forty studies that changed psychology

Forty studies that changed psychology have profoundly influenced our understanding of human
behavior, cognition, and emotion. From foundational experiments that established core psychological
principles to contemporary research that challenges traditional views, these studies have not only
shaped the field but also impacted society at large. Below, we explore significant research that has
altered the landscape of psychology, providing insights into various aspects of human life.

1. The Foundations of Behaviorism

1.1 John B. Watson and Little Albert

In 1920, John B. Watson and Rosalie Rayner conducted an experiment that demonstrated classical
conditioning in humans. They exposed a baby, known as Little Albert, to a white rat while
simultaneously making a loud noise. Eventually, Little Albert developed a fear of the rat, showcasing
how emotions could be conditioned.

- Key Takeaway: This study laid the groundwork for behaviorism, emphasizing observable behaviors
over internal mental states.

1.2 B.F. Skinner and Operant Conditioning

B.F. Skinner's work in the mid-20th century focused on operant conditioning, particularly through his
experiments with rats and pigeons. He developed the Skinner Box, where animals learned to press
levers to receive rewards or avoid punishments.

- Key Takeaway: Skinner’s research highlighted the role of reinforcement and punishment in shaping
behavior.

2. Cognitive Revolution

2.1 The Stroop Effect

In 1935, John Ridley Stroop introduced a task that demonstrated the interference of automatic
processing on cognitive tasks. Participants took longer to name the color of ink used for words that
spelled different colors (e.g., the word "red" printed in blue ink).

- Key Takeaway: The Stroop Effect revealed the complexities of attention and cognitive processing,
influencing fields such as neuropsychology and cognitive psychology.



2.2 Elizabeth Loftus and Eyewitness Testimony

Elizabeth Loftus’s research in the 1970s examined the reliability of memory, particularly in eyewitness
testimony. Her experiments showed how leading questions could alter memories of an event, raising
concerns about the justice system.

- Key Takeaway: Loftus’s work has profound implications for legal practices, emphasizing the
malleability of human memory.

3. Developmental Psychology

3.1 Jean Piaget and Cognitive Development

Jean Piaget's studies in the mid-20th century outlined stages of cognitive development in children. His
work identified how children interact with their environment and develop understanding through
stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational.

- Key Takeaway: Piaget's theories have heavily influenced education and parenting practices.

3.2 Lawrence Kohlberg and Moral Development

Kohlberg's research in the 1950s and 1960s proposed a theory of moral development consisting of
three levels: pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional, each with two stages. His work
used moral dilemmas to assess individuals’ moral reasoning.

- Key Takeaway: Kohlberg's theory has shaped the understanding of moral education and ethical
behavior.

4. Social Psychology

4.1 Solomon Asch and Conformity

In the 1950s, Solomon Asch conducted experiments demonstrating the power of conformity.
Participants were placed in groups where confederates deliberately gave incorrect answers to simple
questions. Many participants conformed to group pressure, even when they knew the answers were
wrong.

- Key Takeaway: Asch's work highlighted the influence of group dynamics on individual behavior.



4.2 Stanley Milgram and Obedience to Authority

Stanley Milgram's controversial study in the early 1960s explored obedience by instructing
participants to administer electric shocks to a learner (a confederate) for incorrect answers. The
results showed that a significant majority were willing to deliver potentially lethal shocks when
prompted by an authority figure.

- Key Takeaway: Milgram’s findings raise ethical concerns and provide insight into human obedience
and authority.

5. Health Psychology

5.1 The Bobo Doll Experiment

Albert Bandura's 1961 Bobo Doll experiment demonstrated the concept of observational learning.
Children who observed adults behaving aggressively toward a Bobo doll were more likely to imitate
that behavior, highlighting the role of modeling in learning.

- Key Takeaway: Bandura’s study influenced understanding of aggression and media effects on
behavior.

5.2 Stress and Coping: Lazarus and Folkman

In the 1980s, Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman developed a transactional model of stress that
emphasized the role of perception in stress responses. Their research showed how individual
appraisal of stressors affects coping strategies.

- Key Takeaway: This model has been pivotal in health psychology, guiding interventions for stress
management.

6. Neuropsychology

6.1 Phineas Gage and Brain Injury

The case of Phineas Gage in 1848, who survived a severe brain injury, has provided insights into the
role of the frontal lobes in personality and behavior. After his accident, Gage exhibited significant
changes in personality, leading to the understanding of brain function localization.

