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learners who understand that other people, with their differences, can also be right.
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Frequently asked questions

Research methods

What counts as a research method in International Baccalaureate (IB) psychology?

In the Diploma Programme (DP) Psychology guide, table 3.4 specifies the list of six research methods:
experiments, observations, surveys/questionnaires, interviews, correlational studies and case studies.
Different types within the same research method (such as true experiments and quasi-experiments;
structured interviews and semi-structured interviews) do not count as different research methods for
examination purposes. For example, if the question asks students to suggest one alternative or additional
research method, suggesting a semi-structured interview as an alternative to a structured interview will not
be accepted.

What is accepted as an additional research method in paper 2 section A (class practicals) and the
internal assessment?

Paper 2 section A (class practicals) and the internal assessment component require students to suggest an
additional research method to investigate the same topic. Both class practicals and the internal assessment
are expected to use one of four research methods: experiment, observation, survey/questionnaire or
interview/focus group. These would be acceptable choices to answer the questions about additional
research methods. However, appropriate alternative research methods (such as correlational studies and
case studies) will also be credited.
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Frequently asked questions

Subject matter

Why have cultural and environmental factors been separated in some areas of study?
There are two parts in the course where environmental influences appear in addition to cultural factors.
. Health and well-being: Cultural differences and environmental factors

. Learning and cognition: Cultural factors in cognitive processes and environmental influences on
cognitive processes

In these contexts, “environmental influences” refer to specific non-cultural factors that affect behaviour or
cognition. For example, environmental influences on cognitive processes could include malnutrition,
poverty, ecological quality, childhood trauma or stressful experiences.

Why is cognitive dissonance listed under the sociocultural approach to behaviour in the guide (table
3.3) rather than under the cognitive approach?

Cognitive dissonance may be understood as a phenomenon at the intersection between mental and social
processes. It involves individual internal mental conflict, but it is also often shaped by social influences, and
it is linked to social behaviour. Note that the heading cognitive dissonance is listed under in the guide does
not intend to affect examination questions and must not impact how these are answered.
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Frequently asked questions

Paper 1: Teaching and assessment

What counts as an “example” in paper 1 section A?

In the “External assessment” section, the Psychology guide states that, “Examples may be a research study or
a real or hypothetical situation”. These are equally acceptable.

In the new syllabus (first assessment 2027), students can still use research studies as examples to support
their answers; however, knowledge of the details of these studies is no longer assessed. A non-study
example could be a situation that illustrates the psychological idea in question.

Importantly, the example must be relevant to the question and contain essential elements of the
psychological idea being explained. For instance, simply saying “training circus animals” is too superficial to
illustrate operant conditioning. A stronger example would describe how animals are trained using planned
schedules of rewards and punishments. The situation can be real (something that actually happened) or
hypothetical (something that could realistically happen). In this context, “hypothetical” does not mean
“made up”—it means that the details like who, when and where are not specified.

Is there a need for an example or a study in paper 1 section C?

The assessment rubric for paper 1 section C does not require the use of an example or a research study.
However, psychology is best taught and learned through examples and research. To apply conceptual
reasoning effectively, students will most likely need to be exposed to research, examples and practical
applications. This will help them respond to questions related to concepts such as measurement, bias,
change and responsibility.

It is important to note that there is a large variety of possible questions that can be asked, combining key
concepts and areas of study. Not all of these combinations will benefit in the same way from using a specific
example or a specific research study (for example, compare a question about measurement in compliance
techniques with a question about responsibility in investigating biological explanations of mental health
disorders). This is why the use of studies or examples is not an assessment criterion, but using them to
support an answer is a valuable choice.

According to the Psychology teacher support material, in paper 1 section C, each of the six concepts can
be combined with any area of study in the contexts, but the guide suggests that only three to four
concepts should be explored for each context. What is the correct guidance here?

It is correct that all six concepts may be combined with all areas of study from all four contexts in
examinations, but it does not mean that each of these combinations should be explicitly taught. In fact, it
would be counterproductive to do so.

