
Achievement Standard 91876 (Psychology 3.5) requires you to develop a critical response on a specifi ed 
topic, using evidence. The response will be in essay form.

Before you begin:  Key understandings for success in 
Level 3 Psychology

What level of thinking do I need to show in my answers?

The progression of what is expected from Level 1 to Level 3 Psychology is from lower-order thinking skills to 
higher-order thinking skills:

Level 1 Psychology Describe Lower order

Level 2 Psychology Explain

Level 3 Psychology Analyse Higher order

Achievement criteria

Achieved Merit Excellence

Analyse a signifi cant issue in 
psychological practice

Analyse, in depth, a signifi cant 
issue in psychological practice

Comprehensively analyse a 
signifi cant issue in psychological 
practice

Achievement Standard 91876 (Psychology 3.5) is based upon your ability to analyse.

‘Achieved’
Analyse involves a detailed discussion on a signifi cant issue in psychological practice.

‘Merit’
Analyse, in-depth, involves critiquing how a signifi cant issue is evident in psychological practice. The critique 
includes descriptions of, or references to, psychological theories, concepts and/or studies from published 
works.

‘Excellence’
Comprehensively analyse involves a detailed critique 
focusing on how a signifi cant issue has an effect 
in psychological practice. The detailed critique 
discusses how the issue could be addressed with 
references to psychological theories, concepts and/
or studies from published works. 

Psychology

3.5
Externally assessed 3 credits
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Religious bias
Religious thinking refers to the specifi c belief in a higher power. Religious thinking exists in every part of the 
world and there are many types of religions. Psychological explanations for religious thinking centre around 
two main ideas.

 Cognitive – people tend to look for patterns and tend to assume there is an intentional design to random 
events. Cognitive bias happens when a researcher applies religious thinking/values in their research.

 Social – religious beliefs and values help individuals form rules about how to exist together in groups. 
One type of bias that can occur is group infl uence, specifi cally conformity. Conformity refers to agreeing 
with the majority position, and is brought about either by a desire to ‘fi t in’ or be liked (normative) or 
because of a desire to be correct (informational), or simply to conform to a social role (identifi cation). 
There are differences between types of religious thinking when it comes to whether individuals comply 
or not. A conformity bias can cause researchers to misinterpret behaviour.

Religious thinking shares some similarities with culture (see following) in that a particular group of people 
share a belief and a set of associated values.

Published studies around religious bias could include the following.

 The Stanford Prison Experiment (Haney et al., 1973) – showed that certain situations increase 
conformity.

 Whitson and Galinsky (2008) – found that people were more likely to see patterns in a random display of 
dots if the researchers fi rst primed them to feel that the participants had no control over patterns/rhythms 
seen in daily life. This fi nding suggests that people are primed to see signs and patterns in the world 
around them – and to subsequently attach meaning to these patterns. (Science, Vol. 322, No. 5898.)

It is recommended that students use studies that they are familiar with and have encountered in the 
context of their NCEA Psychology courses rather than rote-learning studies specifi cally for the examination.

Cultural bias (including ethnocentrism and cultural relativism)
Culture refers to the beliefs that a group of people share. Cultural differences can become apparent when 
we meet people from different countries who speak different languages (like Chileans and Germans) and 
when we meet people who have different customs (like people from New Zealand and Australia). Cultural 
differences also appear in people from the same place who hold different ideas about the world (like Pākehā 
and Māori, or teens and grandparents).

One type of cultural bias happens when psychological 
researchers wrongly assume that their fi ndings about 
one group of people can be applied to everyone. This is 
called universality. Another type of cultural bias happens 
when psychological researchers assume that their 
cultural practice is the ‘correct’ one and other cultural 
practices are therefore wrong/inferior. This is called 
ethnocentrism. 

Psychological researchers who can correct their own 
ethnocentrism are able to use a technique called cultural 
relativism – they realise that their fi ndings may only 
make sense in their cultural context. When researching, psychologists can try to look across cultures and 
identify those behaviours that are universal. This is called an etic approach. Equally, researchers can also 
identify those behaviours that are specifi c to that group of people and only make sense in that context. This 
is called an emic approach.
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Task Two:  Revise key issues in psychology by completing an 
essay plan for each topic

A signifi cant issue refers to concerns within psychology 
that are of an enduring or emerging nature (as opposed to 
trending issues, which are issues yet to be confi rmed – such 
as the growing use of digital therapies) and that have an 
impact on psychological research practice and psychological 
discourse. The defi nition of issues that are signifi cant is 
taken from the explanatory note in AS91876 as being 
biases (gender, religion, culture), socially sensitive research, 
ownership of knowledge or the use of children and animals 
in psychological research.

Read the following exemplar of a generalised essay plan for 
the issue of cultural bias.

Use this exemplar as a guide to help you revise the 
signifi cant issues in psychology and to complete an essay 
plan for each signifi cant issue.

These essay plans can be used to build your confi dence by:

• practising how to summarise and communicate your 
knowledge as a structured examination response

• anticipating possible examination statements. 

