play behaviour s.  
     There were two observations. The first study 
involved observing forty-eight sets of children, th eir 
mothers and peers (using a video camera) in a famil iar 
room in the children's nursery. Undergraduates naiv e to 
the purpose of the study categorised the behaviour on the 
videotapes for every five-second interval. 
 
     In the second observation, forty-eight childre n aged 
3-5 years old played with their fathers for two 15- minute 
sessions. In one session, only "masculine" toys (eg  "army 
set with soldiers and war vehicles") were available , and 
in the other, "feminine" (eg "a large stove with po ts, 
dishes, and utensils"). The father's reaction to th e 
child's play was scored for each ten second interva l 
based around categories of reward and categories of  
punishment (table 1.9). 
 
     Fathers showed more reward behaviours for thei r 
children when they played with appropriate-gender t oys 
(eg smile - mean percentage of observed intervals: 6.58 
vs 3.38; praise: 3.77 vs 1.94), and more punishment  
behaviours for gender-inappropriate toys (eg negati ve 
talk: 4.54 vs 1.73; verbal ridicule: 2.71 vs 0.04).  
Overall fathers were more definite in approving 
appropriate-gender behaviours for boys than peers a nd 
mothers, and peers and fathers were disapproving of  
gender-inappropriate behaviours for boys. 
 
 
 
 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

- Ability to replay and 
pause behaviour, and use 
slow motion. 
 
- Observer can stop when 
tired. 
 
- Analyse or include other 
behaviours not originally 
in study. 

- Takes long time to 
analyse. 
 
- Effect of presence of 
equipment on children. 
 
- Limits of fixed camera 
points or problems of 
moving camera operators. 
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(After Langlois and Downs 1980) 

 
Table 1.9 - Examples of definitions of categories u sed by 
Langlois and Downs 1980). 
 
 
1.3. UNSTRUCTURED OBSERVATION 
 
     Used often at the beginning of research projec ts, 
the aim is to record as much as possible. This not only 
includes the specified behaviour, but the context a nd 
surroundings of the behaviour.  
     Data collected with this method tends to be 
"narrative data" (ie qualitative) rather than stati stics 
(quantitative). Jean Piaget (eg 1951) used this met hod 
when observing his own children. 
     Table 1.10 lists the strengths and weakness of  this 
method.  
 
 
Unstructured Observation Example: Fein (1984) 
 
     This study, using unstructured observation of 
pretend play sequences, focused upon the whole 
interaction. Pretend play is where children learn t o use 
an object as something else from 2-3 years old onwa rds.  
     The observations of the play with other childr en 
were transcribed in order to highlight the sophisti cated 
interaction involved. The whole situation was inclu ded 
and this gains a greater insight than simple catego ries. 

CATEGORY OF BEHAVIOUR DEFINITION  

REWARD 
 
- Verbal agreement 
 
 
 
 
- Behavioural 
approval 
 
 
 
PUNISHMENT 
 
- Verbal ridicule 
 
 
- Negative talk 

 
 
- Statements by fathers which 
acknowledged what child had said, 
give permission to requests, or 
concur with child's judgment 
 
- Nod head in agreement or pat 
the child on the head, back or 
legs to indicate approval for the 
child's behaviour 
 
 
 
- Derogatory, critical, or 
sarcastic remarks made to child 
 
- Any negative verbal 
communication excluding all other 
forms of verbal punishment 
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Table 1.10 - Main strengths and weaknesses of 
unstructured observations. 
 
 
     In one example, Peter and Michael (both 3½ yea rs 
old) are playing a game with a "Dracula Monster" an d a 
"Monster-vanishing Hero" while using toy blocks as laser 
guns. They showed "a continual shift between talk a bout 
their play - who is to be which character and parti cular 
suggested sequences of action - and the engagement with 
and the acting out of the details of the pretence" 
(Littleton and Miell 2005 p102) (table 1.11). 
 
 

 
 

(After Fein 1984 pp136-137 quoted in Littleon and M iell 2005 p100 ) 
 
Table 1.11 - Example of transcript of observation f rom 
Fein (1984). 
 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

- Whole context of 
behaviour observed: who, 
what, when and where 
(Banister et al 1994). 
 
- More ecological validity. 
 
- Access to events not 
possible to study in lab 
experiments. 

- Observer bias 
(particularly when no clear 
focus). 
 
- Interpretations collected 
by observer rather than 
observations introduces 
subjectivity. 
 
- Time-consuming and labour 
intensive, particularly 
with transcripts. 

