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Introduction
This was the final full year for the 2008 A level specification, with the series next summer 
being offered to allow re-sits to take place. With the excellent standard of teaching and the 
careful attention both to published mark schemes and examiners reports, candidates are 
now generally very well prepared for the examinations. 

Most candidates showed good knowledge of psychological theory and were able to make 
statements demonstrating that they had acquired a sound understanding of the material 
covered. The staff involved in delivering the course are to be congratulated on their ability to 
prepare their candidates so effectively. The vast majority of candidates had worked hard and 
prepared well for the examination. 

The most probable reason for candidates not gaining as many marks as they may have 
hoped, is that they did not attempt all components indicated in a question. It behoves all 
candidates to read questions carefully, and to check that every part is included somewhere 
in the response.
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Question 1a
Candidates were asked to describe the social norms definition. 

While almost all candidates could give a correct, basic definition, some found the need 
to expand the response, to achieve four marks, daunting. Responses usually alluded to a 
variety of qualifiers, such as historical, situational, or age-related, contexts. 

However, examples of behaviour that go against social norms, in the context of mental 
health, were often very weak. Candidates need to be aware that to gain credit an example 
should be relevant to the context of the question. In this case, examples were required 
that related to a contravention of a social norm that is, or was, perceived as being mentally 
abnormal.

This answer gives a definition then explains context, culture and historical aspects of the 
definition, with some appropriate examples to enhance the response.

This response gains all marks available.

It always has in view the concept of the social norm. 
The bikini example does not gain credit because it 
is not an example that matches with abnormality in 
the mental health sense of the term.

However, the rest of the material is accurate, 
relevant and in sufficient detail to gain all of the 
marks available.

4 marks

Examiner Comments

Make sure that you can differentiate 
between alternative theories or 
explanations, otherwise you may lose 
valuable marks.

Examiner Tip
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Question 1 (b)
This question asked candidates to evaluate the social norms definition of abnormality. 

While most candidates could gain two marks, the remaining two marks were often harder 
to achieve. A substantial minority of candidates confused the statistical definition with the 
social norm definition, evaluating the former, rather than the latter. For example, candidates 
commented that a behaviour was rare (statistical) rather than unacceptable to most people 
(social). 

Other candidates made correct, but extremely brief, comments such as “it’s unreliable as it 
changes over time”. In such cases, the lack of an example or qualification meant that the 
point gained no credit.

This is a good, clear response that makes several different points evaluating the social 
norms definition.
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Question 1 (c)
Explaining two symptoms of schizophrenia seen as abnormal in the social norms definition, 
proved quite difficult for many candidates. While many were able to describe two symptoms 
very well, the majority were unable to contextualise it within the social norms definition. 

The use of hallucinations as one of the symptoms tended to divide responses into two, 
clear categories. Those responses that were accurate would give a brief description of 
hallucinations as a symptom, and then explain that hallucinations were seen to contravene 
social norms, because their presence makes people feel uncomfortable. 

Other responses would again describe hallucinations, and then state that hallucinations are 
rare in society. While the rarity is accurate, it is not correct as a link to the social norms 
definition, and thus did not receive credit.

Some responses described auditory and visual hallucinations as two, separate symptoms. 
They did not receive credit for both, because hallucinations affecting the senses are 
subsumed under the one heading in psychology literature.

Full marks are achieved in this response. Note 
that five different evaluation points are made and 
potentially could have been gained, were five marks 
available.

The middle point, while brief, is correct and makes 
the point that it is a subjective definition, thus 
securing the mark. 

4 marks

Examiner Comments

When evaluating, try to make each 
evaluation point detailed enough to ensure 
that it will gain credit.

Examiner Tip
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This response gained all four marks available, two for each symptom.

In both cases, a symptom is described accurately, then linked 
correctly to the social norms definition.

