
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

Achievement Standard 91876
 Analyse a signifi cant issue in 
psychological practice
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Use of children and animals in psychological research
The use of children and animals is ethically problematic for several reasons.

Firstly, there are barriers to communication. This makes it harder to gain consent, to determine if short-term 
pain or discomfort is occurring during the research process and to assess whether there may be long-term 
effects on individuals or animal populations.

Secondly, there are physiological similarities but also differences between animal systems and human 
systems. It is these differences that can make it harder to accurately apply fi ndings to other individuals or 
populations. Many animals have simplistic, primitive systems which makes it easier to carry out research 
into areas such as neural functioning. However, it may be inappropriate to support or reject theories when 
these fi ndings are applied to more complex nervous systems.

Published studies around the use of children 
and animals could include the following.

Harlow and colleagues (1965) studied 
attachment in rhesus monkeys by 
removing infants from their mothers 
and testing whether they preferred a 
mechanical substitute that gave comfort 
over a mechanical substitute that 
provided food.

Bandura and colleagues’ (1961) 
experiment videoed preschoolers to 
test if they would copy the behaviour of 
an adult who demonstrated aggressive 
behaviours towards a Bobo Doll toy. 

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.
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Revising your theories, concepts and studies

Task One:  Record your theories, concepts and studies in one 
central place

This summarising task helps you to collate all your knowledge about the 
theories, concepts and studies into one central place so that it is easier for you 
to see how to apply your knowledge to a specifi c issue.

Write down the title, author, key fi ndings and tag these to the psychological 
issues. An example is provided for you.

G/R/C/O/S/A refers to:

Gender (G)

Religion (R)

Culture (C)

Ownership (O)

Sensitive research (S)

Animals (A)

Title / big idea Author/theorist
Category

(theory/concept/
study)

Key fi nding(s) Issue(s)
G/R/C/O/S/A

Psychodynamic Freud Psychosexual

stages

Electra complex Gender
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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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Gender bias
Key features:

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

Identify the gender bias in the published research you have studied.

Why could this gender bias be a problem? What could this gender bias lead to?

How could this gender bias be addressed?

How could this issue be worded as an examination response statement?
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What does an ‘ownership of knowledge’ essay look like?
Following are three annotated essays – ‘Excellence’, ‘Merit’ and ‘Achievement’ – to show the level of 
response needed. The essays are based upon the aspect of ownership of knowledge. 

The essays are written in response to the statement:

‘Generalising psychological research fi ndings based on a limited sample of participants can be harmful.’ 
(2020 exam)

‘Excellence’ essay
I agree with the statement that generalising psychological research fi ndings based 
on a limited sample of participants can be harmful because of androcentric, 
Eurocentric and ethnocentric bias.

I will show the way Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development theory research 
conducted in 1958 had low ecological validity and reliability, showing that an 
ethnocentric bias with a non-representative sample can have negative effects 
on collectivist cultures. I will also address androcentric bias within Bowlby’s 
maternal deprivation theory, published in 1958, surrounding the harm caused by 
generalising studies that discriminate against females. Lastly, I will address the bias 
in the DSM-5 (2013) that has a Eurocentric bias and a non-representative cultural 
sample, and how this directly affects and harms minority groups such as Māori 
here in New Zealand. 

I will touch on the harms these biases created and continue to create, and how 
psychological research, specifi cally generalised research, needs to be minimised 
and controlled to prevent further harm. Generalising a small sample size or a 
misrepresentative sample is creating invalid unreliable assumptions about groups 
not considered throughout the psychological fi ndings.

The introduction states in 
detail how the writer is going 
to respond to the statement 
and provides an outline of 
three key examples that will 
demonstrate their points. It 
also gives an overview of why 
it is important to minimise 
harm and how harm can be 
minimised. 