1. Peter: (Swings hat in air, approaches Michael) Y ou be 
Dracula; 
2. Michael: OK (Gets up, extends arms in front of h im) 
Grrow; 
3. P: (Points block at M) Pow; 
4. M: (Falls down); 
 
23. P: (Falls down)(Gets up) Now you be Dracula; 
24. M: (gets toy from shelf) No, I..pow, pow, pow ( Points 
toy at P); 
25. P: You be Dracula; 
26. M (Pushes P); 
27. P: Be you like you?; 
28. M: No, you be Dracula, and you say wow, and I p ush 
you down, and I (29) shoot you (Approaches P with b lock 
extended in front of him); 
30. P: the hell you shoot me. No (Pushes M's arm) Y ou..; 
31. M: All right (Lies down). 
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2. MEASURING THINKING OBJECTIVELY IN 
COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY USING REACTION TIMES: 
TWO CLASSIC STUDIES 
 
     2.1. Introduction 
     2.2. Example: Memory 
     2.3. Example: Perception 
     2.4. Footnote 
     2.5. References 
 
 
2.1. INTRODUCTION 
      
     Thinking is a process that cannot be seen, it must 
be inferred from subsequent behaviour. Thinking "go es all 
the way from the ability to perceive the world arou nd us 
by sight, hearing, touch, and smell, through our ab ility 
to reason, to solve problems, to use language, to l earn 
and remember, and to move and act in the world" (Me din et 
al 2001 p4). 
     For cognitive psychology, which emphasises the  
scientific approach, it is necessary to find object ive 
ways to measure thinking. In other words, it is how  the 
aspect of thinking being studied is operationalised . A 
common way is to use reaction times - "the length o f time 
it takes people to do something of interest" (Medin  et al 
2001). 
     The measurement gained feels objective and is 
comparable between participants and studies (table 2.1).  
When the speed of response to a stimulus is used by  
pressing a key as quickly as possible, a warning si gnal 
is usually given first and then a random waiting pe riod 
to the stimulus. A lot of practice is required to 
stabilise performance (over 100 repetitions). But 
averaging the data can be problematic. The data are  
positively skewed (ie there are more longer reactio n 
times from the early trials). It can be represented  by 
the median, or the central 90% or 95% of the distri bution 
(Rose 2000). 
 
     Two classic studies from cognitive psychology are 
included as examples of how researchers use reactio n 
times in their work. 
 
 
2.2. EXAMPLE: MEMORY (Collins and Quillian 1969)  
 
     This experiment tested the speed of response t o true 
or false questions about information in semantic me mory. 
The researchers proposed that information is stored  as 
hierarchies of general and specific facts. For exam ple, 
the statement "a robin is a bird" is easier to acce ss  
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Table 2.1 - Strengths and weaknesses of using react ion 
times as measures of thinking. 
 
 
because it is specific and thus takes less time to find 
in memory than the statement "a robin is an animal" . This 
latter statement is general and stored higher in th e 
hierarchy of information taking longer to access (f igure 
2.1; table 2.2). 
     This model has been challenged by contrary evi dence. 
For example, the response time to the statement tha t "a 
chicken is a bird" is longer than to "a chicken is an 
animal" (Medin et al 2001). 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

1. Clear objective score. 
 
2. Allows comparison 
between participants in the 
study, and between studies. 
 
3. Gives the researchers 
interval or ratio data (1), 
which allows the use of 
parametric statistics. 
 
4. Reliable measuring 
system ie units of time do 
not change in quantity. 
 
5. Can measure reaction 
times of both conscious and 
non-conscious behaviour (eg 
neurons firing). 
 
6. Can be used to measure 
stimulus intensity because 
generally reaction times 
decrease as stimulus 
intensity increases. 
 
7. Performance on reaction 
time trials does stabilise 
after practice.  

1. The validity of reducing 
cognitive processes to 
reaction times. 
 
2. Assumptions have to be 
made about changing 
reaction times. For 
example, if individuals 
take longer to verify that 
a picture is of a mammal 
than it is of a dog, what 
does that tell us? 
 
3. Reaction times can vary 
due to order effects - 
reduced by practice or 
increased with fatigue or 
boredom. 
 
4. Problems of averaging 
the data over many trials. 
 
5. Some reaction times are 
very fast (milliseconds) 
and are difficult to 
measure accurately. 
 
6. Often reaction time 
measures take place in 
artificial lab environments 
with tasks low in 
ecological validity. 
 
7. Cannot be used to 
measure sensory mechanisms 
that detect sustained 
attention. 
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     LEVEL 2             ANIMALS (general informati on) 
 
                              ↑ 
 
     LEVEL 1             BIRDS (general information ) 
 
                              ↑ 
 
     LEVEL 0             ROBINS (specific informati on) 
 
                         ↑ 
                    POINT OF MEMORY 
                         ACCESS 
 
Figure 2.1 - Simple example of the hierarchical 
organisation of memory. 
 
 
 

 
 
Table 2.2 - Example of mean reaction times based on  
statement asked to verify as true or false. 
 
 
2.3. EXAMPLE: PERCEPTION (McGinnies 1949) 
 
     This classic experiment tested the idea of 
"perceptual defence" in the process of visual perce ption. 
Perceptual defence is the "filtering" (at a below 
conscious level) of information that is emotion-ind ucing 
or unpleasant. The upshot is that individuals will take 
longer to consciously recognise anxiety-provoking w ords 
than neutral ones. 
     Using a Gerbrand's Mirror Tachistoscope, which  shows 
words for 0.01 - 0.05 seconds, sixteen students wer e 
asked to response on recognition of the word. Eight een 
words were used , of which seven were critical word s 
(taboo for the time)(eg penis, whore) and the other s were 
neutral (eg broom, stove). The order of presentatio n was 
mixed together making this a repeated measures desi gn. 
     The participants took significantly longer to 
recognise the critical words (mean difference of 0. 045 
seconds). 
     Critics (Howe and Solomon 1950) argued that 

Statement to 
verify as true of 
false 

Level of 
information in 
memory 

Approximate mean 
reaction time 
(milliseconds) 

Canary can sing 
 
Canary can fly 
 
Canary has skin 

0 
 
1 
 
2 

1300 
 
1350 
 
1500 
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participants were simply reluctant to say the criti cal 
words rather than taking longer to consciously reco gnise 
them, thereby challenging the idea of perceptual de fence. 
 