4 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 2
This question required reference to primary and secondary data. Although they were 
not mentioned directly, there was a very strong hint to this effect. Furthermore, the 
contextualisation of the question placed it firmly in the clinical sphere, with clinical 
psychology using hospital records. Thus, if the response did not refer to some aspect of 
clinical psychology − such as hospital records, patients,or disorder − there was a maximum 
score that could be obtained. 

Because the question did not name primary and secondary data, points made regarding 
qualitative and quantitative data were also accepted, although primary and secondary data 
are specified within clinical psychology. 

This is a response that gained full marks and demonstrated one way of answering the 
question.

While most answers were likely to give evaluation points about primary data followed by 
evaluation points about secondary data, this answer combines the two, making a rich and 
well-developed response.
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The first six paragraphs are each worth one mark, 
taking the total to six marks. The term ‘hospital’ 
in paragraph 5 (first word on the second page 
of the response) is sufficient to link to clinical 
psychology and make the whole mark scheme 
available.

The last paragraph would gain a further mark, if 
one were available. 

6 marks

Examiner Comments

Make sure that you encompass the material 
from both stem and question into the 
response, otherwise you may limit your 
marks.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
The majority of responses evaluated an explanation for either unipolar depression or 
anorexia nervosa. There were some candidates who wrote about phobias, and a very small 
number who discussed the other disorders on the list provided in the question. Explanations 
were varied. A small percentage of candidates gave merely the explanation (AO1), although 
the request was an evaluation of the explanation (AO2). 

Many candidates limited themselves by not using research evidence, or not giving a 
comparison with an alternative explanation. 

Some of the best answers were for the monoamine explanation for depression, and the 
learning explanation for anorexia. Usually, these cited relevant research, both supporting 
and refuting the explanation. About two-thirds of the candidates achieved the middle range 
of marks in a challenging six-mark question. They demonstrated a good understanding of 
the demands of the question, and an ability to marshal the facts and evidence effectively.

Each point is well developed in this response. In particular, the comparison is made and then 
developed, earning two marks for the comparison. This is relatively rare in candidate 
responses.
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This response achieves all six marks.

It demonstrates a very effective method of 
answering this type of question. Each point is 
well developed and ensures that, as requested, it 
includes both research evidence and a contrasting 
explanation.

6 marks

Examiner Comments

Make sure a point is developed sufficiently, 
to ensure that the mark is secure.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
This question required candidates to describe the procedure of a clinical study and then to 
evaluate the research method used.

(a) �The most popular responses were for Mumford & Whitehouse, Brown, and Goldstein 
(1988). In general, the description of the procedure was well done, although some 
candidates included an aim or results, that did not gain credit. A lack of accurate detail 
was the most usual reason that a response did not gain full marks. 

(b) �Candidates were asked to evaluate the main research method used in the study from 
part (a). There was a significant minority that insisted on including material that was, 
in fact, an evaluation of the study, rather than the method. However, most candidates 
made a good attempt at evaluating the method.  
 
Identification of the main method was interpreted quite broadly, but even so, there was  
a small number of candidates who did not match appropriately, such as by evaluating 
a laboratory study after having described eg Goldstein (1988). It was clear that, for a 
small number of candidates, the need to identify and evaluate a research method, from 
a study they had learned about in detail, was too demanding. 
 
This response uses Mumford & Whitehouse. It gives a clear resume of the method and 
then uses questionnaires as the main research method. 
 
For this particular study a decision to focus on the latter part of the study, and choose 
interviews, was also acceptable.
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(a) �Marks are given for:
•	 A correctly described sample

•	 A description of the questionnaires

•	 An explanation of how the results of the questionnaires were used to produce the sample for 
phase two

•	 An explanation of what happened in phase two

(b) �Marks are given for:
•	 Open-ended questions leading to qualitative data

•	 Closed questions and quantitative data

•	 Poor return rates

•	 Social desirability issues

The points relating to ease of sending out a large number of questionnaires, and subjectivity in 
interpretation by researchers, were not developed sufficiently to gain a fifth mark.

