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PSYCHOLOGY TZ1 

(IBNA / IBLA) 

Overall grade boundaries 

Higher level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 9 10 - 20 21 - 30 31 - 42 43 - 54 55 - 66 67 - 100 

 

Standard level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 10 11 - 23 24 - 32 33 - 43 44 - 57 58 - 68 69 - 100 

Time zone variants of examination papers 

To protect the integrity of the examinations, increasing use is being made of time zone 

variants of examination papers. By using variants of the same examination paper candidates 

in one part of the world will not always be taking the same examination paper as candidates 

in other parts of the world. A rigorous process is applied to ensure that the papers are 

comparable in terms of difficulty and syllabus coverage, and measures are taken to guarantee 

that the same grading standards are applied to candidates’ scripts for the different versions of 

the examination papers. For the May 2013 examination session the IB has produced time 

zone variants of psychology paper one. Grade boundaries for the different time zoned papers 

are set separately, and careful judgments are made that are based on criteria for performance 

level, to account for differences in the papers.  
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Higher level internal assessment 

Component grade boundaries 

Higher level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 2 3 - 5 6 - 9 10 - 13 14 - 17 18 - 21 22 - 28 

The range and suitability of the work submitted 

Overall the range and suitability of the work submitted was of a good standard this session 

and in line with previous sessions. There was a notable reduction in internal assessment (IA) 

reports that did not meet the criteria for an experimental study. The majority of candidates 

were aware of ethical issues and the majority of candidates with a full report included a copy 

of informed consent, briefing and debriefing instructions in the appendices. There was also an 

overall better attempt to make the background studies and/or theories relevant to the 

hypotheses. 

Most reports were based on cognitive psychology and this seems to provide good results at 

this level of study. Favourite experiments were, as usual, levels of processing, the Stroop 

effect, reconstructive memory and experiments related to schema theory and imagery vs 

rehearsal (Pavio). Other good IAs were based on availability heuristics and social loafing. A 

few candidates performed experiments with several conditions although a simple experiment 

with only two conditions is recommended in the guide.  

In general, the weaker reports shared the following characteristics: 

 Weak and imprecise explanation of background research in the introduction. The 

hypotheses were not clearly justified and operationalized, that is, made measurable.   

 For the descriptive statistics, the results were not stated in words, the use of 

descriptive statistics was not explained, and/or there was no relevant graph and/or 

table. For the inferential statistics, tests were absent or not justified.   

 Discussions were superficial with no discussion of the IA results in the light of 

background research and/or no reference to statistics.  This was often due to the 

limited relevant research and/or theories presented in the introduction. Identification 

of limitations of own procedure was not linked to suggestions for modification.  

 The referencing was poorly done. 

It should be noted that it is not required to make an exact replication of an experiment. A 

partial replication is adequate but the candidate's experiment should be closely linked to an 

actual experiment.  
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Candidate performance against each criterion 

Criterion A: introduction 

In many IAs, the research presented was not sufficiently explained. There seemed to 

be a lack of understanding of the studies and/or theories presented, which made it 

difficult for candidates to sufficiently link them to the hypotheses. Or alternatively, it 

made it difficult for candidates to formulate a clear hypothesis.   

Candidates should also always explicitly state how the theories and/or studies 

presented in the introduction link to the hypotheses.   

It is important that the introduction is clear and focused on relevant background 

research so that it logically leads towards the candidate’s own research hypotheses 

and the background research is explained and analysed in sufficient depth (for 

example, aim, procedure, findings) to allow for formulation of a clear research 

hypothesis in the introduction and to stimulate discussion of own results in the light of 

the background research in the discussion section.  

Criterion B: design 

Most candidates could state an appropriate experimental design (repeated measures 

or independent designs) but choice of design was not always properly justified, that 

is, why that particular design was chosen over another.   

A number of candidates had problems with operationalization of the IV and the DV, 

that is, clearly making them measurable.   

Overall, candidates had a good understanding of the ethical guidelines. Some 

candidates used participants under the age of 16 without parental consent, but this 

was less frequently done than in previous sessions.  

Criterion C: participants  

Overall, most candidates included the relevant characteristics of the participants, 

although at times irrelevant characteristics were included, for example, socio-

economic status.  

The target population, that is, the population from which the sample was drawn, was 

not always appropriately identified. Often candidates would confuse the actual 

sample with the target population.   

Most candidates did identify a sampling technique, but often struggled to explain the 

use of this method.   
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Criterion D: procedure 

There were at times problems with the description of the procedure in sufficient detail, 

that is, timings, allocation of conditions, and so on, and therefore it would be difficult 

to replicate the experiment.  

It is necessary that all materials are referenced in the appendices, for example, 

appendix III for the debriefing. Without proper referencing, it would not be possible to 

properly replicate the experiment.   

Criterion E: results – descriptive  

Most candidates included a graph and a table, but often they were not labelled 

appropriately or not labelled at all.   

Often candidates presented the results only in tabular form without describing the 

results in a narrative form as well.  

