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Mastering AQA A2 Psychology Unit 4: Psychological Research & Scientific 
Methods – Exam Notes, Questions & Examiner Model Answers

For students tackling the AQA A2 Psychology curriculum, Unit /4 – “Psychological Research and Scientific 

Methods” – is often the most data �heavy and conceptually demanding portion of the course. It not only tests your 

grasp of research design and statistical analysis but also your ability to apply these concepts to real �world 

scenarios. In this comprehensive guide, we provide exam notes, model answers, and practical strategiesthat

reflect the style and expectations of AQA examiners. Whether you’re preparing for the written assessment or simply

looking to strengthen your understanding of psychological research, this article will equip you with the tools you

need to succeed.

Why Unit /4 Matters in the AQA A2 Psychology Exam

Unit /4 is central to the AQA assessment because it covers the scientific method, the backbone of all psychological

inquiry. Examiners assess your ability to:

•  Identify and evaluate different research designs (e.g., experimental, correlational, case study).

•  Apply statistical techniques (mean, standard deviation, correlation coefficients) to interpret data.

•  Critically appraise research findings, considering reliability, validity, and ethical concerns.

•  Explain how psychological research informs practice and policy.

Mastering these elements ensures you can answer a wide range of exam questions – from short �answer prompts to

extended essay questions – with confidence and precision.

1. Core Concepts of Psychological Research

1.1 The Scientific Method in Psychology

The scientific method provides a systematic framework for investigating psychological phenomena. Key stages

include:

1.  Observation – Identifying a phenomenon of interest.

2.  Question & Hypothesis – Formulating a testable prediction.

3.  Research Design – Choosing an appropriate methodology.

4.  Data Collection – Gathering empirical evidence.

5.  Data Analysis – Using statistical tools to interpret results.

6.  Conclusion & Publication – Drawing conclusions and sharing findings.

Exam questions often require you to outline this process or identify where a particular study fits within the

framework.

1.2 Types of Research Design



Understanding the strengths and limitations of each design is crucial for both exam responses and real �world

application:

•  Experimental Design – Manipulates an independent variable to observe its effect on a dependent variable. 

Key features: random assignment, control groups, and manipulation.

•  Correlational Design – Examines relationships between variables without manipulation. Useful for identifying 

associations but cannot establish causation.

•  Case Study – In �depth analysis of a single individual or small group. Provides rich qualitative data but limited 

generalisability.

•  Survey & Questionnaire – Collects self �reported data from large samples. Efficient for gathering broad patterns 

but subject to response bias.

Examiners often ask you to compare and contrast designs, highlighting how each addresses specific research

questions.

1.3 Data Collection Methods

Data can be gathered through:

•  Observation – Direct or participant observation, with or without a structured protocol.

•  Self �Report Measures – Surveys, questionnaires, and interview protocols.

•  Physiological Measures – Heart rate, galvanic skin response, brain imaging (fMRI, EEG).

•  Behavioral Measures – Reaction times, accuracy, or other observable actions.

In exam answers, you should note how each method contributes to the validity and reliability of the study.

1.4 Statistical Analysis in Psychology

Key statistics frequently assessed include:

•  Mean, Median, Mode – Measures of central tendency.

•  Standard Deviation – Indicates variability.

•  Correlation Coefficient (r) – Quantifies the strength and direction of relationships.

•  Effect Size (Cohen’s d) – Reflects practical significance.

•  Significance Testing (p �values) – Determines if results are likely due to chance.

Exam questions may require you to interpret these statistics or explain their relevance to research findings.

1.5 Ethics in Psychological Research

Ethical considerations are paramount. Core principles include:

•  Informed Consent – Participants must understand the study’s purpose and their rights.

•  Debriefing – Providing information after participation, especially if deception was used.

•  Confidentiality – Protecting participants’ personal data.

•  Minimising Harm – Avoiding psychological or physical distress.

•  Ethical Review – Oversight by ethics committees or institutional review boards.

Examiners often ask you to evaluate a study’s ethical strengths and weaknesses.

2. Exam Structure & Assessment Objectives

2.1 Assessment Objectives for Unit /4

AQA defines specific assessment objectives (AOs) for Unit 4. Familiarising yourself with these helps you target your

answers:



1.  AO1 – Knowledge and Understanding: Demonstrate knowledge of research methods and statistical concepts.

2.  AO2 – Application: Apply knowledge to interpret data and evaluate research designs.

3.  AO3 – Critical Analysis: Analyse research findings, considering validity, reliability, and ethical issues.

4.  AO4 – Communication: Present information clearly and accurately.

Each exam question will align with one or more of these objectives.

2.2 Typical Exam Question Types

Unit /4 questions may include:

•  Short �answer (SA) – Quick, concise responses (e.g., define a term).

•  Structured Response (SR) – Paragraph �length answers with specific sub �questions.

•  Extended Response (ER) – Longer, essay �style answers requiring synthesis and evaluation.

•  Data Interpretation – Analyzing tables, graphs, or statistical results.

Knowing the format allows you to structure your answer efficiently and manage time.

3. Essential Exam Notes for Unit /4

3.1 Research Design Cheat Sheet

Use this quick reference when tackling design �related questions:



Design Key Features Strengths Limitations

Experimental Random assignment, 
control group, manipulation

High internal validity, can 
infer causation

Ethical constraints, artificial 
settings

Correlational No manipulation, 
measures existing variables

Large sample sizes, 
real �world relevance

Cannot determine 
causation, confounding 
variables

Case Study In �depth, qualitative focus Rich detail, generates 
hypotheses

Limited generalisability, 
potential bias

Survey Large samples, self �report Efficient, broad coverage Response bias, limited 
depth

3.2 Statistical Quick �Guide

Remember these formulas and concepts for rapid recall:

•  Mean = :7‚�ò�à

•  Standard Deviation (SD) = "�[:2‡‚!&ÖV�â›"�ò�†â!#�•Ð

•  Correlation Coefficient (r) = :5²‡‚!&ÖV�â	2’‡’!&ÖV�áÖr•Ò�ò�!¥³£(x"�mean “)² :2‡’!&ÖV�áÖr›%Ð

•  Effect Size (Cohen’s d) = (M •"�M ‚) / SDpooled

•  Interpret p �value:

3.3 Ethical Checklist

When evaluating a study, quickly assess:

1.  Did participants give informed consent?

2.  Was debriefing provided?

3.  Were measures taken to maintain confidentiality?

4.  Was the risk of harm minimised?

5.  Was the study approved by an ethics committee?

Answering these points demonstrates a comprehensive ethical review.

4. Common Exam Questions & How to Approach Them

4.1 Short �Answer Example

Question: Define the term “internal validity.”

Model Answer:Internal validity refers to the extent to which a study can demonstrate a causal relationship

between the independent and dependent variables, free from confounding factors.

4.2 Structured Response Example
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