8 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 5
The clinical essay asked candidates to describe and evaluate the learning approach therapy. 

There were approximately two-thirds of candidates who used token economy and one third 
who used systematic desensitisation. In general, those who chose systematic desensitisation 
were more likely to achieve high marks. This was because the description and evaluation 
tended to be focused on phobias. Too many of the essays that chose token economy 
described and evaluated the use of token economies in prisons, and were thus limited to a 
maximum of three marks. 

There was a better standard of description of the therapies than has been the case in the 
past. Evaluation was often good, but some candidates did not make any comparison with a 
psychodynamic therapy, again, limiting the number of marks awarded, in this case, to six 
marks.

This response gained full marks. It demonstrates a good knowledge of token economy as a 
therapy, as used in clinical psychology.
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The description of the therapy references clearly use within hospitals. Although 
rather brief, there is sufficient accurate detail to meet the Level 4 criteria for 
description.

The evaluation is excellent. The candidate uses Allyon & Azrin well, gives a range 
of other evaluative points, and effectively contrasts TEP with dream analysis.

12 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 6
This question differentiated well between the more able candidates. Less able candidates did 
not address either part (a) or part (b) effectively.

(a) �Although this asked for a contribution from one of the Unit 3 options, there was no list 
reminding candidates of the topics. Whether or not this contributed to the considerable 
minority who wrote about a contribution from the AS section of the specification, is 
unclear. However, answers that focussed on contributions from the approaches, or key 
issues, rather than contributions drawn from Unit 3, were common.  
 
There was a high number of poorly-focussed responses, even when the contribution 
identified was appropriate. Understanding autism, which had the potential to be an 
appropriate contribution to society from the Child Approach, rarely gained marks, 
because what was written was either not a contribution to society, or was untrue. For 
example, sadly, research into autism has not stopped discrimination, although a better 
understanding of the disorder may, in time, do that. Nor is the extreme male brain 
explanation a contribution to society: rather, it is a contribution to psychology, or the 
understanding of the disorder.  
 
Since the introduction of the contributions to society with the curriculum 2000 
specification, questions such as this have been particularly challenging. 
 
Better responses tended either to be lessons for society regarding relying on eyewitness 
testimony as evidence, or the effect of Bowlby’s work on child care/hospital regimes. 
Dealing with drug addiction was the most likely application from health psychology. 

(b) �Many candidates did not include any research evidence in their assessment of the 
usefulness of the contribution, thus limiting the number of marks available for this 
question. It was also commonplace to see responses that evaluated research related to 
the contribution, but did not address how useful the contribution was.  
 
While almost all responses with a good part (b) had written an effective part (a), the 
reverse was not the case. 
 
In part (a), this response states that better and more effective daycare has become 
established, as a result of psychological research. It also explained that good quality 
daycare has long-term beneficial effects. This was used as an excellent starting point for 
part (b).
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This response uses a suitable amount of research and each point made links with 
evidence as to why it is useful. This is the most effective way of answering such 
questions.

It is not essential that every point is tied to research, because often, additional 
points flow from a research-based point and do not require additional research 
commentary to make the point effectively.

6 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (a)
While many responses were able to describe two different features that can justify calling 
psychology 'scientific', most were unable to elaborate either of the features sufficiently, to 
achieve the third mark.

Popular features included:

•	 reliability

•	 the scientific method,

•	 falsifiability

•	 the collection and analysis of quantitative data.

In common with most successful responses to this question, the answer is written such that 
it separates the two features being used. The first sentence is not creditworthy because it 
does not answer the question.

There is one mark for the concept that psychology produces objective, empirical data 
(paragraph one). The information on brain scans in itself, is not creditworthy because no 
method, in itself, is a feature demonstrating the scientific credentials of psychology. It is 
the way that a research method is used that makes it scientific. 

The second paragraph receives two marks because it takes the idea of being able to 
create and test hypotheses, and develops it well.