- Key Takeaway: Gage's case has become a classic example in neuropsychology, illustrating the
connection between brain regions and behavioral changes.



6.2 The Split-Brain Experiments

In the 1960s, Roger Sperry's split-brain research revealed how the two hemispheres of the brain
communicate and process information differently. Patients with severed corpus callosum exhibited
unique behaviors that illuminated lateralization of function.

- Key Takeaway: Sperry’s findings have expanded knowledge of brain functionality and cognitive
processing.

7. Contemporary Studies

7.1 The Marshmallow Test

Walter Mischel's 1972 study on delayed gratification involved children choosing between one
marshmallow immediately or two if they waited. The ability to delay gratification was found to
correlate with future success, health, and well-being.

- Key Takeaway: This research has implications for understanding self-control and its role in personal
development.

7.2 The Power of Mindfulness

Recent studies on mindfulness, particularly those led by Jon Kabat-Zinn, have shown that mindfulness
meditation can reduce stress, improve emotional regulation, and enhance overall well-being.

- Key Takeaway: Mindfulness practices have been integrated into therapeutic settings, highlighting
the importance of mental health.

8. The Future of Psychology

The studies mentioned above represent just a fraction of the research that has shaped psychology. As
the field continues to evolve, new methodologies and technological advancements will further
enhance our understanding of human behavior.

- Interdisciplinary Approaches: Future research is likely to draw from neuroscience, sociology, and
technology, leading to a more integrated view of psychology.

- Cultural Considerations: Increasing research on cross-cultural psychology will help expand the
understanding of human behavior across diverse populations.



Conclusion

Forty studies that changed psychology have left an indelible mark on the field, offering profound
insights into the human condition. From foundational theories to contemporary research, these
studies not only advance academic understanding but also inform practical applications in education,
mental health, and social policy. As psychology continues to grow and adapt, the legacy of these
pivotal studies will undoubtedly influence future generations of psychologists and researchers.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the 'Little Albert' study in
psychology?

The 'Little Albert' study, conducted by John B. Watson and Rosalie Rayner in 1920, demonstrated that
emotional responses could be conditioned in humans, thus providing foundational evidence for
behaviorism.

How did the Stanford prison experiment influence ethical
standards in psychology?

The Stanford prison experiment, conducted by Philip Zimbardo in 1971, raised serious ethical
concerns about the treatment of participants, leading to stricter guidelines and oversight in
psychological research.

What did the Milgram experiment reveal about obedience to
authority?

The Milgram experiment, conducted by Stanley Milgram in the 1960s, revealed that ordinary people
are willing to obey authority figures to the extent of inflicting harm on others, highlighting the power
of situational factors over personal morality.

What was the main finding of the Bobo doll experiment?

The Bobo doll experiment by Albert Bandura in 1961 showed that children imitate aggressive
behavior observed in adults, supporting the theory of social learning and the influence of media on
behavior.

How did the 'Strange Situation' contribute to attachment
theory?

The 'Strange Situation,' developed by Mary Ainsworth in the 1970s, assessed infants' attachment
styles by observing their reactions to separations and reunions with their caregivers, leading to a
deeper understanding of attachment relationships.



What is the impact of the cognitive dissonance theory
introduced by Leon Festinger?

Cognitive dissonance theory, introduced by Leon Festinger in 1957, posits that individuals experience
discomfort when holding conflicting beliefs, prompting them to change their attitudes or behaviors to
reduce dissonance.

What did Solomon Asch's conformity experiments
demonstrate?

Solomon Asch's conformity experiments in the 1950s demonstrated that individuals often conform to
group opinions even when they are clearly incorrect, highlighting the influence of social pressure on
decision-making.

How did the research on learned helplessness by Martin
Seligman change psychology?

Martin Seligman's research on learned helplessness in the late 1960s showed that animals (and
people) can become passive and stop trying to escape adverse situations if they perceive their
actions as futile, influencing theories on depression and motivation.

What are the key findings from the Harlow monkey
experiments?

Harry Harlow's experiments with rhesus monkeys in the 1950s demonstrated the importance of
comfort and emotional security in attachment, revealing that infant monkeys preferred a soft
surrogate mother over a wire one providing food.

What does the concept of the 'bystander effect' illustrate?

The 'bystander effect,' demonstrated in studies following the murder of Kitty Genovese, shows that
individuals are less likely to help a victim when there are other witnesses present, as responsibility is
diffused among the group.
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