 
2.4. FOOTNOTE 
 
1. Whether reaction times are interval or ratio dat a 
depends upon the existence of zero as a reaction ti me. 
Ratio data requires an absolute zero. It is more of  a 
philosophical debate as to whether zero reaction ti me is 
possible. 
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3. SCIENTIFIC PSYCHOLOGY AND WHAT TO DO 
WITH NON-STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RESULTS  
 
     3.1. Non-Statistically Significant Results 
     3.2. Interpretive Bias 
     3.3. Footnotes 
     3.4. References 
 
 
3.1. NON-STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RESULTS 
 
     Scientific psychology is focused around the 
statistical testing of hypotheses. Finding statisti cally 
significant results is the ultimate achievement as well 
as being satisfying for the researcher. But what to  do 
with results that are not statistically significant ? It 
would be easy to conclude that such findings tell u s 
nothing of use. 
     There are different types of non-statistically  
significant (NSS) results: 
 
     i) Findings that are as predicted but do not r each 
the level of statistical significance. 
 
     Generally in scientific psychology, a level of  
statistical significance of p=0.05 (5%) is accepted . This 
is as much convention as any absolute fact (1) (Wha tson 
2004). 
     Put simply, and some will disagree with this 
description (2)(3), a statistical significance of 5 % 
accepts that the data produced could be due to chan ce in 
five out of one hundred times. A study that finds t heir 
results to be p=0.06 (six in one hundred), for exam ple, 
is not statistical significant. 
 
     "Just missing" statistical significance could be due 
to poor statistical testing, or the sample size, fo r 
example, and "really" the findings are statisticall y 
significant. It can be an example of a type II erro r 
(Neyman and Pearson 1933), particularly if the 
significance level chosen is too strict (4). 
 
 
     ii) Findings that are NSS and this tells us wh at 
could be statistically significant. 
 
     If researchers are attempting to isolate the c auses 
of a behaviour, and there are many, knowing that on e 
cause is NSS crosses that off the list and the next  one 
can be tested. 
 
 
     iii) The results are NSS because there is no 
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difference between the groups. 
 
     This is the traditional meaning of NSS - the r esults 
occurred by chance. For example, in a clinical tria l 
comparing a new psychotropic drug to a placebo pill , 
there is NSS difference found between them because the 
drug is no more effective than the placebo in reduc ing 
the disorder being studied. That is not to say that  the 
drug has no effect, but that the effect is not 
statistically significantly greater than the placeb o's 
effect. 
     In such clinical trials, there is a tendency t o not 
publish such findings (Sterne and Davey Smith 2001) . But 
the NSS results are as important as the statistical ly 
significant ones, or else a bias picture of the dru g's 
effectiveness will be presented. 
 
 
     iv) Results that are NSS because they are comp letely 
opposite to the prediction. 
 
     For example, the one-tailed research hypothesi s 
predicts group A to do better on a measure of behav iour, 
but it is found that Group B does better. The resul ts 
being NSS here are very different to (i) above, for  
instance. 
 
 
3.2. INTERPRETIVE BIAS 
 
     Hewitt et al (2008) are concerned about how th e NSS 
results are interpreted. They highlight the risk of  
interpretive bias - overemphasis or underemphasis o f 
results. Of course, interpretive bias is also relev ant 
with statistically significant results. 
     For Hewitt et al the risk is greater with NSS 
results because the "observed difference may be rea l and 
the study is underpowered or the observed differenc e may 
occur simply by chance" (p23). In the case of rando mised 
clinical trials, researchers are often "rarely neut ral" 
because of their investment of "intellectual capita l in 
developing the treatment under evaluation". 
 
     Hewitt et al looked at seven randomised clinic al 
trials published recently in the "British Medical 
Journal" with NSS differences, and whether the auth ors 
still recommended the intervention being studied. 
     Taking one example, Henderson et al (2007). Th is was 
a comparison of "normal sex education" and a more 
detailed programme (SHARE) among 13-15 year-olds in  
twenty-five schools in Scotland. The outcome measur e was 
a reduction in the NHS pregnancy termination rate.  
     The results were NSS because the intervention group 
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(SHARE programme) actual had an increase in termina tions 
compared to the control group. The authors did not 
recommend withdrawal of the SHARE programme. They s aw 
other benefits to the programme in areas like willi ngness 
to discuss condoms with partners, and intentions to  
resist unwanted sexual activities. 
 
     There may have been secondary benefits to the SHARE 
programme but it failed (ie NSS) on the main measur e. 
Scientific psychology emphasises that it is that - 
scientific - and so must obey the rules of science.  If 
findings are NSS, they are not "true". Such a belie f is 
too simplistic, but if the aim is for psychology to  be a 
science, the world has to be viewed like that. Thos e that 
live by the sword also die by it to use a common ph rase. 
     That is why there are many benefits to psychol ogy 
not being a science, and to making full use of 
qualitative methods. The psychology of teen pregnan cy, 
terminations, and sex education are better understo od by 
searching for the meaning that these hold for the 
individual rather than by numbers. But that is anot her 
story. 
 
