
Psychology
What Is Psychology?

One of the most common questions asked by students new to the study of psychology is 
"What is psychology?" Misperceptions created by popular media as well as the diverse careers 
paths of those holding psychology degrees have contributed this confusion. 

Psychology is both an applied and academic field that studies the human mind and behavior. 
Research in psychology seeks to understand and explain thought, emotion, and behavior. 
Applications of psychology include mental health treatment, performance enhancement, self-
help, ergonomics, and many other areas affecting health and daily life.

Answer: 

Early Psychology

Psychology evolved out of both philosophy and biology. Such discussions of the two subjects 
date as far back as the early Greek thinkers such as Aristotle and Socrates. The word 
psychology is derived from the Greek word psyche, meaning 'soul' or 'mind.'

A Separate Science

The field and study of psychology was truly born when Wilhelm Wundt established the first 
psychology lab in Leipzig, Germany. Wundt's research utilized a school of thought known as 
structuralism, which involved describing the structures that compose the mind. This 
perspective relied heavily on the analysis of sensations and feelings through the use of 
introspection, a highly subjective process. Wundt believed that properly trained individuals 
would be able to accurately identify the mental processes that accompanied feelings, 
sensations, and thoughts.

Schools of Thought

Throughout psychology's history, a number of different schools of thought have thought have 
formed to explain human thought and behavior. These schools of thought often rise to 
dominance for a period of time. While these schools of thought are sometimes perceived as 
competing forces, each perspective has contributed to our understanding of psychology. The 
following are some of the major schools of thought in psychology. 

• Structuralism   
• Functionalism   
• Psychoanalysis   
• Behaviorism   
• Humanism   
• Cognitivism  

Psychology Today
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Today, psychologists prefer to use more objective scientific methods to understand, explain, 
and predict human behavior. Psychological studies are highly structured, beginning with a 
hypothesis that is then empirically tested. Psychology has two major areas of focus: academic 
psychology and applied psychology. Academic psychology focuses on the study of different 
sub-topics within psychology including personality psychology, social psychology, and 
developmental psychology. 

These psychologists conduct basic research that seeks to expand our theoretical knowledge, 
while other researchers conduct applied research that seeks to solve everyday problems. 
Applied psychology focuses on the use of different psychological principles to solve real world 
problems. Examples of applied areas of psychology include forensic psychology, ergonomics, 
and industrial-organizational psychology. Many other psychologists work as therapists, helping 
people overcome mental, behavioral, and emotional disorders.

Psychology Research Methods

As psychology moved away from its philosophical roots, psychologists began to employ more 
and more scientific methods to study human behavior. Today, researchers employ a variety of 
scientific methods, including experiments, correlational studies, longitudinal studies, and 
others to test, explain, and predict behavior.

Areas of Psychology

Psychology is a broad and diverse field. A number of different subfields and specialty areas 
have emerged. The following are some of the major areas of research and application within 
psychology:

• Abnormal Psychology is the study of abnormal behavior and psychopathology. This 
specialty area is focused on research and treatment of a variety of mental disorders and 
is linked to psychotherapy and clinical psychology. Mental health professional typically 
utilize the Diagnosistic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) to diagnose 
mental disorders.

• Biological Psychology, also known as biopsychology, studies how biological 
processes influence the mind and behavior. This area is closely linked to neuroscience 
and utilizes tools such as MRI and PET scans to look at brain injury or brain 
abnormalities.

• Clinical Psychology   is focused on the assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of mental 
disorders.

• Cognitive Psychology   is the study of human thought processes and cognitions. 
Cognitive psychologists study topics such as attention, memory, perception, decision-
making, problem solving, and language acquisition.

• Comparative Psychology   is the branch of psychology concerned with the study of 
animal behavior. The study of animal behavior can lead to a deeper and broader 
understanding of human psychology.

• Developmental Psychology   is the branch of psychology that looks at human growth 
and development over the lifespan. Theories often focus on the development of cognitive 
abilities, morality, social functioning, identity, and other life areas.

• Forensic Psychology   is an applied field focused on using psychological research and 
principles in the legal and criminal justice system.

• Industrial-Organizational Psychology   is the area of psychology that uses psychological 
research to enhance work performance, select employee, improve product design, and 
enhance usability.
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• Personality Psychology   looks at the various elements that make up individual 
personalities. Well-known personality theories include Freud’s structural model of 
personality and the "Big Five" theory of personality.

• School Psychology   is the branch of psychology that works within the educational 
system to help children with emotional, social, and academic issues.

• Social Psychology   is a discipline that uses scientific methods to study social influence, 
social perception, and social interaction. Social psychology studies diverse subjects 
including group behavior, social perception, leadership, nonverbal behavior, conformity, 
aggression, and prejudice.

