
AP Psych Exam 2020 QUICK GUIDE 
 
2 Free-Response Questions from Units 1 - 7 
 

Question 1 (25 minutes) 
Concept Application 

Question 2 (15 minutes) 
Research Methods 

% of Exam Weight 55% % of Exam Weight 45% 

Question Description Question 1 assesses students’ 
ability to explain behavior and 
apply theories and perspectives 
in authentic contexts. 

Question Description Question 2 assesses students’ 
ability to analyze psychological 
research studies, including 
analyzing and interpreting 
quantitative data. 

Number of Tasks 8 Number of Tasks 6 

 

● Unlike many other History and English AP exams, you do NOT need to write a formal essay with 
an introduction, thesis, and a conclusion. 

● However, you may NOT just make a bulleted list of facts or create an outline. 
● You will need to write complete sentences that provide the specific information requested in the 

various parts of the FRQ. 
 

SODAS (Follow these guidelines to write an effective response) 

● Space – leave 1-2 lines between each paragraph; easier for readers; gives you space to add more info  
 

● Order – answer the various parts in the order they are asked; keeps you more organized and makes it easier for the 
readers; each paragraph should begin with a topic sentence that indicates which part of the question you are answering 
 

● Define – definitions alone will not score points but they show knowledge and can help support your response; 
underline key words 
 

● Apply – absolutely ESSENTIAL to apply your answer to the specific scenario; do this for each individual part of 
the prompt; it is repetitive but necessary 
 

● Synonyms – you cannot explain a word by using the term or any part of the word; for example “Modeling is when 
someone models another person’s behavior.” - this does not demonstrate any knowledge about the concept 

 
Advice from past readers… 

1. Use the structure of your scoring guide to answer the question addressing each point in an orderly fashion.  If structured 
properly a reader will easily see that all parts of the question have been addressed. 

2. Each new concept (possibly each new point) should have a new paragraph. Leave a blank line after each 
paragraph!!!!!!!!! 

3. Underline main ideas 
4. KEEP IT SIMPLE.  Address and dismiss. Don’t add fluff. Be Concise. Readers want to see your knowledge of the best and 

most common techniques, methods, theories, etc. Do not waste time explaining unnecessarily complicated concepts unless 
directly asked to within the question.  

5. DO NOT TRY TO IMPRESS – KEEP IT SIMPLE! 
6. USE PSYCHOLOGICAL TERMS and PROPER NAMES THEORIES, THEORISTS and PSYCHOLOGISTS…USE YOUR 

BIG BOY/GIRL WORDS 
7. Readers expect to see appropriate examples that are clearly relevant to the point being addressed.  They should NOT be a 

hypothetical or personal (from your own life) example.  



Unit 1: Scientific Foundations of 

Psychology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experiments 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TYPES OF GRAPHS ON THE AP PSYCHOLOGY EXAM 
 

Correlational Coefficient (Survey) 
 

● Shows the relationship between two or more 
variables. 
 

● Has a value between -1 & +1 
 

● The positive and negative represents the type 
of relationship. 
 

A positive correlation can be either two factors 
increasing  

OR two factors decreasing.  Both variables go in the 
same direction. 

 
 A negative correlation or inverse relationship has 
one variable that increases, as the other decreases. 

 
● In statistics, the correlational coefficient is 

represented by a lowercase r. 
 

● The graph is called a scatterplot. 
 
CORRELATION NEVER MEAN CAUSATION 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRACTICE GUESSING THE CORRELATIONAL 
COEFFICIENT 

https://istics.net/Correlations/ 

What is statistical significance? 
 

● It means your findings are not due to chance!  
 

● It means, "The sample averages are reliable 
and the difference  between the experimental 
and control group is relatively large.” 

 

● In an experiment, you are looking for a P less 
than .05 (P <.05) 

 

● In a correlational study, you are looking for a 
correlational coefficient (r) closer to +1 or -1. 
It should be above r > +.5 OR 
 r < -.5 

● The closer the plots(dots) are to forming a 
straight line the stronger the correlational 
coefficient and the closer the number is to 
+1 or -1. 