 
3.3. FOOTNOTES  
 
1. Fisher (1950) is credited as the founder of the idea: 
"We shall not often be astray if we draw a conventi onal 
line at 0.05" (quoted in Sterne and Davey Smith 200 1). 
 
2. Coolican (2000) is concerned with the precision of 
explanations and terms used in teaching statistical  
testing. 
 
3. Another common way to describe statistical 
significance is in terms of the probability that th e null 
hypothesis is true. 
 
4. Statistical significance is not the same as some thing 
being true. The results can be statistically signif icant 
but still due to chance because of the small probab ility 
of chance accepted. Likewise, NSS results could be true 
because there is always a small possibility that ch ance 
is not responsible for the findings. 
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4. DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND DISCURSIVE 
PSYCHOLOGY: AN INTRODUCTION WITH EXAMPLES 
 
     4.1. Introduction 
     4.2. Language and Discourse 
     4.3. Discursive Psychology 
     4.4. Three Examples of the Use of Discourse An alysis 
     4.5. Three Problems with Discursive Psychology  
     4.6. References 
 
 
4.1. INTRODUCTION 
 
   Discourse analysis is an indirect form of observ ation, 
that concentrates on the written or spoken words us ed in 
communication. 
     "Discourse analysis treats the social world as  a 
text, or rather as a system of texts which can be 
systematically 'read' by a researcher to lay open t he 
psychological processes that lie within them.." (Ba nister 
et al 1994 p92). In other words, the researcher is 
looking for the underlying social assumptions in 
interactions. 
 
     In particular, the ideas seen as "common sense ": 
 
      Some discourses or constructions are so famil iar  
      that they appear as 'common sense'. If these  
      discourses are deconstructed or taken apart i t  
      becomes possible to see how certain dominant  
      ideologies have become 'taken for granted', a nd  
      from this point consideration can be given to   
      alternative discourses.. (Marshall 1992 p203) . 
 
 
4.2. LANGUAGE AND DISCOURSE 
 
     Discourse or ideas are "carried" in language, so the 
focus is upon language.  
     Language "exists as a domain of social action,  of  
communication and culture, whose relations to the 
external world of event, and to the internal world of 
cognitions, are a function of the social and 
communicative actions talk is designed to do" (Edwa rds et 
al 1992 p442). 
 
     Wetherell and Maybin (1996) gave three feature s of 
language use which challenged the assumption that 
language is neutral: 
 
     i) Language has an "action orientation" - utte rances 
state information, and perform an action. In an arg ument, 
individuals are not just stating opposite facts, bu t are 
using language to justify their position and underm ine 
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the other's. Individuals are doing something with o ur 
utterances. 
 
     ii) Language is part of the social world - rat her 
than language simply telling us about the social wo rld; 
it is a "constitutive part of those actions, events  and 
situations" (p244). 
  
     iii) Indexical property of discourse - all lan guage 
is defined by the context of its use.  
 
     The whole emphasis is away from language as 
referring to objects "out there" to the idea that 
language is about building the social reality. The same 
event can be described in a number of different way s. It 
is always possible to see how the choice of words c an 
influence the whole understanding of an event. For 
example, during a news report, the use of words lik e 
"murdered", "killed", "slaughtered" - all set the c ontext 
for understanding the perpetuators as good or bad. Taken 
a step further, with language the individual is als o 
defining themselves. 
 
     Interactions involving language are negotiatio ns 
where the participants are using their language car efully 
to establish the meaning of the situation (for exam ple, 
to show that they are blameless in an argument), an d 
consequently to set the meaning of themselves. This  is 
called the "double property of talk" (Wetherell and  
Maybin 1996). 
 
     The term "discourse" can also mean different t hings 
- sometimes a word for language, others "a linguist ic 
object that can be counted and described" (Potter 2 004).  
 
     Discourses fulfill a number of functions: 
 
     a) At an interpersonal level, they are used to  
explain and attribute causes of behaviour; 
 
     b) They have a "political" function of setting  out 
norms and standards against which behaviour is judg ed; 
 
     c) Discourses maintain differences between 
categories of people by making the similarities bet ween  
these categories invisible and the differences visi ble. 
 
     It is possible to see discourses at work if we  take 
the example of a rise in water levels leading to a flood. 
How this event is explained will make use of differ ent 
discourses, including "meteorological discourse" 
(unusually heavy rain), "greenhouse effect discours e" 
(changing global climate), "political management 
discourse" (failure to build flood defences), or "G od's  
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anger discourse" (punishment for sins)(Jorgensen an d 
Phillips 2002). Which discourse(s) used makes sense  of 
the event, and of the individual themselves. 
 
     The aim of discourse analysis is to study the entire 
discourse - "what is said, in what way, by whom and  for 
what purpose" (Hogg and Vaughan 1995 p509). 
     Wetherell and Potter (1992) believed that disc ourse 
analysis focuses on the "activities of justificatio n, 
rationalisation, categorization, attribution, makin g 
sense, naming, blaming and identifying" which are 
"quintessential psychological activities" (p2). 
     Potter and Wetherell (1987) have shown that th e way 
individuals construct their arguments can be used t o show 
the underlying social assumptions. This is the focu s on 
rhetoric. 
 