School of thoughts

Psychoanalysis

From the 1890s until his death in 1939, the Austrian physician Sigmund Freud developed 
a method of psychotherapy known as psychoanalysis. Freud's understanding of the mind 
was largely based on interpretive methods, introspection and clinical observations, and 
was focused in particular on resolving unconscious conflict, mental distress and 
psychopathology. Freud's theories became very well-known, largely because they tackled 
subjects such as sexuality, repression, and the unconscious mind as general aspects of 
psychological development. These were largely considered taboo subjects at the time, 
and Freud provided a catalyst for them to be openly discussed in polite society. 
Clinically, he helped to pioneer the method of free association and a therapeutic interest 
in dreams.

Freud had a significant influence on Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, whose analytical 
psychology became an alternative form of depth psychology. Other well-known 
psychoanalytic thinkers of the mid-twentieth century included Sigmund Freud's daughter 
psychoanalyst Anna Freud, German-American psychologist Erik Erickson, Austrian-
British psychoanalyst Melanie Klein, English psychoanalyst and physician D. W. 
Winnicott, German psychologist Karen Horney, German-born psychologist and 
philosopher Erich Fromm, and English psychiatrist John Bowlby. Throughout the 20th 
century, psychoanalysis evolved into diverse schools of thought, most of which may be 
classed as Neo-Freudian. 

Psychoanalysis was criticized by psychologists such as B. F. Skinner and Hans Eysenck, 
and by philosophers including Karl Popper. Skinner and other behaviorists believed that 
psychology should be more empirical and efficient than psychoanalysis, although they 
frequently agreed with Freud in ways that are overlooked today. Popper argued that 
Freud's psychoanalytic theories were presented in irrefutable, and therefore scientifically 
untestable, form, whereas Eysenck maintained that although Freudian ideas could be 
subjected to experimental science, they had not withstood experimental tests. Psychology 
departments in American universities today are experimentally oriented, and have 
marginalized Freudian theory, regarding it as a "desiccated and dead" historical artifact, 
according to a recent APA study. Nearly a century after Freud, however, researchers in 
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the emerging field of neuro-psychoanalysis defended some of Freud's ideas on scientific 
grounds. 

Behaviorism

Founded in the early 20th century by American psychologist John B. Watson, 
behaviorism was embraced and extended by Americans Edward Thorndike, Clark L. 
Hull, Edward C. Tolman, and later B. F. Skinner. Behaviorism reflected a belief that the 
methodology behind laboratory-based animal experimentation, which was increasing in 
popularity as physiology grew more sophisticated, could provide useful psychosocial 
understanding of a type that comparatively subjective inquiries, such as psychodynamic 
analysis as employed by Freud or introspection as used by Wundt and James, could not.

The behaviorists shared with their predecessors a philosophical inclination toward 
positivism and determinism. With Skinner, however, they entered into a line of thought, 
extending back to Austrian physicist and philosopher Ernst Mach, which held that the 
research methods most faithful to their scientific orientation would yield "the pursuit of 
tools for the control of life problems rather than a search for timeless truths". The 
behaviorists argued that many contents of the mind were not open to scientific scrutiny 
and that scientific psychology should emphasize the study of observable behavior. 
Behaviorists focused on behavior-environment relations and analyzed overt and covert 
(i.e., private) behavior as a function of the organism interacting with its environment. 
Therefore, they often rejected or deemphasized dualistic explanations such as "mind" or 
"consciousness"; and, in lieu of probing an "unconscious mind" that underlies 
unawareness, they spoke of the "contingency-shaped behaviors" in which unawareness 
becomes outwardly manifest. 

Among the behaviorists' most famous ideas are Watson's human application of classical 
conditioning, and Skinner's notion of operant conditioning, the latter of which recognized 
a role for human agency to play in affecting the patterns of environmental stimuli and 
behaviorial responses that, in turn, influence further behavior. American linguist Noam 
Chomsky's critique of the behaviorist model of language acquisition is regarded by many 
as a key factor in the decline of behaviorism's prominence. But Skinner's behaviorism has 
not died, perhaps in part because it has generated successful practical applications. The 
ascendancy of behaviorism as an overarching model in psychology, however, gave way 
to a new dominant paradigm: cognitive approaches.

Humanism and existentialism

Humanistic psychology was developed in the 1950s in reaction to both behaviorism and 
psychoanalysis. By using phenomenology, intersubjectivity and first-person categories, 
the humanistic approach sought to glimpse the whole person—not just the fragmented 
parts of the personality or cognitive functioning.Humanism focused on fundamentally 
and uniquely human issues, such as self-identity, death, aloneness, freedom, and 
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meaning. The humanistic approach was distinguished by its emphasis on subjective 
meaning, rejection of determinism, and concern for positive growth rather than 
pathology. Some of the founders of this school of thought were American psychologists 
Abraham Maslow, who formulated a hierarchy of human needs, and Carl Rogers, who 
created and developed client-centered therapy; and German-American psychiatrist Fritz 
Perls, who co-founded Gestalt therapy. It became so influential as to be called the "third 
force" within psychology, along with behaviorism and psychoanalysis. Later, positive 
psychology opened up humanistic themes to scientific modes of exploration.

