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Lesson Element
The Individual Differences Area 
Instructions and answers for teachers
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These instructions cover the student activity section which can be found on page 10. This Lesson element supports OCR AS and A Level Psychology.

When distributing the activity section to the students either as a printed copy or as a Word file you will need to remove the teacher instructions section.
Aim of the activity
The aim of this lesson element is to provide a series of activities that will support students understanding of the individual differences area and the research within it.

Students should know:

· The defining principles and concepts of each area.
· Research to illustrate each area.
· Strengths and weaknesses of each area.
· Applications of each area.
· How each area is different from and similar to other areas.
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Lesson Element

The Social Area

Student Activity

Worksheet 1 - The defining principles and concepts of the Social Area.

The Social Area looks at understanding human behaviour in a social context; that is looking at the
factors that lead us to behave in a certain way because others are present.

Social Psychologists state that our behaviour is influenced by the actual, imagined or implied
presence of others.

Defining Principles

Record some examples to illustrate the defining principles.

Other people and the environment influence our behaviour and thought processes.

Situations we are in influence our behaviour (e.g. acting in a way that is deemed
acceptable by society).

All human behaviour occurs in a social context (even when no-one else is present).

Our relationships with others influence our behaviour and thought processes.
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Teacher Instructions
1.1 Defining principles and concepts of the Individual Differences Area 

Aim
To define the key principles and concepts of the individual differences area of psychology.

Introduction to the task

Students need to be able to explain the key concepts of this area of psychology and may find this area of psychology more challenging to define than areas such as the biological and cognitive ones.
Suggested delivery

1. Students are given a stimulus such as the one below and asked to discuss the cause of the behaviour. The teacher can then facilitate the discussion of varying factors and draw on the different explanations provided. Students can be asked if we can use one explanation for all individuals who present this behaviour, before introducing the assumptions of the individual differences area. 

‘Sally is an office worker who is friendly and quite a bubbly individual. She has recently been worrying her work colleagues as she has not been eating much at all and has lost a significant amount of weight.’

2. Students can then be introduced to the dichotomy of nomothetic/ idiographic explanations and discuss how the individual differences area focuses on idiographic explanations to understand behaviour fully.

3. Students then colour code the statements on the accompanying student worksheet to signify the different characteristics of idiographic and nomothetic assumptions.

4. Students then write at least two assumptions of the individual differences area to signify what psychologists in this area believe causes behaviour and consequently how it is studied.
Some potential assumptions

· Individuals differ in their behaviour and personal qualities so not everyone can be considered ‘the average person’.
· Every individual is genetically unique and this uniqueness is displayed through their behaviour. So everyone behaves differently.
· All human characteristics can be measured from one person and quantified. The measures gained from one person are different to those gained from another.
· All psychological characteristics are inherited and as everyone inherits different characteristics, everyone is different and unique.
1.2 Research to illustrate the Individual Differences Area 

Aim

To identify research that illustrates the individual differences area and justify why it is positioned in this area. 

Introduction to the task

Students need to be able to utilise the assumptions of the individual differences area to justify why research is categorised as individual differences.

Suggested delivery

1. Students are given OCR’s Guide to Core Studies and in groups asked to recap one of the core studies within the individual differences area.

2. Students summarise the study for others, particularly the aim and key conclusions, which gives the teacher the opportunity to use targeted question to elicit responses about the links studies have to individual differences.

3. Students fill in the accompanying student worksheet to identify clearly why studies are positioned in the individual differences area.

4. Students can then construct a response to the exam question on the student worksheet before peer marking, using a student friendly mark scheme.

Suggested justifications

	Core Study
	What unique characteristic did they focus on?
	How did they take an idiographic approach?

	Freud (1909) Little Hans
	The development of a phobia of horses in Little Hans, partly due to his progress through the Oedipus complex and fear of his father. Other children’s defence mechanisms may manifest themselves in other ways.
	Used a case study with detailed correspondence between Freud and Little Han’s father. 

Psychoanalysis which involved looking at particular events and fantasies in the boy’s life.

	Baron-Cohen et al (1997) Autism in adults
	The lack of a theory of mind and how this results in a combination of the characteristics on the triad of impairment that are not universal for all individuals diagnosed with autism.
	Although this was an experiment rather than a case study it was a quasi-experiment that looked at a variety of individuals with autism to try and understand what causes the unique behaviours presented in each individual.

	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing
	Gould examined attempts that were made to measures the way people differ in terms of intelligence as well as other factors that correspond to this.
	The intelligence tests covered a range of skills in the hope of assessing the overall intelligence of individuals to be used for comparison.