     Potter and Wetherell (1995) highlighted six ce ntral 
themes with the use of discourse analysis: 
 
     i) Practices and resources  
 
     The aim is to look at "what people do with the ir 
talk and writing" (known as discourse practices), a nd the 
resources used to achieve this aim (the categories and 
interpretative repertoires used). An interpretative  
repertoire (Potter and Wetherell 1987) is "a recogn izable 
routine of arguments, descriptions and evaluations 
distinguished by familiar cliches, common phrases, tropes 
and characterizations of actors and situations" (Ed ley 
and Wetherell 2001 p443). 
 
 
     ii) Construction and description  
 
     This is the study of "how people assemble (ver sions 
of) the world in the course of their interactions".  
 
 
     iii) Content  
 
     The focus on what is said. 
 
 
     iv) Rhetoric  
 
     Within discourses are inbuilt "argumentative 
organisations" ie what is said  is in reference to an 
imaginary counter-argument. 
 
 
     v) Stake and accountability  
 
     People are treated as having an interest (stak e) in 
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their actions. 
 
 
     vi) Cognition in action  
 
     It is more important to study what is actually  said 
then an individual's cognitive attitudes. 
 
     Table 4.1 outlines the main advantages and  
disadvantages of discourse analysis. 
 
 

 
 
Table 4.1 - Advantages and disadvantages of discour se 
analysis. 
 
 
4.3. DISCURSIVE PSYCHOLOGY 
 
     Hepburn and Wiggins (2005) pointed out that 
discursive psychology (DP) is a "broad title for a range 
of research done in different disciplinary contexts " 
including language and communication, psychology, a nd 
sociology. 
 
     Potter (2005) made this distinction between 
"traditional psychology and DP: 
 
     Traditional psychology perspectives focus on giving   
      a technical account of the actual psychologic al 
      states, processes and entities that underpin (and 
      thereby partly explain) action. Discursive ps ychology  
      focuses on psychology from the position of pa rticipants 
      - it considers their practical and situationa l 
      constructions, terms, orientations and displa ys (p740).  
 
     Potter (2005) the argued that DP has a number of 
elements: 
 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

1. Focus on what is said. 
 
2. Highlight underlying 
social assumptions in 
communication. 
 
3. Shows how behaviour is 
socially constructed. 
 
4. Shows meanings of 
behaviour.  

1. Language given too much 
emphasis: ie plays down 
cognitive processes. 
 
2. Argues against language 
as means of communication 
only. 
 
3. Subjective 
interpretation of research. 
 
4. Problems of validity and 
reliability.  
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     i) Practical  
 
     The study of practice: ie how psychology categ ories 
are used. For example, not remembering some informa tion 
or event can be used to resist an accusation. Tradi tional 
psychology focuses upon the cognitive processes of not 
remembering rather than it being a process of socia l 
construction. 
 
 
     ii) Accountable  
 
     How individuals construct themselves as accoun table 
(control and responsibility) for their behaviour or  not. 
For example, the desire to conserve water is outsid e an 
individual's control with the pressure of neighbour s to 
water the garden properly (Kurz et al 2005). 
 
 
     iii) Situated  
 
     Psychology is situated or embedded in the pres ent 
interaction. For example, a measurement of an attit ude is 
not an objective process by the product of who and how 
the attitude is being measured. 
 
 
     iv) Embodied  
 
     DP focuses on discourse, and, in particular, h ow it 
constructs the body rather than the study of the bo dy 
itself. 
 
 
     v) Displayed  
 
     DP rejects the inner, private world and concen trates 
upon what is said (displayed) publicly. Mind and 
intention are visible in talk rather than lying beh ind 
it. There is no attempt "to explain actions by refe rence 
to underlying cognitive states or processes" in DP.  
 
     DP is interested in analysing the devices used  in 
speech as individuals construct themselves for them selves 
and for others. For example, Auburn (2005) analysed  the 
interactions of sex offenders in therapy, and highl ighted 
the idea of "narrative reflexivity". This is where the 
speaker shifts in their narrative from past events to 
current ideas. One offender describing their use of  rape 
said: "she was petrified I know that now". 
     The speaker shows that they are now aware of t he 
past mistakes (in this case the belief that the vic tim 
had consented). This is a requirement of the therap y 
situation - to show reflection and realisation. It could 
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be asked whether the offender really believes that now, 
but that assumes an inside (beliefs) and outside (t alk). 
DP challenges this distinction and focuses upon wha t is 
said. Whether the offender would revert to past bel iefs 
in a future situation is something that DP may not be 
able to answer. 
 