 
 

 
 

https://istics.net/Correlations/


A NOTE FROM AN AP GRADER: 
If you are asked to draw a graph. Keep it simple. More bars on your histogram does not make it 

better! Draw it as you see here! 

Frequency Distribution 
 

● This graph is called a histogram or bar 
graph. 
 

● On the Y-Axis is the number of participants. 
On the X-axis is what is being measured or 
the dependent variable. 
 

● Notice that the shapes of both graphs are a 
normal distribution. 
 

● The Measures of Central Tendency (Mean, 
Median, Mode) fall in the center of the normal 
curve. The Mean, Median and Mode are all 
very similar in a normal distribution. 

 

 
 
 

Positively and Negatively Skewed 
Distribution 

 
● A positively skewed distribution is caused 

by an extremely high score in a frequency 
distribution.  The high score or outlier causes 
a graph with a tail to the right. 
 

● A negatively skewed distribution is caused 
by an extremely low score in a frequency 
distribution.  The low score or outlier causes 
a graph with a tail towards the left. 
 

● The Measures of Central Tendency are 
then changed.  The Mean will be pulled 
towards the tail making it less representative 
of all scores.  The Mode will still be in the 
middle and be the most representative of all 
the scores.  The Median will still be in the 
middle. 

 

 

 

 



Unit 2: Biological Bases of Behavior 
 

Heritability: the degree of variance among individuals 

that can be attributed to genetic variations. Many physical 
and psychological characteristics are inherited. However, 
genes do not determine everything about us. 
Environmentality is the degree to which a trait’s 
expression is caused by the environment in which an 
organism lives. 

Today, the debate is no longer nature versus 

nurture, but rather nature and nurture 

working together; our psychological makeup is 

largely the result of the interaction of the two 

forces. 

The Endocrine System 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Neurotransmitters 
 Function Lack Excess 

Dopamine 

Pleasure, reward, voluntary movement, 
learning, and attention 

● Certain dopamine pathways 
are involved in drug 
addiction. 

Parkinson’s disease Schizophrenia 

Acetylcholine (AcH) Memory and movement 
Alzheimer’s disease 
Paralysis 

Muscle convulsions 

Serotonin Mood, appetite, and sleep 

Depression 
Feeding and eating disorders 
Sleep-wake disorders 
Aggression 

 

Norepinephrine Mood and sleep Depression Anxiety 

Glutamate 
Memory and learning 
Major excitatory neurotransmitter 

 Migraines and seizures 

GABA 
Relaxation and sleep 
Major inhibitory neurotransmitter 

Anxiety disorders 
Seizures 
Insomnia 

 

Endorphins Inhibits pain signals 
Lower pain thresholds 
Use of heroin and other opiates leads to 
decreased production of endorphins 

Higher pain threshold 
Runner’s high 

 

Reuptake: neurotransmitters are reabsorbed by the presynaptic neuron 

Agonists: drugs that work by either blocking reuptake or mimicking the natural 

neurotransmitters by fitting into receptor sites on the postsynaptic neuron.  

● Example: Xanax is an anti-anxiety medication – the drug molecules fit into 

receptor sites for the inhibitory neurotransmitter GABA and excite the cell 

● SSRIs (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors): function as agonists by 

delaying the reuptake of serotonin, allowing the neurotransmitters more 

opportunity to stimulate the postsynaptic neuron (Example: Prozac is a 

drug used to treat depression) 

Antagonists: drugs that work by occupying receptor sites on the postsynaptic neuron and block the impact of 

neurotransmitters. 

● Individuals with schizophrenia have too much dopamine, and antipsychotic medications act as dopamine 

antagonists to block the receptor sites and prevent cell excitement 

 



 

Hindbrain 
“Primitive” part of the brain; coordinates basic bodily 

functions 

Midbrain 
Very small in humans; coordinates simple movements 

with sensory information 

Brainstem 
Base of the brain at the top of the 

spinal cord 

● Automatic survival 
functions 

● Sends and receives 
information 

Reticular 
Formation 

(Reticular Activating System) 
Network of nerves running vertically 
through the brainstem and extending 

to the thalamus 

● Arousal to stimuli 
● Sleep 
● Attentiveness 
● Filters incoming stimuli 

and relays important 
information to the 
thalamus 

Cerebellum 
Behind the brainstem underneath 

the brain 

● Balance and 
coordination 

● Fine motor movements 
● Procedural memory 

Basal Ganglia 
Midbrain and forebrain 

● Smooth voluntary body 
movements 

 