Exemplar – Cultural bias essay plan

What is the social/historical context (setting, idea, event) 
for one example of published research you have studied?
The specifi c context for this issue is Māori and non-Māori 
perspectives in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Identify the cultural bias in the published research you have studied.
Speaking to ancestors and/or hearing ancestors speak to you can be considered being within the range of 
normal experiences in te ao Māori (the ‘Māori world view’). Speaking to ancestors and/or hearing ancestors 
speak to you can be seen by Western medicine as a symptom of schizophrenia.

Why could this cultural bias be a problem? What could this cultural bias lead to?
Research into mental illness may be ascribing what is normal te ao Māori as symptoms of schizophrenia. 
This could explain to some degree why Māori are signifi cantly more likely to be admitted to an inpatient 
mental health setting.

How could this cultural bias be addressed?
Researchers will undertake cultural competency training.

Regular review of admissions and peer review of research proposals.

How could this issue be worded as an examination response statement?
Cultural bias in psychological practice is an inescapable reality for many people.
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Ownership of knowledge
Key features:

What is the social/historical context (setting, idea, event) for one example of published research 
you have studied?

Identify the ownership of knowledge within the published research you have studied.

Why could this ownership of knowledge be a problem? What could this ownership of knowledge lead to?

How could this ownership of knowledge be addressed?

How could this issue be worded as an examination response statement?

 Analyse a signifi cant issue in psychological practice 17
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Task 3:  Widen your vocabulary by strategising synonyms for 
common defi nitions

A risk in an essay response examination is that students sometimes rote learn phrases from commonly 
available sources or try to make a prepared essay fi t the examination question. While it is important to 
defi ne and use terms correctly, it is essential to respond to the examination question in your own words and 
integrate specifi c references back to this statement throughout the entire response. 

It is helpful to practise using your own phrases and examples to explain how signifi cant psychological 
issues play out in psychological practice. That way, you will be able to integrate these throughout your 
answer. Defi ning key terms also helps you practise your reading comprehension in preparation for what 
examination statements might appear in the examination. Complete the following table using your own 
words for the key defi nitions. An example is provided for you.

Issue Key defi nition(s) Synonyms and key phrases
Brainstorm a possible 

examination statement based 
on your phrases

• Socially  
sensitive  
research

• taboo

• controversy

• implications

• frowned on, off-limits

• argument, fi ght, fuss

• conclusion, reference, link

Any negative 
repercussions of socially 
sensitive research for 
individuals must be 
weighed against the 
potential value for 
reducing bias

 Analyse a signifi cant issue in psychological practice 19

3.
5

 ISBN 978-1-988586-37-3 © Copying or scanning from ESA books is subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1994.



Essay Task 4: Socially sensitive research
Protecting individuals in research has negative consequences for society.

 Analyse a signifi cant issue in psychological practice 37

3.
5

 ISBN 978-1-988586-37-3 © Copying or scanning from ESA books is subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1994.



‘Achievement’ essay
In this essay I will explain why I think there is considerable evidence to support 
the statement that psychology has a responsibility to conduct and/or use research 
in a socially sensitive way. A reliable and valid scientifi c method should be free of 
bias, because bias inhibits good research. Findings should be used in ways that are 
not going to harm individuals or groups, as this is also an irresponsible bias. This is 
even more important in research that looks at unusual, weird or taboo topics. 

Addresses the topic statement, 
clearly states the writer’s 
position in relation to the 
statement, and gives a reason.

Psychological research seems near impossible to conduct without being affected 
by the researcher’s bias. Ethnocentrism can creep in; if the researcher believes 
that their culture is better than those of their study participants, they may 
unconsciously mould their scientifi c method to back up their view and this can 
render their research invalid because their fi ndings may not be true. It is really bad 
if this research is then carried out and even worse if it is published for everyone to 
read and view. Psychologists need to be responsible enough to know that most 
people won’t read all the details of their work and so they need to make sure 
that misunderstandings don’t happen and people don’t get hurt or bullied or 
embarrassed. 

Uses the term ethnocentrism as 
a way to show that the research 
is invalid and therefore 
unpublishable and links this 
idea to the statement chosen, 
but does •c  ̂unpack what 
this term means or provide a 
detailed description/example 
that clearly links to known 
terms concerning socially 
sensitive research.

Bias can creep into the collection of data and that is irresponsible, especially when 
psychology is often investigating socially awkward topics that people don’t always 
talk about or know much about, or that are illegal. For example, people often 
don’t know much about teenage sex, assisted dying or why people use illegal 
drugs, because these are seen by many as taboo activities.

Uses the term taboo in relation 
to bias in socially sensitive 
research and links to the 
chosen statement, but does 
•c  ̂unpack what this term 
means or provide a detailed 
description/example.