3 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (b)
This question asked candidates to consider the scientific credentials of the biological and 
social approaches and was often well answered. Many candidates achieved half marks or 
more. 

The most usual reason for underperformance was the lack of research evidence to support 
the assertions made.

There was a range of issues showing how both approaches could be considered scientific, or 
less scientific. Weaker responses tended to make inaccurate statements that dichotomised 
the approaches, such as commenting that a biological approach collects quantitative data, 
whereas a social approach collects qualitative data.

This response gained all five marks available and demonstrates a systematic and effective 
way of answering this question
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The first paragraph claims more scientific methods for the biological approach, with 
evidence, and receives a mark.

The response continues by contrasting examples of methodology that can be used to 
substantiate the views of the two approaches. This response is particularly rich, because 
it shows how both the biological and the social approach have evidence that makes them 
more, and also less, scientific.

Finally, the quantifiable and measurable nature of much biological evidence, against 
the nebulousness of the social concepts, is considered. This makes a well-balanced and 
comprehensive response to this question.

5 marks

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (c)
This question asked candidates to select two studies, using different research methods, that 
could be deemed as scientific. 

Given the question, and the freedom of choice it offered, it was very disappointing to see a 
substantial minority of candidates selecting studies that did not fulfil the criteria successfully. 
In general, if suitable studies were selected, candidates were able to gain at least a mark 
per study by explaining how the research methods supported the idea of psychology as a 
science.

This response identifies two appropriate studies with different methodologies, exactly as 
requested by the question. Then, it uses both studies effectively.
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Always try to put a little more into an 
answer than seems to be needed to 
gain the marks.

The explanation of the Milgram study is sufficiently 
detailed that it could have gained three marks, had they 
been available. Raine’s study easily achieves two marks.

Remember that a method is scientific because of the 
way it is used. This response approaches the issue by 
explaining that the scans produced by the machine are, 
by their nature, objective, and consequently, a study 
such as Raine’s is highly replicable.

4 marks

Examiner Comments Examiner Tip
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Question 8
The research methods question for this series asked candidates to design a content analysis. 

It was disappointing to find that a substantial number of candidates seemed to have 
little idea of what is involved in a content analysis. Those who designed an experiment of 
some sort were not awarded any marks, because the response was inappropriate. It was 
understandable that some responses described a content analysis on similar lines to those 
that candidates would have undertaken as part of a Unit 3 practical. These tended to gain 
limited marks, because issues such as the selection of suitable material for analysis would 
be flawed, given the demands of the question. 

There were fewer top marks compared with many past questions, suggesting that, as a 
research method, content analysis was less well understood by the candidates. There were 
some candidates who produced excellent designs, with good choices regarding:

•	 how to sample relevant books/stories

•	 what type of categories to use

•	 how to deal with the data collected

Most responses made at least some appropriate comments regarding inter-rater reliability.

While not particularly long, this response shows an understanding of what is required in a 
content analysis and meets the demands of the question.
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The response establishes what type of categories may be used to undertake the content analysis, 
with examples. It also considers in some detail:
•	 how the sample of material that is to be analysed could be collected

•	 how to remove any potential bias from the sample

•	 a potential source for the material

The candidate makes a perceptive point with the recognition that the material for younger children 
‘might not be very long’. Tallying, and a strategy to ensure inter-rater reliability, are also considered.

This is a Level 3 (top level) response and it gained eight out of the nine mark available.

The candidate needs to include more depth and breadth. A discussion of some or all of the following 
would result in full marks:

•	 the list of books from the local library - is it a particular library’s stock? Or books in print? This is 
not clear

•	 an explanation of how the random sample may have been achieved

•	 more detail on the data analysis, eg tables, graphs, to compare frequency of different categories 
for each age group

8 marks

Examiner Comments

Lists of ‘things you may wish to include’ in such questions are likely to be a very useful checklist to 
ensure achieving a good mark, but remember to develop each idea fully.