Pons 
Above the medulla on the brainstem 

and below the thalamus 

● Sleep and arousal 
● Dreams 
● Facial expressions 

  

Medulla 
(Medulla Oblongata) 

Below the pons on the brain stem 

● Survival functions 
(heartbeat, breathing, 
and digestion) 

● Reflexes (sneezing, 
coughing, vomiting, and 
swallowing) 

  

Forebrain 
Sophisticated part of the human brain; allows for complex thought and behaviors unique to humans 

Thalamus 
Two connected egg-shaped 

structures located at the top of 
the brainstem 

● Filters and relays 
sensory information 
except for smell to the 
appropriate parts of the 
cerebral cortex 

Hypothalamus 
Limbic system structure below the 

thalamus 

● Maintenance functions 
(eating, drinking, body 
temperature, and sex) 

● Controls the autonomic 
nervous system 

● Controls the endocrine 
system by influencing 
the pituitary gland 

Limbic System 
Bagel-shaped group of structures 
between the brainstem and the 

cerebral cortex 

● Learning 
● Memory 
● Emotion 
● Basic drives 

Nucleus Accumbens 
Region of the forebrain near the 

limbic system 

● Pleasure or reward 
circuit 

● Associated with drug 
dependency 

Hippocampus 
Limbic system structure 

surrounding the thalamus 

● Explicit memory 
formation 

● Learning 
 

Suprachiasmatic 
Nucleus (SCN) 
Small region within the 

hypothalamus 

● Regulation of circadian 
rhythm 

● Regulation of sleep cycle 
 

Amygdala 
Limbic system structure at the end of 

each arm of the hippocampus 

● Emotions (especially 
fear and aggression) 

Corpus Callosum 
Bundle of neurons connecting the two 

cerebral hemispheres 

● Relays information 
between the two 
hemispheres 

 



 

Frontal Lobe 
Higher-level thinking; Reasoning; Planning; Judgment; Impulse Control 

 Location Function 

Prefrontal 
Cortex 

Association area located in 
front of the motor strip in 

the frontal lobes 

● Controls conscious thoughts and actions 
● Working memory 
● Short-term and long-term planning 

Broca’s Area Front of the LEFT frontal 
lobe 

● Controls the facial muscle movements required for speech 
production 

Primary Motor 
Cortex 

Rear of the frontal lobes, 
parallel to the sensory 

cortex (extending from ear 
to ear like a headband) 

● Controls voluntary movement 
● Left motor cortex controls movement on the right side of the body 
● Right motor cortex controls movement on the left side of the body 

 

Parietal Lobes 
Receives sensory information about the somatic senses of touch, pain, and temperature; Spatial abilities 

 Location Functions 

Primary 
Somatosensory 

Cortex 

Front of the parietal lobes, 
parallel to the motor cortex 
(extending from ear to ear 

like a headband) 

● Sensory input is received for touch and body position 
● Left sensory cortex controls sensation for the right side of the body 
● Right sensory cortex controls sensation for the left side of the body 

 

Occipital Lobes 
Visual processing 

 Location Functions 

Primary Visual 
Cortex 

 

Bottom area of the occipital 
lobes 

● Information from the left visual field goes to the right side of each eye 
and is interpreted by the right visual cortex 

● Information from the right visual field goes to the left side of each eye 
and is interpreted by the left visual cortex 

 

Temporal Lobes 
Auditory processing (hearing); Olfactory (smell); Recognition of faces 

 Location Functions 

Primary 
Auditory 
Cortex 

Upper area of the temporal 
lobes 

● Processes most auditory information from the opposite ear 

Wernicke’s 
Area 

Top of the LEFT temporal 
lobe 

● Responsible for language comprehension 
● Creates meaningful statements 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Brain Imaging Techniques 

Scan Definition Purpose Advantages/Disadvantages 

EEG 

Electroencephalogram measures electrical 
activity of the neurons below the electrodes 
placed on the scalp. The EEG is often used to 
show brain wave patterns of electrical activity 
during sleep stages and seizures. 