 
4.4. THREE EXAMPLES OF THE USE OF DISCOURSE ANALYSI S 
 
     1. Kurz et al (2005) Environmentally Sustainab le  
                                             Behavi our 
 
     This research was based upon 30-45 minute inte rviews 
with members of nine households in Perth, Western 
Australia. The topic of the interview related to wa ter 
and energy conservation. 
     The researchers noted that despite the intervi ewer 
maintaining a neutral position, many of the partici pants 
"often appeared to position the interviewer as bein g 
sympathetic to an 'environmental agenda'" (p606). T his 
challenges any idea that the interview can take pla ce in 
a vacuum as long as the interviewer is neutral. 
Participants are trying to make sense of the interv iew in 
the wider context as well as of the questions thems elves, 
and consequently positioning themselves in relation  to 
that. This may have influenced the themes that emer ged 
from the interviews. 
 
 
a) Water as a "precious commodity" 
 
     Water is "constructed as being a finite entity  that 
runs the risk of depletion if not conserved or mana ged 
correctly" (p607) as shown by an "extreme case 
formulation" (Pomerantz 1986): 
 
     "As our population grows.. so it is inevitable  that 
one day we are going to reach the stage that we are  going 
to have too many people for too little water.." (D;  
extract 1; p607). 
 
     Extreme case formulations involve emphasising the 
worse situation, in this example, in order to show the 
commonsense position. It is obvious that water is n ot 
infinite, and a pro-conservation position is the 
"correct" stance. 
 
 
b) Suburban aesthetics 
 
     Even if pro-conservation is the obvious positi on, 
there are competing discourses around the "good law n": 
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     "..is a very nice place to live and I'm lucky that I 
live there. But if I didn't water my street lawn an d let 
it die it would stick out like a sore toe.. So I am  under 
pressure to maintain a good lawn.." (D; extract 5; p609). 
 
     The speaker positions themselves as forced to water 
their lawn regularly despite their awareness above of 
finite water resources. It is as if the speaker is 
saying: "I want to save water, but circumstances fo rce me 
not to". The removal of responsibility is a key def ence. 
 
 
c) Positioning of the self 
 
     When talking about the use of energy, individu als 
made a distinction between themselves and others; f or 
example: 
 
     ".. We try to turn our lights off when we go o ut of 
a room and just small things like that. But I know a lot 
of people that wouldn't bother" (K; extract 11; p61 4). 
 
     Speaker K is constructing their argument in re lation 
to the potential criticism of wasting energy. They use 
two devices: 
 
i) Show that they do not waste energy by highlighti ng a 
small action (turning off lights); 
 
ii) Compare themselves to individuals who are worse . 
Again they are almost saying: "Even if you accuse m e of 
waste, I'm not as bad as other people". 
 
     Individuals are always aware of potential 
criticisms, particularly as the interviewer was 
positioned as "pro-environment". Other techniques a re 
used to emphasise that the speaker is not wasteful:  
 
�  R admitted to using water in frequent showers, for  

example, but "in this climate" that was a necessity ; 
 
� S, in receiving negative feedback from the local 

authorities about their water use, questioned the 
validity of the comparison with a "supposed similar  
household", and also highlighted that their househo ld's 
use was down compared to the past; 

 
� S later referred to being committed to "sort of the  

'greenie' approach". Thus by defining themselves as  a 
"greenie" it negates any criticism of their high en ergy 
and water use. 

 



Some More Applications and Examples of Research Methods in Psychology                    31 
Kevin Brewer;  2008;  ISBN:  978-1-904542-31-5 

 

     This research by Kurz et al showed two things.  
Firstly, that the interviewee will always be aware of 
potential criticisms (in this case from a supposedl y 
"pro-environment" interviewer). Secondly, positioni ng 
"the other as being responsible for the wasting of 
resources, while positioning the self as merely a u ser of 
resources" (p617). 
 
 
     2. Charteris-Black (2006) Immigration Discours es 
 
     Immigration is a hotly debated topic in many 
countries, especially in Western Europe in recent y ears. 
When talking about immigration, politicians often u se 
metaphors to simplify the facts or to stir the emot ions 
among other things. Often metaphors have negative 
associations and link to fears. The most obvious ex ample 
being terms like "invasion" or "flooded". 
     Santa Anna's (1999) study of "The LA Times" fo und 
metaphors relating to "immigrants are animals" (eg 
"ferreting out illegal immigrants"), and "immigrant s are 
weeds" (eg "new crop of immigrants"). 
     In another US study, O'Brien (2005) noted the 
metaphors of "immigrant as object" (eg object of la bour), 
and "organism metaphor" (eg immigrants are "digeste d" or 
"absorbed" as if food). 
 
     Charteris-Black (2006) analysed thirteen speec hes 
given by members of the British Conservative Party 
relating to "asylum and Immigration" between July 2 002 
and April 2005, and articles from party manifestos 
(Conservative and British National Party (BNP) in 
elections between 2001 and 2005), from MigrationWat ch UK, 
and from "The Daily Mail" and "The Daily Telegraph"  on 
the same issues. This produced a "British right-win g 
corpus". The research was particularly interested i n the 
use of metaphor in persuading the receiver in relat ion to 
immigration. Right-wing parties tend to be against 
immigration. 
 
     Charteris-Black (2006) drew out two types of 
metaphors from his research - metaphors of natural 
disaster, and container metaphors. "What both 'disa ster' 
and 'container' metaphors have in common is that th ey 
discourage empathy with immigrants by treating them  as 
objects, rather than as the subjects of life storie s" 
(p569). 
 