	Hancock et al (2011) Language of psychopaths
	This research focused on the language that psychopaths used and the components of their narratives compared to non-psychopathic offenders.
	Detailed text analysis was assessed in order to understand the differences in psychopaths compared to non-psychopaths in their language use to try to unpick what caused their behaviour.


1.3 Understanding why research utilises the Individual Differences assumptions

Aim

To understand how research applies the assumptions from the individual differences area. 

Introduction to the task
This task gives students summaries of the studies that fall within the individual differences area with implicit links to the area throughout. Students should be able to identify and utilise these to form their own extended writing about this area of psychology.

Suggested delivery
1. Students write down the assumptions and ‘buzz words’ for the individual differences area of psychology to recap key principles and practice exam technique. 

2. Students read through the study summaries and highlight any phrases that evidence the study utilises the individual differences area. Some students may highlight other information or be unsure of what to highlight so may need more structured guidance to refer back to the assumptions. 

3. Students are given extended writing questions and can use the summaries to support their explanations. 

4. Students can be challenged to write a summary for a further core study within the individual differences area in the same style as those provided.

1.4 Strengths and weaknesses of the Individual Differences Area

Aim

To explain the strengths and weaknesses of the individual differences area. 

Introduction to the task 

Students firstly need to recognise the type of research typically carried out in the individual differences area and then understand the implications of these research choices.

Suggested delivery

1. Explain the skills required for the component 2 exam (section B) and the importance of students explaining their evaluation points and substantiating these with evidence to back up their points.

2. Students complete task 1 on the accompanying student worksheet to explain why different features tend to be present in the individual differences area of psychology. Students should link this back to the assumptions of the area and how this leads to particular types of research being used. 

3. Students then discuss their notes and mind map key points as a class.

4. Students then complete task 2 on the accompanying worksheet to plan explanations of evaluation for the area. This can then be utilised to develop exam technique and respond to exam style questions.
1.5 Explaining evaluation of individual differences 

Aim

To apply understanding of the individual differences area and evaluative points to extended writing. 

Introduction to the task
Recalling evaluative points about the individual differences area is often the first stage of learning for students when covering this topic. They find progressing to given justified explanations more challenging. To support students in explaining evaluation points and preparing for the exam, this task provides students with a variety of connectives and statements to piece together and elaborate on. 

Suggested delivery

1. Show students examples of responses to exam questions that lack development and get them to analyse what could be improved.

2. Explain the importance of developing explanations and using connectives and refer to mark schemes so students can see the direct impact this has on marks achieved in the exam. 

3. Students are then challenged to try to use all of the connectives to create developed explanations of evaluation points for the individual differences area. These could be done verbally or using sugar paper to stick down connective cards and annotate with further explanations. 

4. Students could then write a response to an exam style question in timed conditions. This can then be peer marked and improvements suggested, using a student friendly mark scheme.
1.6 Applications of the Individual Differences Area

Aim

To understand and explain the real life applications within the individual differences area. 

Introduction to the task

Students should be familiar with what real life applications are generally and need to understand the type of real life applications offered in the individual differences area. This task aims to give students a framework to structure an explanation of the real life applications available. 

Suggested delivery

1. Recap the key term real life applications and brainstorm different treatments, interventions (such as educational), preventative action and therapies that students have considered so far. 

2. Students can then consider which are more likely to be utilised by the individual differences area. Due to the focus on individuals as unique people whose behaviour must be explained by considering the multiple factors that lead to the behaviour studied. 

3. Students then use the core studies guide and previous notes to complete the accompanying worksheet on the four core studies in the individual differences area. 

Differentiation: Students can be given a worksheet with empty boxes for the real life application and explanation, or a more supported version (1.6.1)  with hints and key terms.
Suggested real life applications
	Core Study
	Real Life Application

	Freud (1909) Little Hans
	Therapy – Psychoanalysis was carried out with Little Hans which enabled him to overcome his phobia of horses. This also furthered Freud’s development of psychoanalysis as a therapy.

	Baron-Cohen et al (1997) Autism in adults
	Intervention – Individuals can be worked with to develop strategies to cope with situations that arise due to a lack of theory of mind. This includes educational intervention to teach individuals how to react in social settings

	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing
	Preventative action – Gould highlighted the issues with assuming intelligence can be explained universally and the importance of taking into account factors such as culture, race and education. This has prevented further labelling.