Function 

Advantages 
● Noninvasive 
● Abnormal patterns indicate neurological disorders 

Disadvantages 
● Difficult to determine which specific brain areas are 

producing the electrical activity 

PET 

Positron emission tomography involves the 
injection of a small harmless amount of 
radioactive material, such as glucose (sugar), 
into the bloodstream. The PET scan indicates 
areas of the brain active during cognitive tasks 
by tracking specific structures using the 
radioactive material as fuel, resulting in a color 
coded image 

Function 

Advantages 
● Allows investigation of mental illness  and neurological 

problems, including Alzheimer’s disease and epilepsy 
● Allows investigation of specific types of neurotransmitters 

and drugs 
Disadvantages 

● Exposure to low levels of radioactive material 
● Difficult to pinpoint the exact location of brain activity 

CT 
Scan 
(CAT) 

Computerized axial tomography creates 
advanced and specific X-rays of the brain. 
When the individual is in the machine the X-ray 
tube rotates around the body taking a series of 
X-rays. The CT scan is often used to locate 
tumors and brain damage resulting from blood 
clots and strokes. 

Structure 

Advantages 
● Can view large brain abnormalities 
● Significantly more sensitive than traditional X-ray imaging 

Disadvantages 
● Involves radiation 
● Incapable of locating small brain abnormalities 

MRI 

The magnetic resonance imaging technique 
uses strong magnetic fields that cause different 
molecules to vibrate at different frequencies, 
which produces detailed images of slices of 
brain tissue. Structure 

Advantages 
● Generates images of brain structures with greater clarity 

than the CT scan 
● No exposure to radiation or radioactive materials 

Disadvantages 
● Cannot be used on an individual with a metallic implant 

including a pacemaker or surgical pin 
● Individual is required to remain still for an extended 

period of time in a confined space 

fMRI 

The functional magnetic resonance imaging 
technique uses magnetic fields to produce 
images of the brain and tracks real-time brain 
activity by measuring blood flow carrying 
oxygen to active brain tissue. 

Structure and 
Function 

Advantages 
● No exposure to radioactive materials like during a PET 

scan, allowing researchers to conduct multiple scans on 
the same individual 

● Ability to pinpoint and track mental processes that occur 
over seconds as opposed to minutes, such as thinking 
about an object 

Disadvantages 
● Cannot be used on an individual with a metallic implant 

including a pacemaker or surgical pin 
● Although no harmful consequences have been identified, 

the long-term impact of exposure to powerful magnets is 
unknown 

 
Dual Processing Consciousness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 3: Sensation and Perception 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Monocular Cues 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Gestalt: an organized whole.  Gestalt psychologists emphasized our tendency to integrate 
pieces of information into meaningful wholes. 
 

● Figure-ground: the organization of the visual field into objects (the figures) that stand 
out from their surroundings (the ground).  
 

● Grouping: the perceptual tendency to organize stimuli into coherent groups. 
 

● Proximity: We group nearby figures together. 
 

● Similarity: We group similar figures together. 
 

● Continuity: We perceive smooth, continuous patterns rather 
than discontinuous ones.  
 

● Connectedness: Because they are uniform and linked, we 
perceive each set of two dots and the line between them as a 
single unit.  
 

● Closure: We fill in gaps to create a complete, whole object. 
 
Depth perception: the ability to see objects in three dimensions although the images 
that strike the retina are two-dimensional; allows us to judge distance. 
 

● Visual cliff: a laboratory device for testing depth perception in infants and 
young animals. Used by Eleanor Gibson and Richard Walk to determine 
whether crawling infants could perceive depth 
 
 
 



Unit 4: Learning 
 

Classical and Operant Conditioning Compared 
Characteristics Classical Conditioning Operant Conditioning 

Types of association Between two stimuli Between a response and its consequences 

State of subject Passive Active 

Focus of attention On what precedes the response On what follow the response 

Types of response 
typically involved Involuntary or reflexive response Voluntary response 

