Study Notes:

Psychology as a Science
Psychology is a science. Because it is a science, research relies heavily on the basic principles of the scientific method. Among other characteristics, Psychology is defined as a science through systematic observation, data collection, and data analysis (empiricism), the examination of testable problems, and the falsifiability of results.


Often people view Psychology as merely “common sense.” Despite attempts to eliminate this inaccurate perception of psychology, the fact remains that many people still see psychological findings as obvious. Many use folk wisdom or clichés to explain certain behavioral events. The problem with common sense ideas about behavior is that much of it is contradictory, leaving one to wonder still about the actual answer to some of life’s questions. For example, do “opposites attract” or, as one popular saying goes, do “birds of a feather flock together,” thus suggesting similarity as the basis of attraction between people? Likewise, is it “absence makes the heart grow fonder,” or “out of sight, out of mind” that is most revealing about long-distance romantic relationships? Further, if “two heads are better than one,” how can it also be that “too many cooks spoil the broth”? Ironically, such cliché contradictions allow us always to be right in any situation and to be able to make the claim, “we knew it all along” (also referred to as the hindsight bias). Critical thinking requires examination of such clichés and their true ability to describe and predict behavior. A good critical thinker uses scientific inquiry to discover that both clichés in each dichotomy are unsupported, that only one is supported, or that both are actually supported. 


Other factors might also interfere with critical thinking. For example, how many times have you heard someone say something like, “my neighbor consumed a lot of artificial sugar and now has cancer”? Such a statement is potentially harmful (and inaccurate) for many reasons. In your reading, attend to the issue of deducing relationships based on one personal instance. From a researcher’s perspective, several replies come to mind such as, “Do you know anyone else who has consumed artificial sugar and hasn’t gotten cancer?” or “Do you know anyone with cancer who hasn’t consumed artificial sugar?”…..and by the way, “What other factors may have influenced your neighbor’s condition?” Essentially, without looking at the scientific research on the relationship between consumption of artificial sugar and cancer, we cannot suggest that such a relationship exists based on “someone we know.” While this person’s neighbor may be relevant in bringing to light a good area of study, the case in and of itself is meaningless from a scientific standpoint. As professionals in this field, we must emphasize the scientific study of human behavior and avoid relying on hearsay or testimonials. 
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