Students should be able to demonstrate transfer of learning in addressing the prompt. For example,
consider the question, “One claim in the psychology of health and well-being is that a single perspective is
not enough to explain mental health. Discuss this claim with reference to one biological explanation of one
or more disorders”. Even if a teacher covered the concept of perspective in the health and well-being
context, they may not have covered this specific example. Students need to use their understanding of the
concept (acquired while learning about other areas of study) and apply their knowledge to the prompt.
Students should be able to apply their knowledge of a concept to any of these prompts, even if it was not
explicitly covered in class.

What counts as prescribed content? Is content assessed in paper 1 section C?

The Psychology guide uses the word “content” to denote psychological terminology and learning objectives
that fall under biological, cognitive and sociocultural approaches to behaviour. These are all provided in
tables 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 of the guide. This content is prescribed because students need to know it for paper 1
sections A and B.
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Paper 1: Teaching and assessment

There are also areas of study grouped into “contexts”. These are all provided in tables 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.5, 4.6,
4.8, 4.9, 411 and 4.12 of the guide. For example, “attachment” is an area of study within the context of
human development. Knowledge of these areas of study is assessed in paper 1 section C, so they are also
prescribed.

There is a lot of overlap between content and areas of study in the contexts. For example, social identity
theory appears in table 4.8 of the guide as part of human relationships and also in table 3.3 as part of the
sociocultural approach to behaviour. Teachers might want to use this overlap to teach content in a way that
is integrated into contexts. Nevertheless, some areas of study—for example, theory of mind in human
development—are specific to certain contexts.

Please also refer to the Psychology teacher support material (see the “External assessment” section) for
details of how paper 1 will be assessed.

In a question about human behaviour, is there the option for students to use animal research and
link this to human behaviour?

Most questions will ask students about human behaviour. However, animal research is important and often
informs our understanding of human behaviour. The Psychology guide defines psychology as “the scientific
study of human and animal cognition and behaviour” (see the “Nature of the subject” section). Therefore,
both animal and human research or examples will be equally acceptable when answering a question, even
if it specifies “human behaviour”.

Each of the six concepts in the examination can be combined with any of the areas of study under the
four contexts. That’s 38 areas of study in total, which gives us 228 possible combinations. This is too
much material to teach!

It is incorrect and counterproductive to treat these combinations as content to be specifically taught. The
course is not designed for students to learn every possible pairing explicitly.

First, no extra content is needed to link the six concepts to the areas of study. The concepts are broad
enough to apply to any area.

For example, if students have learned about social learning theory and the Bandura et al. (1961) study (the
Bobo doll experiment), they can adjust their focus depending on the concept in the question.

. Causality: This was a true experiment so it supports cause-and-effect conclusions—but there are
limitations to consider.

. Perspective: Social learning theory supports the sociocultural perspective, showing how behaviour is
influenced by others, but also includes cognitive elements like identifying with the model.

. Change: Social learning can be used to change behaviour by providing models and using
reinforcement or punishment.

. Responsibility: There are ethical concerns in the study and in research on social influence more
broadly.

Second, teachers often find that they do not need to teach each concept explicitly for every area of study.
These understandings are transferable. For example, if students have practised analysing ethical issues in
one study, they can apply that skill to other studies—even ones they have not encountered before.

The goal is to help students build flexible, conceptual understandings that they can apply elsewhere.
Instead of trying to predict examination questions, the focus should be on preparing students to respond to
questions they have not seen before.

How many research studies do we need to teach?

This question is misleading. In paper 1 (sections A and C), students may want to use research studies to
support their responses, but detailed knowledge of the research studies is not assessed in these
components. In paper 1 section A, students may choose to use an example rather than a research study. In
paper 1 section C, the assessment rubric refers to “relevant knowledge and understanding of the area of
study/concept” (see the “External assessment” section of the guide), so it is knowledge of the area of study
that is required, with no explicit requirement to use a research study.