	Hancock et al (2011) Language of psychopaths
	Intervention and preventative action – Once the differences between people are established these structural differences can be used to identify individuals who may be more likely to become a psychopath and they can be worked with to prevent offending behaviour.


1.7 Comparison of the Individual Differences Area to other areas 

Aim 

To understand how each area is similar and different to one another. 

Introduction to the task
Students need to build on their knowledge and understanding of the individual differences area of psychology and understand the key features of research in this area, before comparing this to the typical features of research in other areas. This task ensures students understand this area of psychology before analysing the similarities and differences it holds with others.

Suggested delivery

1. Give students a quiz on the research in the individual differences area and use targeted questioning in feedback to elicit responses about the typical features of research in this area.

2. Students work in pairs to assess the typical features of research in the individual differences area, using the accompanying student worksheet.

3. Once students have explained the typical features of research in this area, they can complete tasks 2 and 3 on the worksheet to compare the individual differences area to other areas. 

4. Students can then utilise their notes to respond to exam style questions and be stretched further to assess the use of researching within each area compared to the individual differences area.

Why individual differences should be studied

Aim 

To further students’ understanding of the assumptions of the individual differences area and the importance of explaining behaviour in this way. 

Introduction to the task

Students often find it hard to understand what individual differences as an area is. This task gives students the opportunity to see the value of taking such an approach and using process models to understand behaviour further than is possible using nomothetic methods. This task would be useful as a starter or introduction to a lesson on the individual differences area. 

Suggested delivery

1. Students read the accompanying worksheet introduction and then complete task 1 on their own. Teachers can facilitate this by asking students to consider factors such as past experience, personality, friends, family, upbringing and culture. 

2. Students then work in groups of four to discuss their various responses and why these differ. Teachers may wish to group students so that they can discuss varying responses and factors. 

3. Students can then write a post it note summary of why it is important to study behaviour using the individual differences area. 

Learner Resource 1.9 Individual Differences Area – debates

Aim

To assess which side of each debate the individual differences area favours and why. 

Introduction to the task
This activity will enable students to assess the position individual differences research takes in each debate and will also support students in making comparisons of the individual differences area with other areas. 

Suggested delivery

1. Students are given a quiz on research within the individual differences area focusing on aims and conclusions. 

2. Students use mini whiteboards to write a response to questions about which position in the different debates the individual differences area takes. This enables to students’ initial ideas to be gathered a discussion of each debate to be facilitated.

3. Students then complete the accompanying worksheet to rate the individual differences area within each debate and to substantiate their claims with justifications and evidence. 

4. This can then be used to answer a variety of exam style questions that draw on the debates.



Lesson Element

The Individual Differences Area
Student Activity
1.1 Defining principles and concepts of the Individual Differences Area 
Most psychologists adopt the nomothetic approach when studying behaviour where they look at common features in people to develop theories and then real life applications. On the other hand, individual differences psychologists take an idiographic view and assume individuals are unique and consequently it is worth studying people individually in detail to understand their behaviour fully as human behaviour is so complex we cannot assume that all individuals will behave in the same way. By looking at the differences in individuals we can understand how people differ systematically and therefore can offer real life applications. It also enables researchers to understand why people differ as the processes that lead to individual differences can be understood to also provide real life applications.
CHALLENGE: Highlight nomothetic characteristics below in one colour and idiographic in another.






What are the assumptions of the individual differences area of psychology?
	


1.2 Identifying research to illustrate the Individual Differences Area 

Task

Use the table below to justify why each of the following core studies are positioned within the individual differences area. Use the assumptions of this area to help you.

	Core Study
	Aim of study
	What unique characteristic did they focus on?
	How did they take an idiographic approach?

	Freud (1909) Little Hans
	
	
	

	Baron-Cohen et al (1997) Autism in adults
	
	
	

	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing
	
	
	

	Hancock et al (2011) Language of psychopaths
	
	
	


Exam style question:

Explain how any one core study can be considered to be located within the area of individual differences. (5)
	


1.3 Understanding why research utilises the Individual Differences assumptions

Task 1

Write down buzz words for the individual differences area below.

	


Task 2

Read the summaries of the core studies below and highlight any phrases that explain the link between the study and the individual differences area.

	Freud (1909) Analysis of a phobia of a five-year old boy.

Aim: To demonstrate how Little Hans personal dreams, fantasies and fears were symbolic of his unconscious passing through the phallic stage of development. Whilst Freud believed all boys experience the Oedipus complex to understand these he needed to know what the individual experienced so that this could be discussed in therapy and the interaction of experiences and fantasies could be understood.

