
What is Psychology?
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	The word psychology comes from the Greeks roots psyche, which means “mind or soul” and logos, meaning “knowledge or study”.  Psychology is therefore the scientific study of the mind.  

However, since the mind is impossible to see or touch directly, psychologists focus their energies on studying human behaviour and mental processes instead.  More specifically, psychologists study overt behaviours (or observable actions and responses) such as eating, talking and learning as well as covert behaviours (or private, internal activities) such as thinking and remembering.   



Stated differently, psychologists try to describe, explain, predict and control behaviour and mental processes.  They believe that if they approach the study of behaviour and the human mind with scientific care, they can produce knowledge that will help humans in many ways, such as conquering fears, coping with and preventing illness, understanding the senses and making personal lives, families and workplaces happier and safer. 

What Do Psychologists Do?

Psychologists are involved in a variety of tasks.  Some psychologists are scientists who spend their careers designing and performing research to better understand how people behave in specific situations, how and why we think the way we do, and how emotions develop and what impact they have on our interactions with others. These are the research psychologists who often work in research organizations or universities.  Others are teachers who pass on this research knowledge to students.  Still others apply psychology to solve problems in mental health, education, business, law and medicine.  For instance, clinical psychologists work with individuals, couples, families and small groups to help them overcome issues which prevent them from living full lives. 

Psychology in Everyday Life

We all use the principles of psychology in everyday life and probably don’t even realize it. When we spank our child for doing something wrong, we are utilizing the learning principle of punishment. When we get nervous right before we have to give that big speech, we are activating our autonomic nervous system. When we talk to ourselves in our heads, telling ourselves to “calm down,” “work harder,” or “give up,” we are utilizing cognitive approaches to change our behaviours and emotions.

The Four Basic Goals of Psychology

Research into the bystander effect illustrates the main goals that inform psychologists’ work as they go about their systematic and scientific study of humans.  Overall, they seek to do four things: describe, explain, predict and control.  
1. Describe – The first goal is to observe behaviour and describe (or name and classify) what was observed (in as much detail) and as objectively as possible.

2. Explain – While descriptions come from observable data, psychologists must go beyond what is obvious and explain their observations. In other words, why did the subject do what he or she did?  What was the cause of a given behaviour?  
For instance, research on the bystander effect has shown that people often fail to help when other possible helpers are nearby.  Why? Because a “diffusion of responsibility” occurs.  Basically, no one feels personally obligated to pitch in.  Generally, the more potential helpers present, the less likely it is that help will be given. 
3. Predict – Once we know what happens, and why it happens, we can begin to speculate what will happen in the future. There’s an old saying, which very often holds true: “the best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour.”

Notice that our explanation of bystander apathy makes a prediction about the chances of getting help.  Anyone who has been stranded by car trouble on a busy highway will recognise the accuracy of this prediction:  Having many potential helpers nearby is no guarantee that anyone will stop to help. 

4. Control – Once we know what happens, why it happens and what is likely to happen in the future, we can excerpt control over it.  To a psychologist, control means altering the conditions that influence behaviour in some predictable way.  If someone makes changes in a classroom that help children learn better, that person has exerted control.  If a clinical psychologist helps a person overcome a terrible fear of heights, control is involved.  However, psychological control must be used wisely, humanely and ethically.  What are some ways that people can exert control over the bystander effect?
In summary, psychology’s goals can be summarized in the following questions:
· What is the nature of this behaviour? (Description)
· Why does it occur? (Explanation and Understanding)

· Can we predict when it will occur? (Prediction)

· What conditions affect it? (Control)
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