However, psychology is best understood through research, and students need to understand research
considerations for other assessment components. Many teachers use research studies as the backbone of
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Paper 1: Teaching and assessment

their lessons, and many students use research in their responses to support their argument. Students no
longer need to demonstrate knowledge of procedural details, so lengthy descriptions of these studies are
not necessary. With no requirement to remember the details, some teachers will take this as an opportunity
to discuss more research studies in class—not for memorization, but to expose students to different
scenarios.

Should a student choose to use a research study to support the answer, only one is required in paper 1
section A. One study is also enough for paper 1 section C, although full marks can be gained with no studies
at all or with more than one study. It is important that the requirements of the question are fully addressed.

Can paper 1 section A be based on research methodology? It is technically a content area, but it is
assessed elsewhere in the assessment model.

As stated in the Psychology guide, paper 1 section A has questions that assess knowledge of content from
two of the three content areas (biological, cognitive, sociocultural). Research methodology will be the focus
of other assessment components, such as paper 2 section A.
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Frequently asked questions

Paper 2: Class practicals

How do we spend 30 hours on the class practicals if they are to be completed in class time? The
nature of the tasks seems far simpler than this time allocation.

The 30 hours allocated can also be used to consider alternative or additional methods (question 4 in
paper 2 section A) and to teach research methods and ethics in general, and practise writing sections for
the internal assessment proposal. The allocated hours given in the guide are suggestions, and teachers can
decide to allocate hours slightly differently.

Would conducting the research proposed for the internal assessment component as part of a class
practical be considered double-dipping?

It is best not to treat the internal assessment and class practicals as related tasks. The internal assessment
and class practicals promote different aspects of learning. The class practicals provide students with hands-
on experience in conducting a psychological study. They are meant to be simple so students can try using
research methodology. The internal assessment should address a real-life problem in a real-life population
of interest. The internal assessment is a research proposal, so students do not have to be limited by
logistical constraints in considering how to address the real-life problem.

The internal assessment proposal and the class practical may be based on the same topic, but they should
not be the same study.

Do teacher-run experiments count as class practicals?

Yes. The Psychology guide states that class practicals can be teacher and/or student led.
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Frequently asked questions

Internal assessment

Can two students carry out the internal assessment on the same problem and collaborate?

No. The Psychology teacher support material specifies that the internal assessment is a student’s individual
work. The key skill being assessed is the ability to identify a practical problem (relevant to a population of
interest) and propose a solution to it. It is an individual thinking process. Collaboration would raise concerns
about academic integrity—for example, it would be unclear who came up with the idea or selected the
population of interest.

In the “Data collection” section of the internal assessment, students are expected to discuss
potential challenges, so should they refer to the research they have chosen? If not, what is expected
from the students?

No. There is no requirement to refer to the existing research that the students have selected (the two
research findings they report in the introduction).

When students create a data collection tool, they need to be aware of potential challenges that they will
have to navigate. For example, a potential challenge in creating a questionnaire could be the possibility of
acquiescence bias—the tendency of participants to agree with any statement they are asked about. To
counteract this, students could make sure the questionnaire contains an equal split of directly scored items
and reverse-scored items. So, understanding the general principle of designing a questionnaire is sufficient
and there is no need to reference background research.

Please clarify what needs to be included in the appendix of the internal assessment.

The appendix needs to contain the data collection tool. The Psychology guide states that “Students are not
required to provide completed material beyond the data collection tool. For example, there is no
requirement for an informed consent form or standardized instructions” (see the “Internal assessment”
section). The assessment rubrics make no reference to materials included in the appendices.

In general, teachers and students should use common sense. Sometimes, students may need to include
extra materials in the appendix to make their proposed study clear. If the proposed study involves specific
materials—such as images used alongside a questionnaire—it may be helpful to include examples in the
appendix. However, as examiners are not required to review the appendix, any essential information must
be clearly described in the main body of the report.

The internal assessment requires students to create a data collection tool. While it is clear what this
would mean in an interview, observation or survey, what would a data collection tool be in an
experiment?

The data collection tool in an experiment is the procedure used to measure the dependent variable,
including any materials involved. This will vary from study to study. In some experiments, the measurement
of the dependent variable involves only one parameter (for example, whether or not the participant helped
a stranger). Other experiments may have more sophisticated measurement (such as the number of words
from a list correctly recalled or the number of ideas from a paragraph correctly reproduced).