Bodily response typically 
involved 

Internal responses; emotional and glandular 
reactions 

External responses; muscular and skeletal 
movement and verbal responses 

Range of responses Relative simple Simple to highly complex 

Responses learned Emotional reactions: fear, likes, dislikes Goal-oriented responses 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Effects of Reinforcement and Punishment (OPERANT CONDITIONING) 

Reinforcement 
(increase or strengthens a behavior) 

Punishment 
(decrease or suppresses a behavior) 

● May result in side effects such as negative emotional responses 
and increased aggressive behavior 

● When used for disciplinary reasons, punishment should be applied 
swiftly, just severe enough to be effective, explained, and not 
physical 

Adding a Positive (positive reinforcement) 
 

Presenting food, money, praise, attention, or other rewards. 

Adding a Negative (positive punishment) 
 

Delivering a pain-producing or otherwise aversive stimulus, 
such as a spanking or electric shock. 

Subtracting a Negative (negative reinforcement) 
 

Removing or terminating some pain-producing or otherwise 
aversive stimulus, such as an electric shock or taking medicine 

for a headache. 
 

Plays a key role in escape and avoidance learning. 
 

Subtracting a Positive (negative punishment) 
 

Removing some pleasant stimulus or taking away privileges 
such as TV watching or use of automobile. 

 

Reinforcement Schedules Compared 
Schedule of Reinforcement Response Rate Pattern of Responses Resistance to Extinction 

Fixed-ratio schedule Very high 

Steady response with low 
ratio. Brief pause after each 
reinforcement with a very 
high ratio. 

The higher the ratio, the more 
resistance to extinction. 

Variable-ratio schedule Highest response rate Constant response pattern, no 
pauses Most resistance to extinction. 

Fixed-interval schedule Lowest response rate 
Long pause after 
reinforcement, followed by 
gradual acceleration. 

The longer the interval, the 
more resistance to extinction. 

Variable-interval 
schedule Moderate Stable, uniform response. 

More resistance to extinction 
than fixed-interval schedule 
with the same average 
interval. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 5: Cognition (Memory) 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Memory: the persistence of learning over time through the storage and retrieval of 
information. 

 
 
Sensory Memory 
A quick, fleeting memory that 
is activated by the five 
senses. This information will 
leave the brain if we don’t 
attend (pay attention) to it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

Brain Structure Connection to Memory 

Hippocampus  Long-term potentiation / memory processing  
Associated with emotion and the transfer of information from STM to LTM 

Amygdala Emotional reactions 

Cerebellum Procedural memories 
Conditioned responses 

Prefrontal Cortex Storage of short-term/working memories 

Basal Ganglia Memory retrieval and procedural memory - key to creating and maintaining habits 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 5: Cognition (Problem Solving) 
 

Problem Solving Methods 
 

● Trial and Error: The process of experimenting with various methods of doing something until one finds the 
most successful.  Example: Typing in random numbers to figure out a pin number for an ATM card. 

● Means-End Analysis: Breaking a problem into subgoals in order to reach the ultimate goal.  Example: 
Wanting to run a marathon, but you don’t go out the first day and run 20 miles. You have to start small, set a goal 
for a 5K, then a 10K, etc. 

● Algorithm: A logical, step-by-step procedure that, if followed correctly, will eventually solve a specific problem. 
Example: Typing in 0000, 0001, 0002, 0003, etc. to figure out a pin number for an ATM card. 

● Heuristic: A general rule-of-thumb or shortcut that is used to reduce the number of possible solutions to a 
problem. Usually speedier but more prone to errors than algorithms. Example: Using birthdays for a pin number. 

● Insight: A sudden realization of a problem’s solution; the “aha” moment 

Obstacles to Problem Solving: 
 

● Fixation: Having a preoccupation with something, not being able to stop thinking about it. 

● Mental set: The tendency to continue using belief systems and problem-solving strategies that have worked in 
the past, even though it may not be working now. 

● Functional fixedness: The tendency to think of an object as functioning only in its usual way or customary 
way. As a result, individuals often do not see unusual or innovative uses of familiar objects. 

● Availability heuristic: Judging the likelihood of an event based on readily available personal experiences or 
new reports. Example: not wanting to fly after 9/11. 

● Representative heuristic: Judging the likelihood of an event based on how well it matches a typical 
example. Example: Not thinking a tall, skinny man who likes to read would be a truck driver. 