Examiner Tip
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Question 9 (a)
The first of the two synoptic essays, and the more popular of the two (approximately two-
thirds of responses), was on ethnocentrism. The question required both an understanding 
and evaluation of the issues around ethnocentrism in psychology, as well as using research 
evidence from at least two areas of psychology. The most popular areas used were 
obedience, clinical diagnosis, and the strange situation. A substantial number of responses 
either only described the areas without any research evidence, or only used one area.

The consideration of ethnocentrism as an issue tended to produce two very distinct 
categories of response. A large number of responses gave a very clear description of the 
issues surrounding ethnocentrism, citing issues relating to the use and misuse of etic and 
emic approaches, as well as ethnographic work, such as that undertaken by Malinowski.

However, there was also a substantial number of responses where the description of 
ethnocentrism was superficial, brief, and made no attempt to consider the impact on 
psychological research.

There were many erroneous claims made about obedience research, and the use of the 
strange situation. Many candidates seemed unaware of the breadth of cross-cultural 
research in these areas and the frequency with which research was undertaken by 
psychologists from the ethnic communities. Clinical diagnoses were, in general, somewhat 
better.

This essay demonstrates an excellent grasp of the issues surrounding ethnocentrism. It also 
meets the criteria for the various components of the essay and is written in a clear, logical 
style, meaning that it achieves the top level both for content and structure.

Content gained all 12 marks available because the essay was very thorough. Structure 
achieved 5 marks because there were odd lapses in the standard of expression.
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The essay starts with a brief but pertinent description of the issue of ethnocentrism. It then, in 
turn, considers ethnocentrism within clinical diagnosis, in child psychology with types of attachment 
as assessed by the Strange Situation, before returning to clinical diagnosis. There is good use of 
research evidence and a critical assessment of some of the ideas.

An answer does not need to be comprehensive to achieve full marks. Examiners will bear in mind 
what it is deemed to be reasonably achievable within the time constraints of the examination.

17 marks

Examiner Comments

However brief it is, for large mark questions it is worth creating a plan to ensure 
that you:
•	 have a clear idea of what you intend to cover in the response

•	 know main items you intend to include

•	 know how the items should be ordered

Examiner Tip
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Question 9 (b)
The second synoptic essay option asked candidates to apply their psychological knowledge 
to a scenario for training officers for the armed forces. 

The most popular suggestions of topics that officers should learn about were blind 
obedience, social learning theory, social identity theory and token economies. The spread of 
marks was very similar to that for Q9a.

The description of the concepts was generally very well done and contextualisation was 
often excellent. Unfortunately, many responses contained little, if any, evaluation, thus once 
more limiting the number of marks available. 

This response is well contextualised throughout and shows thoughtful application of the 
ideas. Evidence is used, not always citing authors, but nonetheless, creditworthy. Ideas are 
developed and evaluated, showing a well rounded essay.
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This essay is very well contextualised. First, it looks at the issue of blind obedience and uses real life 
experiences, as well as research evidence, to consider the dangers that such obedience may cause. 
There is sound evaluation, although minor errors such as citing Hofling’s results when considering 
Meeus & Raijmakers mean that it only receives 11, rather than 12, for content.

The use of brain lateralisation, although unusual, is very well done, with suggestions as to how this 
may impact on the officer and his platoon. The notion that this may affect who would do a particular 
job is well thought through and explained.

Content received 11 marks and structure 5 marks.

16 marks

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice.

•	 Read questions carefully, so that you know what rules are likely to apply to the response

•	 Refer back to the question in your answer

•	 Make sure you cover enough in terms of examples or theories, to satisfy the question's 
requirements

•	 Make each point fully, so that you can be as sure as possible that you have gained the 
marks available

•	 Remember that when a clinical question provides a list of disorders, you must use a 
disorder only from that list

•	 Avoid learning and reproducing model answers: model answers are for revision, not for 
exam scripts

•	 Attempt every question on the paper. Blank responses mean that all the marks are lost 
for that question
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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