Procedure: Freud carried out a longitudinal case study to understand the different features of the process that led to Little Hans becoming fearful of horses. By collecting such in depth data Freud was able to understand the incidents that linked with the development of the phobia Little Hans developed. 

Key findings: Freud found that there seemed to be two main reasons Little Hans developed a phobia of horses. Firstly he overheard a father say to a child ‘Don’t put your finger to the white horse or it will bite you.’ and seeing a horse that was pulling a carriage fall down and kick about with its legs. Freud believed these incidents gave  Little Hans a focus for his phobia of his horse

Conclusions: Freud believed that Little Hans provided evidence of his theory of psychosexual development and the anxiety that is produced when experiencing the Oedipus complex as part of this. By looking at Little Han’s unique experience Freud was able to explain the process that led to the phobia that was observed. By understanding the root of Little Han’s anxiety Freud was able to discuss these through therapy and address the phobia itself.


	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing.

Aim: To understand the history of intelligence testing and theories of intelligence that largely focused on the notion that intelligence was inherited and therefore those with a similar genetic background should have a similar level of intelligence. Gould challenged this notion as we are now much more aware of the reasons individuals do not perform well on intelligence tests as many factors interact in a very complex way which means that intelligence tests may not be a valid measure of intelligence.

Procedure: Many people have tried to systematically understand the differences in intelligence between people and Gould carried out a review article of these attempts in order to further understand the differences in people. 

Yerkes carried out a key piece of research on intelligence in 1917 which focused on army recruits. The tests included items about logic, analogies and sequencing as many other tests also do however Gould argued that using these measures ignored the influence of culture on an individual’s performance and assumed that intelligence tests such as the alpha test were universal measures of intelligence.

The tests were administered to recruits classed as white Americans, ‘Negroes’ and European immigrants. 

Key findings: Yerkes converted his findings to a common standard so he could look for racial and national averages which would suggest nomothetic explanations of intelligence levels. The tests showed that overall Americans were ‘a nation of morons’ as they scored very closely to moronity. More concerning were the findings that  the darker the skin colour of an individual the lower the score on the IQ tests which suggests a relationship between skin colour and IQ. 

Conclusions: Gould concluded that Yerkes intelligence tests were hugely flawed as they assumed that intelligence can be measured in the same way regardless of factors such as culture, race, education or class. Gould suggested that not only do we need to understand the structural differences between people but also what leads to these differences. Implications of not investigating the reason people vary can be devastating as Yerkes research shows labelling can occur and laws can even be shaped by incorrect assumptions about human behaviour


1.4 Strengths and weaknesses of the Individual Differences Area 

Task 1

Explain why the following tend to be used in individual differences area research.

	
	Used in the individual differences area because…

	Triangulation of data
	

	Qualitative data
	

	Small samples
	

	Opportunity samples
	

	Case studies
	

	Quasi experiments
	

	Longitudinal research
	


Task 2

Using your notes from task 1 to complete the evaluation grid below to evaluate the individual differences area.

	Evaluation point
	Explanation of point
	Evidence to substantiate claim
	Reasoning why it is a strength or weakness

	Real life application
	
	
	

	Labelling
	
	
	

	Development of psychometric tests
	
	
	

	Subjective
	
	
	

	Ethical issues
	
	
	

	Triangulation of data
	
	
	


1.5 Explaining evaluation of Individual Differences 

Task

Use the cards below to create an evaluation of the individual differences area. 

You need to add parts of the explanation and use the connectives in bold to develop your evaluative comments.

	consequently
	however
	therefore

	such as
	for instance
	furthermore

	because
	thus
	despite this

	whereas
	perhaps
	as revealed by


	Research in the individual differences area tends to use case studies.
	Methodologies used in the individual differences area tend to be subjective.

	Research into abnormal behaviour using idiographic explanations tends to lead to labelling.
	Research within the individual differences area tends to triangulate data.

	Therapies allow the causes of individual’s behaviours to be understood and for solutions to be found.
	Collecting quantitative data allows the process that leads to behaviour to be understood.


1.6 Applications of the Individual Differences Area 

Real life application can refer to the ability for research to provide development of treatments, interventions, preventative action or therapies.

Use the table below to record potential real life applications for research within the individual differences area.
	Core Study
	Real Life Application
	Explanation

	Freud (1909) Little Hans
	
	

	Baron-Cohen et al (1997) Autism in adults
	
	

	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing
	
	

	Hancock et al (2011) Language of psychopaths
	
	


1.6.1 Applications of the Individual Differences Area 

Real life application can refer to the ability for research to provide development of treatments, interventions, preventative action or therapies.