One example of responsible research into a socially sensitive topic is Loftus and 
Palmer’s (1974) work on eyewitness testimony. Witnessing a crime and then 
giving an eyewitness account is, for most people, an unusual and rare event. 
Loftus and Palmer researched the unreliability of a lot of eyewitness testimony – 
they found that a lot of people misreported speed or other important details like 
physical descriptions of offenders due the emotion of the event itself, not because 
they were deliberately lying. Until their work was published, an eyewitness 
account was regarded as infallible evidence when looking to convict a person 
and this led to a number of wrongful convictions. The ideas from Loftus and 
Palmer are still used today to support the work of The Innocence Project – an 
organisation dedicated to overturning convictions based on false eyewitness 
testimony.

A key study is described and 
linked to the chosen statement. 
Additional terminology specifi c 
to socially sensitive research is 
missing.

Basically, psychology is often not really that responsible about what it does 
because the fi ndings of studies are applied to people and cultures beyond the 
original study. Much historical psychology cannot be considered responsible 
because of the huge prevalence of bias. This obstacle may, however, be able to 
be overcome. Cultural relativism allows researchers to recognise that differences 
exist, and that these do not make any one group right or wrong.

Offers a way to address the 
issue, but does •c  ̂provide 
specifi cs or examples where 
this has been addressed 
successfully.

A socially sensitive approach considers taboo behaviours and how to solve 
possible societal issues around discrimination, prejudice and public policy. 

Uses a specifi c term (taboo) to 
demonstrate understanding of 
the issue, but does •c  ̂provide 
supporting studies.
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 2019 questions
TASK

Write a concise essay on ONE signifi cant issue that you have studied, in response to ONE of the statements 
below.

Discuss the extent to which you agree or disagree with your chosen statement.

Your essay should include:

• an explanation of the signifi cant issue you have selected

• descriptions of, and references to, psychological theories, concepts, or studies from published works

• a discussion of how the issue may be addressed.

STATEMENTS (Choose ONE)

1. Bias in psychological research negatively affects the validity of results. 

2. The issue of cultural bias in psychological practice is especially important in Aotearoa/New Zealand 
because we need to consider Māori and non-Māori perspectives. 

3. Psychological research should only be conducted on humans. 

4. Psychology has a responsibility to conduct and/or use research in a socially sensitive way.

Ans. p. 79
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 2019 questions

STATEMENT 1: ‘Bias in psychological research negatively affects the validity of results.’

Bias can be very diffi cult to avoid in Psychology, as the different characteristics of 
people, such as their culture and gender, can affect the results of psychological 
studies and tests. This can make it diffi cult to determine whether a given study, 
concept or theory is valid: was it measuring/describing what it was supposed to 
accurately or has bias affected the results? Examples can be seen of how bias has 
affected the validity of research in the history of intelligence testing and theories in 
the DSM and treatment of mental health and in other various studies. Generally, 
these biases affect results when people do not properly consider the differences 
between cultures and genders.

Introduction provides a 
clear response to the topic 
statement by identifying 
which statement is being 
responded to, setting out 
what the problems around 
bias are, stating where these 
biases can occur, stating the 
writer’s viewpoint (agree that 
it is negative); but, also, how 
the problems of bias can be 
overcome.

Intelligence testing has historically been plagued by cultural bias and it still is 
today. There are a few ways in which cultural bias can affect the validity of results. 
Researchers or theorists can apply an ethnocentric viewpoint, meaning they view 
the norms and practices of their culture as normal. This leads to some aspects of 
other cultures appearing abnormal. Additionally, theories or studies can be either 
emic or etic constructs. An emic construct is one that is specifi c to, or constructed 
through, the lens of a particular culture and cannot be applied to all cultures, 
while etic constructs are universal and apply to all cultures. Problems arise when 
an emic construct is applied as though it were etic. Some constraints are etic – for 
example, some aspects of human behaviour such as basic facial expressions are the 
same throughout all cultures – but many constructs are not etic. 

In this paragraph, the key 
terms are defi ned clearly 
and appear early in the essay 
response. Examples are given 
in the writer’s own words. 

One of the fi rst intelligence tests was devised by Robert Yerkes and colleagues (1915) 
to measure the intelligence of army recruits. This test had a written component and 
at the end assigned a score to people. Yerkes found that African American recruits 
all tended to score lower than white American recruits. These results were then 
picked up by anti-immigration activists as evidence that the intelligence of African 
immigrants was lower, and they should not be allowed into the country. It also 
probably helped convince people who were pro-eugenics that there were genetic 
differences between the cultures. However, Yerkes’ test had many problems – the way 
that it measured intelligence was based on Yerkes’ Eurocentric viewpoint and involved 
things like English language skills and other skills that were specifi c to Western culture. 
This meant the immigrants for whom English was a second language, and who were 
not used to Western culture, would, of course, score worse. This meant Yerkes’ test 
was not really valid at all; instead of measuring intelligence as it was supposed to, it 
measured aptitude for skills specifi c to Western culture that led to completely invalid 
results. The test had a negative impact on society, as it helped confi rm the idea that 
immigrants and people from other cultures are ‘dumber’ than the typical white 
Western individual, when actually this ‘conclusion’ was based on invalid research.

Describes, in detail, 
psychological ideas and 
integrates these ideas with the 
issue.

p. 65
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