In Kohlberg’s (1958) six stages of moral development theory he conducted an 
experiment on a group of upper-class white boys and men. He presented them 
with moral situations like that of the ‘Heinz’ dilemma, which pits following the law 
against saving a life. His fi ndings were six stages of moral development categorised 
by three sections: pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional. 
Kohlberg showed a beta bias when he applied his fi ndings of males’ morals, 
which minimised the differences in moral reasoning from females. He said that 
females remained at the third stage of moral development within the conventional 
category. Not only is Kohlberg’s sample misrepresentative of females, but it also 
misses a variety of culture outside Western civilisation. When Kohlberg published 
his theory, it was as if to say white male moral development is correct and all 
other female and collectivist cultures must be generalised into the categories, 
otherwise their development was simply defi cient – this is absolutely not true. 
Kohlberg had an ethnocentric bias, as he felt Western individualistic culture was 
superior and that somehow non-Western or collectivist cultures were wrong. This 
shows a lack of cultural awareness when analysing the results of his experiment. 
To improve the validity and reliability of Kohlberg’s theory, he would need to have 
a representative sample of females and males, as well as people from different 
cultural backgrounds, and publish the results accurately, observing the differences 
without being negative or derogatory towards differences, as this can cause harm.

The writer provides an 
example that supports their 
stance. A research  nding is 
fully outlined, the harms are 
described, and suggestions 
for how to address these 
harms are given. Details 
of the  ndings are clearly 
outlined, and the types of 
harm are explained using 
key terminology linked to the 
signi  cant issues.
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Bowlby’s (1958) attachment theory proposed that maternal deprivation in the fi rst 
year of a baby’s life would result in psychopathy in the child. He based his theory 
on multiple animal observations (monkey behaviour), which showed the animals 
became distressed when separated from their mothers. He generalised his study 
to females based on these observations and also observations from his personal 
upbringing. Bowlby’s theory fi tted the stereotype of people America wanted to 
hear. After WW2, men were hesitant about women joining the workforce, and the 
responsibility of making sure your child had an emotionally and mentally stable 
life was the upmost responsibility of women at the time. Not only was Bowlby 
immersed in his own inner-city location culture post-war, with a very strong emic 
bias to generalise his fi ndings universally, but he also showed a strong alpha bias 
throughout the stereotyping in his publication. This stereotyping expresses the 
view that women at the time should have taken the time to care, nurture and 
take household responsibilities, and males were stereotypically the ones to go 
out into the workforce and protect. Bowlby’s theory solidifi ed a very androcentric 
and biased view held by him and many other males at the time, namely the 
perspective that males are superior, and that it is women’s fault if children develop 
with mental disorders. Not only was this report harmful when it came out, but 
people still hold on to these ideals to this day. It is crucial they don’t fi nd their way 
into psychological research anymore.

A second example of a 
research  nding is provided. 
The key  ndings are presented 
and linked back to the 
question in the writer’s own 
words. Details of the  ndings 
are clearly outlined and linked 
to the signi  cant issues.

Some ways to prevent the harms of androcentric bias and stereotyping of women 
are to have strictly representative samples and have different-gendered peers 
review psychological research throughout all the stages. It is important that care 
be taken to accurately report on measured differences, rather than generalising 
invalid statements. All of the psychologist’s research should be clearly set out, with 
all genders and races of participants clearly listed and the intended audience of the 
study prevalent. Even the derogatory title of Bowlby’s study needs to be fi xed in 
order to reduce androcentrism. 

Although it would take extra time and consideration to incorporate all these 
things, a psychological fi nding should have ethical considerations towards cultures 
and genders as its most important priority. If that isn’t a psychologist’s priority, 
then their report shouldn’t fi nd its way into the mainstream media, because of 
how harmful it can be to people’s confi dence, mental health and wellbeing.

Suggestions of how to prevent 
harms are provided. These are 
in the writer’s own words, and 
are detailed and grounded 
in an understanding that 
solutions are complex and 
require considerable thought.