Use the table below to record potential real life applications for research within the individual differences area.

	Core Study
	Real Life Application
	Explanation

	Freud (1909) Little Hans

Did Freud ‘cure’ Little Hans phobia?
	· Treatment?

· Intervention?

· Preventative action?

· Therapy?
	

	Baron-Cohen et al (1997) Autism in adults

Can theory of mind be taught?
	· Treatment?

· Intervention?

· Preventative action?

· Therapy?
	

	Gould (1982) A nation of morons. Bias in IQ testing

What did Gould show about the implication of inaccurate IQ testing?
	· Treatment?

· Intervention?

· Preventative action?

· Therapy
	

	Hancock et al (2011) Language of psychopaths

How can you tell an individual may be a psychopath? How does this help?
	· Treatment?

· Intervention?

· Preventative action?

· Therapy?
	


1.7 Comparison of Individual Differences Area to other areas  

Task 1

Revisit the assumptions of the individual differences area and decide what type of research this area tends to use for each of the following criteria.

	Criteria
	Typically individual differences research uses…
	Because…

	Methodology


	
	

	Data collection


	
	

	Ethical issues


	
	

	Sampling method


	
	

	Sample


	
	

	Reliability


	
	

	Validity 


	
	



It is important you are able to describe how the individual differences area of psychology is similar and different to other areas of psychology using criteria such as those above.

Task 2

Draw a Venn diagram to compare the individual differences area to each of the following areas: 

· Biological 

· Psychodynamic 

· Social

Task 3

Now reflect on each Venn diagram and rank the three areas of psychology above from most similar to the individual differences area to least.
1.8 Why Individual Differences should be studied

Aim

To further understanding of the assumptions of the individual differences area and the importance of explaining behaviour in this way. 

Individual differences are focused on because it is naively accepted that assuming all humans behave in the same way and react to situations and experiences in a universal manner. In reality, the human experience is so complex that it is an interaction of lots of variables within a person’s life that influence their behaviour and cause them to differ from the next person. With this in mind, individual differences researchers aim to establish what the differences are among people and why they have developed these differences. Models of behaviour are used to understand the differences that occur in a particular behaviour, such as schizophrenia or autism.  

Task 1

Consider how you would react to the following scenario and why.

You are at a party and a great tune comes on that everybody, including you, loves. What do you do? Why? What has led you to behave in this way?

	


Task 2

Discuss your response with your group. What differences are there in your responses? Why do you differ in how you would behave?

	


By gathering qualitative data, researchers can carry out a similar process to the one you just did to understand why behaviours vary, despite a situation or precursor to behaviour appearing very similar.
1.9 Individual Differences Area – Debates

All areas of psychology favour particular assumptions, methods and theories that enable everyday phenomena and behaviour to be investigated. The individual differences area assumes that the reason behaviour occurs can only be understood by viewing a person as unique and therefore looking at them in detail to fully understand why they have developed behaviour due to factors personal to them. To investigate this, case studies and qualitative methods are often used to gather sufficient information about a person’s life and contributing factors.

Rate the individual differences area overall on the following debate lines with a brief justification as to why.


	Nature

The belief that all behaviour is innate.
	
	Nurture

The belief that all behaviour is learnt.

	This is because:

For example:

	Freewill

The belief that we make our own choices about our behaviour.
	
	Determinism

The belief that behaviour is predictable using cause and effect.

	This is because:

For example:

	Reductionism 

The belief that human behaviour can be broken down into its constituent parts.
	
	Holism

The belief that to understand behaviour we must look at the ‘sum of the parts’.

	This is because:

For example:

	Individual 

The belief that your individual characteristics such as your personality cause behaviour.
	
	Situational

The belief that factors external to yourself such as peers or physical environment cause behaviour.

	This is because:

For example:
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This activity offers an opportunity for maths skills development.
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Often uses qualitative methods to produce detailed case studies.





Aims to understand the constructs and structures of concepts such as personality and abnormality





Emphasises the uniqueness of individuals





Often uses quantitative methods to assess the relationships between variables





Aims to develop an in depth understanding of the individual





Allows the discovery of general principles that have a predictive function that allows standard diagnosis and treatments to be made





Focuses on the similarities between groups of individuals





This allows a depth of understanding of the individual and personalised treatment
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