 
A. Immigration as "natural disaster" 
 
     Individual metaphors within this category rela ted to 
"an excessive flood of water": 
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� "massive and unnecessary wave of immigrants.." (BNP  
2004 manifesto); 

� "a nightly tidal wave of asylum seekers from Cherbo urg" 
(Daily Telegraph 25/8/02); 

� "flood" linked to immigration on 56 occasions in Da ily 
Telegraph; 

� "a growing flood of Roma asylum seekers.." 
(Migrationwatch UK). 

 
     "Flood based natural disaster metaphors may be  
employed as legitimate because they fit in with 
underlying myths related to Britain as an island th at has 
been historically threatened by invasion.." (Charte ris-
Black 2006 p572). 
 
 
B. Britain as a container metaphors 
 
     This category of metaphors related to containe rs: 
 
� With limited capacity: "Britain is full up.." (BNP 2005 

manifesto); 
� In relation to security: troops "redeployed to secu re 

the Channel Tunnel and Kent ports against illegal 
immigrants" (BNP 2005 manifesto); 

� Opening the container: ".. as Britain prepared to o pen 
its gates to a flood of immigrants.." (Daily Telegr aph 
4/4/04); 

� Building up of pressure in the container: ".. Europ e's 
most densely-populated country was full to bursting  
point.." (Daily Mail 11/12/04). 

 
     This research by Charteris-Black (2006) highli ghted 
the use of metaphor in political discourse as a mea ns of 
legitimising certain views. 
 
 
     3. Edley and Wetherell (2001) Views on Feminis m 
 
     This research used two sets of group interview s with 
men about their views on feminism. The first set we re 17-
18 year olds at an independent boys' school in the UK, 
and the other was Open University students. The top ic of 
discussion was introduced as "What is a feminist 
(feminism)?" and "What do you think of feminism?". 
     Discourse analysis of the interviews identifie d a 
"Jekyll and Hyde" binary which presented feminism a s 
reasonable/unreasonable. On the one hand, feminists  were 
seen as wanting equality (which is reasonable), but , at 
the same time, there was an unreasonable side: 
 
     "Simon: Well, I think they want us all to jump  in 
the river don't they really? Kill ourselves?.. they  just 
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hate men.." (extract 4 p444). 
 
     The binary positions appear separately as eith er/or 
positions, but also "men's accounts of feminism mov ed 
backwards and forwards across the discursive field these 
two interpretative repertoires establish" (p444). 
     The unreasonable side was presented as extremi sm and 
wanting more than the "middle-of-the-road" desire f or 
equality: 
 
     "Aaron: They want everything.. they want to go  past 
the half way line.. Yeah 'Right we'll let you live to the 
age thirty and collect your semen and then we'll cu t you 
off.. and then we can just live as women'.." (extra ct 14 
p448). 
 
     By emphasising the extreme position as unreaso nable, 
it allowed the speakers to criticise equality indir ectly. 
Equality is beyond reproach and cannot be openly 
criticised by "reconstructed males" today. Edley an d 
Wetherell argued that equality for women becomes 
presented as sameness and in comparison to the "gol d 
standard" set by men: 
 
     "Neil: If you want feminism you've got to take  the 
good with the bad like get down the pit and get in the 
front line.." (extract 20 p452). 
 
     Discourse analysis used here helps to show the  
complex and subtle use of rhetorical positions incl uding 
contradictions, and the ability to criticise someth ing 
without appearing to criticise it. 
 
 
4.5. THREE PROBLEMS WITH DISCURSIVE PSYCHOLOGY 
 
1. The emphasis on text tends to ignore the actual person 
who speaks and their emotional experiences in 
interactions. Individuals are not just "political 
animals" saying things to position themselves in 
different ways, but are emotionally involved in 
interactions. 
     Thus it neglects the inner world: 
 
      In its remorseless concern with the details o f what  
      people are saying about the world (and what t hey are  
      doing when they are saying it), it appears to  throw  
      out the psychology baby with the bathwater" ( Dixon 2007 p159). 
2. DP makes no attempt to explain the cause of beha viour, 
only how the individual makes sense of the behaviou r in 
their talk. 
 
3. DP can be accused of arguing that "there is noth ing 
meaningful outside discourse - nothing that is extr a-
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discursive" (Finlay and Langridge 2007 p185). Finla y and 
Langridge believed that the physical body and its 
activities, for example, are "extra-discursive". 
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5. PSYCHOLOGY AND DECISION-MAKING IN 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: INDIVIDUAL-
GROUP/SOCIAL DEBATE 
 
     5.1. Introduction 
     5.2. Individual Side of Debate 
     5.3. Group/Social Side of Debate 
     5.4. Conclusions 
     5.5. References 
 
 
5.1. INTRODUCTION 
 
     Among the many debates in psychology is that o f 
individual-group/social. This focuses upon the orig in of 
behaviour as within the individual (eg cognitive 
processes, personality) or outside the individual i n the 
group or society. Different approaches and explanat ions 
of behaviour can be placed on different sides of th is 
argument. 
 
     In applying this debate to decision-making in 
international relations, the focus is upon how 
politicians/leaders make decisions, including about  
others (nations), in relation to conflict. The indi vidual 
side of the debate concentrates on the individual 
everyday psychological processes (like social cogni tion), 
while the group/social side is exemplified in 
"groupthink". Here it is the group pressure that 
influences the individual's decision. 
 