The most infl uential way psychological fi ndings from non-representative samples 
enter our society, including in New Zealand, is through the DSM-5. The DSM-5, 
the diagnostical and statistical manual written by the APA (American Psychological 
Association), is widely used to create diagnoses and help with treatment methods. 
Although the DSM-5 is important to keep psychology around the world somewhat 
consistent, there is an obvious Eurocentric bias throughout the publication. The 
DSM-5 was written by predominantly white, upper-middle-class males, and fails 
to accurately represent a culturally relative sample, which directly creates a limited 
sample that causes harm. When the DSM-5 was published in 2013, it was evident 
that the publication failed to represent minority groups and cultures such as Māori 
in New Zealand. Māori in New Zealand are 1.5 times more likely to be diagnosed 
with a mental disorder and 3 times more likely to be diagnosed with schizophrenia 
than non-Māori are. Tikanga Māori suggests it is culturally acceptable to hear 
and speak to deceased relatives, which the DSM-5 could classify as schizophrenic. 
Generalising fi ndings from individualistic and Western cultures shows a Eurocentric 
bias in the DSM-5 that can be harmful to groups outside of the APA’s cultural

A third research  nding 
is provided. This analysis 
is detailed and uses key 
terminology to link back to 
the statement the writer is 
responding to, as well as to 
the signi  cant issues. 
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 2020 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. A female perspective should be taken in psychological practice after years of male bias. 

2. Animals should not be used in psychological research. 

3. Psychological practice benefi ts society and, therefore, some negative impacts are acceptable. 

4. Generalising psychological research fi ndings based on a limited sample of participants can be harmful.

Ans. p. 93
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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. 96
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 2020 questions

STATEMENT 2: ‘Animals should not be used in psychological research.’

I agree with the statement that animals should not be used in psychological 
research because using animals is unethical and is problematic in terms of the 
validity of using the fi ndings. In this response I will show the ways in which using 
animals for psychological research is unethical – the animals suffer both short-
term pain and discomfort, as well as long-term effects; animals cannot withdraw 
from the research; and we now have better alternatives than using animals in 
psychological research. The introduction states in 

detail how the writer is going 
to respond to the statement 
and provides an outline of 
three key examples that will 
demonstrate their points. It 
also gives an overview of why 
it is important to minimise 
harm and how harm can be 
minimised.

In my response I will also address the lack of external validity in taking results from 
animal research and applying these fi ndings to human populations. Psychologists 
are often interested in using animals (and their brains) to compare their animal 
responses with human responses in terms of how they learn, how they parent, 
how well adjusted they are, and so on. But I will show how this is fl awed.

I will address the solutions that we have available to us. These include computer 
modelling, AI test subjects, access to datasets from previous research, and, of 
course, ethical human research. Using these solutions eliminates the need to test 
on animals, while still fulfi lling the aims of psychological research.

Harry Harlow’s (1965) experiment on rhesus monkeys was designed to test 
attachment in infants. Harlow was interested in how attachment (love) develops 
between infants and their caregivers, and he used his fi ndings with the baby 
rhesus monkeys to emphasise the importance of affection and care for parenting 
young humans. He did this by removing the baby monkeys from their mothers 
and testing whether they preferred a mechanical substitute that gave comfort over 
a mechanical substitute that provided food. He then went even further and set up 
a situation where he deliberately scared the monkeys to see if they ran to the wire 
or the cloth ‘mother’ for comfort. His fi ndings showed that the infant monkeys 
overwhelmingly preferred the mother substitute that provided comfort.

However, Harlow removed young monkeys from their natural mothers just a 
few hours after birth and left them to be ‘raised’ by these fake mothers. It was 
unnecessarily cruel to remove them from their mothers and raise them in isolation, 
for almost a year. It caused them to become emotionally and socially withdrawn, 
and they were unable to interact with other monkeys when they were older. This 
work was very controversial due to the harm he caused to these animals. Harlow’s 
work was unethical – animals should not suffer pain, harm or death. Like people, 
animals have rights, and we have a moral obligation to protect them because they 
do not have the same ability as we do to communicate consent and communicate 
distress.

Writer provides an example 
that supports their stance. 
A research  nding is fully 
outlined, the harms are 
described, and suggestions 
for how to address these 
harms are given. Details 
of the  ndings are clearly 
outlined, and the types of 
harm are explained using 
key terminology linked to the 
signi  cant issues.

p. 71
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