● Anchoring effect: The tendency to be influenced by a reference point. Example: only buying a car because 
it’s the color you want even though it has a lot of miles. 

● Framing: Posing a question or wording a phrase in such a way to persuade someone’s thoughts. Example: 
buying something because it’s 95% fat free sounds better than 5% fat. 

● Bias: Having pre-existing positions or beliefs about events, people, etc. 

○ Confirmation Bias: A preference for information that confirms preexisting positions or beliefs, while ignoring or 
discounting contradictory evidence. Example: only looking at good reviews of something you want. 

○ Belief Perseverance: Holding onto a belief even after it has been discredited. Example: believing that fad diets work. 

○ Hindsight Bias: Also known as the knew-it-all-along effect, the inclination to see events that have already occurred 
as being more predictable than they were before they took place 

○ Overconfidence Bias: The tendency to be more confident than correct. Example: Hitler thinking he could invade 
Russia when no one else has ever successfully done it. 

○ Exaggerated Fear: Being overly fearful of something to the point of a phobia. Availability heuristic plays a part in this. 

 



Unit 5: Cognition (Creativity) 

 

 

 

 

Unit 5: Cognition (Intelligence) 

 

Intelligence: Mental quality consisting of the ability to learn 
from experience, solve problems, and use knowledge to adapt 
to new situations. 
 
Intelligence Test: A measure for assessing an individual’s 
mental aptitudes and comparing them with those of others, 
using numerical scores. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit 6: Development 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 7: Motivation 
 

 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

 
 
 
 

 
Yerkes-Dodson Law 

Primary incentives: motivates behavior to satisfy a 
physiological need. 
 
Secondary incentive: motivates behavior to satisfy a 

desire. 

Intrinsic motivation: doing something because you 
generally like to do it. 
 
Extrinsic motivation: doing something because of a 
promise or a reward or a threat of punishment. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 7: Emotion and Stress 
 

Theories of Emotion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS): Selye’s concept of the body’s adaptive response to stress in three 
phases – alarm, resistance, exhaustion.  *Remember: Selye’s three stages ARE (alarm, resistance, 
exhaustion) a GAS. 
 

1. Alarm stage: encounter threatening stimulus, fight or flight activated.  If threat avoided, stage ends 
2. Resistance stage: if the threat is not avoided there’s prolonged state of stress.  Activation of stress 

cannot be kept up indefinitely. 
3. Exhaustion stage: energy and strength are used up by maintaining resistance, can become 

vulnerable to illness, fatigue & injury. 
 

Cognitive appraisal of stress: stress is not merely a stimulus or a response. It is a process by which we 
appraise and cope with environmental threats and challenges. When short-lived or taken as a challenge, 
stressors may have positive effects. However, if stress is threatening or prolonged, it can be harmful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Four Types of Motivational Conflict 
Conflict Description Example 

Approach-Approach 
An individual is forced to make a 
choice between two equally 
desirable goals. Both options are 
appealing, which makes the choice 
difficult. 

You are accepted to both Harvard 
and Dartmouth.  Which do you 
choose?  
 

Avoidance-Approach 

An individual is forced to make a 
choice between two equally 
undesirable or threatening options. 
Neither choice is good, so the 
individual is essentially choosing 
the lesser of two evils. 

Mow the lawn or wash the dishes? 

Approach-Avoidance 
An individual is both attracted to 
and repelled by the same goal. 
Within one particular situation there 
are both positive and negative 
parts. 

You like to eat spicy food but it 
gives you heartburn. 

Multiple 
Approach-Avoidance 

An individual must choose between 
two different options, both of which 
have positive and negative parts. 

You receive acceptance letters from 
two colleges and must choose to go 
to college in California or New York. 
Attending college in California 
allows you to be close to your 
family but New York has a better 
program for your area of interest. 