 
5.2. INDIVIDUAL SIDE OF DEBATE 
 
     Social cognition is the process by which indiv iduals 
make sense of the social world. It includes process es 
like stereotyping, and attribution, but also cognit ive 
distortions or biases. The process of how we decide  upon 
the behaviour and intention of other individuals in  
everyday life is exactly the same in international 
relations.  
     Robert Jervis (1976) explained decision-making  by 
governments through the "general ways in which peop le 
draw inferences from ambiguous evidence". 
     So impressions are formed of others (individua ls or 
nations) based on certain assumptions, these impres sions 
are difficult to change, and all behaviour by the o thers 
is interpreted in relation to the impressions.  
     Jervis was most interested in how misperceptio n of 
others can lead to conflict. 
 
     Holsti (1979) concentrated upon three factors in 
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crisis decision-making: cognitive rigidity, time 
pressures, and stress. These combine to reduce the 
rationality of decisions made. Time pressures and s tress 
together reinforce cognitive rigidity, and reduce 
creativity.  
     Cognitive rigidity is the tendency to focus up on a 
specific aspect of the situation and base all decis ion-
making around that. Holsti talked of the decision-m aker 
having "a dominant percept through which to interpr et 
information, and to maintain it tenaciously in the face 
of information that might seem to call for a 
reappraisal". The dominant percept is characterised  by 
stereotypes, and may even be inappropriate to the c urrent 
situation.  
     Cognitive rigidity limits cognitive performanc e and 
thus decision-making in a number of ways: 
 
� Reliance on past experience (eg "lessons from histo ry") 

which reduces the search for alternatives; 
 
� Dominance of "cognitive set" ie noticing only 

information that fits with existing views; 
 
� Reduced tolerance of ambiguity which encourages the  

rigidity because it feels certain; 
 
� Stereotyping; 
 
� Reduced sensitivity to others' perspective. 
 
     All the elements combine to produce decision-m aking 
that is not necessarily rational by the individual 
leaders. 
 
 
5.3. GROUP/SOCIAL SIDE OF DEBATE 
 
     Irving Janis (1972) used the principles from t he 
social psychology of groups to explain the actual 
decision-making process of the leader's group. Thes e 
principles produced a "mode of thinking that people  
engage in when they are deeply involved in a cohesi ve 
ingroup, when the members' strivings for unanimity 
override their motivation to realistically appraise  
alternative courses of action" (p9). He called this  
"groupthink". 
 
     The characteristics of such situations are lim ited 
discussion of alternatives, failure to re-examine 
rejected ideas, and little information from outside  the 
group (particular challenging information). Overall , 
groupthink produces a conformity to the norms of th e 
group of a cohesive group, possibly at the expense of 
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rational thinking. 
     The upshot is that "brilliant, conscientious m en" 
sometimes make very bad decisions. Even leaders of 
nations are subjected to the same group pressures a s 
everyone else. 
 
     Building on the ideas about conformity to majo rity 
group pressure established by Solomon Asch (eg 1955 ), 
Janis used examples from everyday life, and histori cal 
cases of foreign policy decisions by political lead ers to 
show groupthink in action. In terms of foreign poli cy 
decisions, Janis distinguished six "defects": 
 
i) Limited discussion of alternatives; 
 
ii) Failure to re-examine courses of action initial ly 
preferred by the majority; 
 
iii) Neglect of options initially assumed unsatisfa ctory; 
 
iv) Little use of experts "who can supply sound est imates 
of losses and gains to be expected from alternative  
courses of actions"; 
 
v) Selective response to information ie more intere st in 
information that supports their initially preferred  
policy; 
 
vi) Failure to work out contingency plans to deal w ith 
foreseeable problems with their preferred policy. 
 
     Even when problems arise with the preferred po licy, 
group loyalty encourages members to stick with thei r 
decision. The cohesion of the group produces "the 
concurrence-seeking tendency, which fosters overopt imism, 
lack of vigilance, and sloganistic thinking about t he 
weakness and immorality of out-groups". 
 
     Groupthink will occur if added to cohesiveness , 
there is insulation of the group from the outside w orld, 
and a strong opinioned leader of the group. Putting  all 
the ideas together, Janis argued that the group mem bers 
feel invulnerable, they negatively rationalise warn ings, 
stereotype the enemy, and make the group pressure s o 
strong that dissent is not permitted. 
 
     Kramer (1998) reanalysed two of Janis's US for eign 
policy examples from the 1960s. Using now declassif ied 
documents, he felt that group cohesiveness was 
overstated, and political considerations were more 
important. 
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5.4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
     The "Dialoguing Across Divisions in UK Social 
Psychology" group set up by the British Psychologic al 
Society in 2005 was an attempt to overcome division s 
within (social) psychology (Langridge 2007). This i s part 
of a move to break down the traditional divisions w ithin 
psychology.  
     One of these divisions is individual or 
group/social. In reality, behaviour like internatio nal 
relations decision-making is a combination of both.  The 
individual processes of social cognition and the gr oup 
pressures of conformity combine to produce bad deci sions 
not either/or (as well as to produce good decisions ). 
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