The requirement of a minimum of five items in the measurement tool does not apply to experiments. The
procedure of measuring the dependent variable and the materials used (if any) need to be clearly described
and justified in the context of the proposed experimental study.

Can students use an existing survey in the internal assessment?

No. It is important that the data collection tool is created. While existing surveys can be a part of a student’s
proposal, students will also have to add their own survey as part of the proposed investigation and explain
how it was created.
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Internal assessment

The Psychology guide states that the student should create the data collection tool for the internal
assessment. How much originality are we expecting? Can students base their tool on an existing
tool?

The expectations for students completing their internal assessment are in line with what is authentic
practice, which sometimes involves the reuse of questions or sourcing them from previous published
studies. Reusing some questions is allowed, as long as the student creates most of the data tool and clearly
references the reused items in line with the IB academic integrity policy. It shows the ability of a student to
select, repurpose and adapt materials critically for the purpose of their work.
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Paper 3: Higher level extensions

Higher level (HL) extensions include “examples of areas of inquiry” (tables 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 in the
guide). Do these need to be taught?

No. HL extensions are meant to be taught with an inquiry-driven approach and do not have prescribed
content. The examples of areas of inquiry provided in tables 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 in the guide are suggestions
only. Teachers do not have to use them and are welcome to craft their own.

What is meant by “their own knowledge” in paper 3 question 4 of the “External assessment” section
of the guide?

This is where students’ background knowledge related to the HL extensions is assessed. “Own knowledge”
does not refer to any specific theories, ideas or studies but rather the students’ overall understanding of the
area and existing challenges.

Paper 3 is based on several sources collated to assess a given claim. The sources and the claim align with
one of the HL extensions in one of the contexts (for example, technology in human relationships). We
cannot predict exactly what the claim will be or what the sources will be about. Therefore, the background
knowledge that would be helpful is something that students could transfer to any situation. For example,
students may consider the typical challenges that exist in investigating the role of technology in human
relationships. Then, no matter what the sources are, students will be able to apply their own knowledge to
analysing the claim. Students should understand the HL extensions conceptually rather than in a way that
implies memorization of content.

How can we find or create paper 3 booklets to prepare HL students for paper 3?

Paper 3 is an HL-only examination that assesses data analysis, interpretation and HL extensions. It is based
on a resource booklet with data and findings that students need to answer questions about.

Preparation for paper 3 should focus on giving students regular practice of analysing and interpreting data
from psychological research. Apart from using existing resources provided by various publishers and
community networks, the following can be recommended.

. Develop materials in the style of paper 3 based on studies that you use in class.

. Create several high-quality booklets and use them as prompts for artificial intelligence (Al)-assisted
generation of more examples. Always make sure you follow the IB academic integrity policy and
perform a final review and edit yourself.

. Ask your students to create a paper 3 booklet as part of their class assignment.

. Consider developing original research scenarios tailored to your teaching context, rather than relying
on existing published studies. This approach may offer greater flexibility and efficiency.
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Frequently asked questions

Other

Can we understand the glossary of terms as the prescriptive content that students would need to, at
a minimum, be able to explain and apply by the end of the two-year DP psychology programme?

No. The glossary at the end of the Psychology guide is not prescribed content nor a set way of defining
terms.
Will some planning time be allowed in the examination for students to think about their response?

Planning time is already built into the duration of each paper. There is no separate or fixed time set aside
just for planning, where students can read the question but not write. Instead, students manage their own
time. Some may choose to plan before writing, while others may begin writing and pause to plan as they
go. Itis up to each student to decide how to use the time provided.

How much knowledge about calculating inferential statistics do HL students need to have?

HL students do not need to be able to calculate inferential statistics. However, they should understand the
principles of significance and probability and what correlation coefficients mean, so that they can analyse
data and explain and evaluate findings in the paper 3 sources. The scope of inferential statistics for HL
students is specified in the updated Psychology guide (see the “Syllabus content” section).
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