 

Unit 7: Personality 
 

Psychoanalytic Theory (Freud) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Psychodynamic Theories 

Carl Jung 
● Personal and collective unconscious 
● Archetypes 
● Extroverts and introverts 

Alfred Adler 
● Striving for superiority 
● Inferiority complex 
● Studied birth order 

  

Karen Horney 
● Critical of Freud’s view on female development 
● Focused on the need to overcome basic anxiety 

and the sense of being isolated and alone in the 
world 

Erik Erikson 
● Emphasized the social elements of personality 

development 
● Identity crisis at each stage of the lifespan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Humanist Theories 

Carl Rogers 
● Believed in the inherent goodness of people 
● Self-concept is the cornerstone of personality 
● Unconditional positive regard 

Abraham Maslow 
● Humans have a natural drive to find 

self-fulfillment 
 

  

 

 

Trait Theories 

Gordon Allport 
● Developed a dictionary of 4,504 adjectives to 

describe personality traits 
● Personality determined by a person’s conscious 

motivations 

Raymond Cattell 
● Used statistical analysis to narrow Allport’s list to 

16 personality traits 
● Used by psychologists today to evaluate 

individuals and to compare their scores with 
larger groups and different age ranges  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Robert McCraw and Paul Costa 
● Further narrowing of list of traits 
● The Big Five Personality Traits 
● Measured using an objective personality test 

 

 

 

 

Social Cognitive and Behaviorist Theories 

Albert Bandura 
● Emphasized social learning and observation 
● Reciprocal determinism 
● Self efficacy = the level of confidence an 

individual has in regard to their abilities 

Julian Rotter 
● Focused on perceived control over the 

environment 

 
 
 
 
 



Research Methods to Investigate Personality 
 

Research Method Description 
Perspectives 

Incorporating This 
Method 

Benefits Weaknesses 

Case Study In-depth study of one 
individual 

Psychoanalytic 
Humanistic 

Less expensive than other 
methods. 

May not generalize to 
the larger population. 

Survey 
Systematic questioning 
of a random sample of 
the population 

Trait 
Social-Cognitive 

Positive Psychology 

Results tend to be 
reliable and can be 
generalized to the larger 
population 

May be expensive; 
correlational findings. 

Projective Tests 
(e.g. TAT and Rorschach) 

Ambiguous stimuli 
designed to trigger 
projection of inner 
dynamics 

Psychodynamic 

Designed to get beneath 
the conscious surface of a 
person’s 
self-understanding; may 
be a good ice-breaker. 

Results have weak 
validity and reliability. 

Personality 
Inventories  

such as the MMPI (to determine 
scores on Big Five personality 

factors) 

Objectively scored 
groups of questions 
designed to identify 
personality dispositions 

Trait 
Generally reliable and 
empirically validated. 

Explore a limited 
number of traits. 

Observation 
Studying how 
individuals react in 
different situations 

Social-Cognitive 

Allows researchers to 
study the effects of 
environmental factors on 
the way an individual’s 
personality is expressed. 

Results may not apply to 
the larger population. 

Experimentation 
Manipulate variable, 
with random 
assignment to 
conditions. 

Social-Cognitive Discerns cause and effect. 
Some variables cannot 
feasibly or ethically be 
manipulated. 

 

Objective Personality Tests 

Strengths 
● Relatively easy to administer 
● Generate a great deal of information 
● Large sample sizes which is more representative of the population = 

greater standardization and comparison 
● Can be translated for use across cultures 
● High levels of reliability and validity for recognizing mental health 

issues in a wide range of cultures 

Weaknesses 
● Individuals from other cultures may have higher overall scores 

because some items do not apply to them. 
● Participants may not report accurately about themselves 
● Participants may interpret questions differently than they were 

intended 
● BARNUM EFFECT: the tendency individuals have to agree with 

descriptions of themselves that are generally positive, but also 
unclear and ambiguous (i.e. horoscopes) 

 
Projective Personality Tests 

Strengths 
● Continue to be utilized in clinical settings 
● Typically used for gathering additional information about clients or 

providing an opportunity to stimulate discussion. 

Weaknesses 
● Vulnerable to experimenter bias because of preexisting 

expectations that test examiners may have about how 
participants ought to respond. 

● Interrater reliability is low (when two psychologists evaluate the 
same participant’s responses and do not come to the same 
conclusions) 

● Issues of reliability and validity in measuring personality traits 
and motivations, assessing mental illness, and predicting 
behavior 

 