Influenced largely by the work of German philosopher Martin Heidegger and Danish 
philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, psychoanalytically-trained American psychologist Rollo 
May pioneered an existential breed of psychology, which included existential therapy, in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Existential psychologists differed from others often classified as 
humanistic in their comparatively neutral view of human nature and in their relatively 
positive assessment of anxiety. Existential psychologists emphasized the humanistic 
themes of death, free will, and meaning, suggesting that meaning can be shaped by 
myths, or narrative patterns, and that it can be encouraged by an acceptance of the free 
will requisite to an authentic, albeit often anxious, regard for death and other future 
prospects. Austrian existential psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl drew 
evidence of meaning's therapeutic power from reflections garnered from his own 
internment, and he created a variety of existential psychotherapy called logotherapy. In 
addition to May and Frankl, Swiss psychoanalyst Ludwig Binswanger and American 
psychologist George Kelly may be said to belong to the existential school. 

Cognitivism

Main article: Cognitive psychology

Noam Chomsky helped to ignite a "cognitive revolution" in psychology when he 
criticized the behaviorists' notions of "stimulus", "response", and "reinforcement", 
arguing that such ideas—which Skinner had borrowed from animal experiments in the 
laboratory—could be applied to complex human behavior, such as language acquisition, 
in only a vague and superficial manner. Chomsky emphasized that research and analysis 
must not ignore the innate contribution of the child to such behavior, while social 
learning theorists such as Albert Bandura argued that the child's environment could make 
contributions of its own to the behaviors of an observant subject. The notion that 
behavior could be precipitated only by the functioning of an internal device or by the 
perception of external surroundings posed a challenge to the behaviorist position that 
behavior is contingent upon the prior associations that individuals have made between 
behavioral responses and pleasurable or painful stimuli.

Meanwhile, accumulating technology helped to renew interest and belief in the mental 
states and representations—i.e., the cognition—that had fallen out of favor with 
behaviorists. English neuroscientist Charles Sherrington and Canadian psychologist 
Donald O. Hebb used experimental methods to link psychological phenomena with the 
structure and function of the brain. With the rise of computer science and artificial 
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intelligence, analogies were drawn between the processing of information by humans and 
information processing by machines. Research in cognition had proven practical since 
World War II, when it aided in the understanding of weapons operation. By the late 20th 
century, though, cognitivism had become the dominant paradigm of mainstream 
psychology, and cognitive psychology emerged as a popular branch.

Assuming both that the covert mind should be studied and that the scientific method 
should be used to study it, cognitive psychologists set such concepts as "subliminal 
processing" and "implicit memory" in place of the psychoanalytic "unconscious mind" or 
the behavioristic "contingency-shaped behaviors". Elements of behaviorism and cognitive 
psychology were synthesized to form the basis of cognitive behavioral therapy, a widely-
used psychotherapy modified from techniques developed by American psychologist 
Albert Ellis and American psychiatrist Aaron T. Beck. Cognitive psychology was 
subsumed along with other disciplines, such as philosophy of mind, computer science, 
and neuroscience, under the umbrella discipline of cognitive science.

Structuralism

Structuralism was the first school of psychology and focused on breaking down mental 
processes into the most basic components. Researchers tried to understand the basic 
elements of consciousness using a method known as introspection. Wilhelm Wundt, founder of 
the first psychology lab, was an advocate of this position and is often considered the founder 
of structuralism, despite the fact that it was his student, Edward Titchener who first coined the 
term to describe this school of thought. 

While Wundt's work helped to establish psychology as a separate science and contributed 
methods to experimental psychology, the structuralist school of thought did not last long 
beyond Titchener's death.

Major Structuralist Thinkers

• Wilhelm Wundt   
• Edward Titchner

Criticisms of Structuralism

• By today’s scientific standards, the experimental methods used to study the structures 
of the mind were too subjective—the use of introspection led to a lack of reliability in 
results. 

• Other critics argue that structuralism was too concerned with internal behavior, which 
is not directly observable and cannot be accurately measured.

Strengths of Structuralism

• Structuralism is important because it is the first major school of thought in 
psychology. 

• Structuralism also influenced experimental psychology.

Functionalism
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Functionalism formed as a reaction to the structuralism and was heavily influenced by the 
work of William James and the evolutionary theory of Charles Darwin. Functionalists sought to 
explain the mental processes in a more systematic and accurate manner. Rather than focusing 
on the elements of consciousness, functionalists focused on the purpose of consciousness and 
behavior. Functionalism also emphasized individual differences, which had a profound impact 
on education.

Major Functionalist Thinkers

• William James 
• John Dewey 
• Harvey Carr 
• John Angell

Criticisms of Functionalism

• “It is literature. It is beautiful, but it is not psychology,” said Wilhelm Wundt of 
functionalist William James’ The Principles of Psychology (Fancher, R.E., 1996).

Strengths of Functionalism

• Influenced behaviorism and applied psychology. 
• Influenced the educational system, especially with regards to John Dewey’s belief that 

children should learn at the level for which they are developmentally prepared.
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