Only the strongest candidates explained the use of descriptive statistics, that is, why 

was the mean or standard deviation chosen.  

Only one measure of central tendency and one measure of dispersion is required.   

Criterion F: results – inferential  

Most candidates did choose an appropriate test and did justify the use of the test 

(based on the level of data and the design). At times t-tests were chosen (which is 

acceptable) but often it was not the most appropriate test based on the particular 

aspects of the experiment. 

A number of candidates did not make a statement of statistical significance and/or the 

null hypothesis was not accepted or rejected. 

It is important that raw data and calculations of the inferential test are included in the 

appendices. If the calculation is performed online, a screen shot of the calculation 

could be included in the appendices as documentation. 

Criterion G: discussion 

Candidates should always refer back to all research and/or theories presented in the 

Introduction and discuss these in reference to their own findings. Candidates who 

included research and/or theories in the introduction that were not highly relevant 

often struggled with this aspect of the discussion.   

Almost all candidates presented limitations, but often in a superficial manner, without 

rigorous analysis. Limitations should be presented that are relevant to this particular 

investigation, not limitations of a general experimental nature. 

It is also necessary that a conclusion is included for all IAs.   
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Criterion H: citation of sources 

Candidates often did not include all the references mentioned in the introduction. 

Often candidates did not use a standard citation method, such as APA, or referencing 

was not complete.  

Criterion I: report format 

Generally the report formats were well done. Appendices were well organized and 

labelled.  

The abstract must include a summary of the study as well as the results of the study. 

Recommendations and guidance for the teaching of future 
candidates 

 It is recommended that teachers help candidates find appropriate background 

research, that is, theoretical framework and appropriate experiments. Finding 

relatively simple experiments to replicate is recommended. Again, it is recommended 

that candidates do a partial replication of studies rather than try to “create” their own 

study. The manipulation of only two conditions is recommended. 

 

 The background research in the introduction should be analysed in sufficient depth so 

that the aim of the candidate’s own research is clearly justified and the experimental 

hypothesis should be clearly linked to background research.  

 

 For the sample, the number of participants in the experiment does not need to exceed 

20 (independent design) or 10 (repeated measures design), and it is recommended to 

observe this. 

 

 It would be helpful if candidates were given past experiments to read in order to 

familiarize themselves with the aspects of experimental research.   

 

 It is generally recommended that candidates are familiar with scientific standards, and 

the reading of proper background research should be encouraged. It is recommended 

that candidates be trained in critical use of internet resources. Many candidates only 

used internet sources of a non-specialist nature as background literature.  
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Standard level internal assessment 

Component grade boundaries 

Standard level 

  

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 2 3 - 5 6 - 8 9 - 10 11 - 12 13 - 14 15 - 20 

The range and suitability of the work submitted 

Overall the range and suitability of the work submitted was of a moderate to good standard 

this session. Most studies conducted were simple classic experiments suitable for the 

purpose of the internal assessment (IA). They involved manipulation of a clearly identified 

independent variable to determine its effect on the dependent variable. The vast majority of 

reports allowed candidates the opportunity to access all the available marks. The most 

popular topics came from cognitive psychology such as Stroop effect and Loftus and Palmer 

replications on reconstructive memory. Some interesting works were presented on short-term 

memory, the effect of priming on perception of ambiguous figures and some variations on the 

halo effect. Within centres there were varied choices of studies, showing confident 

selection/guidance by teachers. Unfortunately, there were also some non-experimental works 

(for example, comparing performance of female versus male participants in a Stroop effect 

study) and some studies which were not conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines, 

such as replications of Asch’s conformity research or studies with very young children as 

participants. The majority of candidates were well aware of ethical issues and most 

candidates with a full report included a copy of informed consent in the appendices. A few 

candidates performed experiments with several conditions although a simple experiment with 

only two conditions is recommended in the psychology guide. The majority of reports had 

adopted the required format, dividing the report into sections and attempting to fulfil the 

requirements for each section. Some centres seem to have encouraged candidates to 

present hypotheses although this is not needed for standard level and in a few centres 

candidates had applied inferential statistical tests which again is not needed for standard 

level.  

Candidate performance against each criterion 

Criterion A: introduction  

Most introductions were well-written. The majority of candidates restricted their 

background information to the one study being replicated. However, some errors kept 

occurring:  

Where centres allowed their candidates to write more extensively, some candidates 

reported more in-depth introductions which referenced several studies. In many 

instances this “clouded” the introduction for the candidate and they often failed to 

explicitly state which study they are replicating.  
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A more common issue was that candidates often neglected to explicitly state their 

own aim. The candidate’s aim cannot just be “to replicate X’s study”. Their aim should 

be expressed in terms of their intention to investigate the effect of one chosen IV on a 

operationally defined and measured DV.  

Many candidates included a null and research hypothesis, and then attempted to 

reject or accept them without inferential statistical analysis. 

Criterion B: design 

Most candidates have an understanding of different research designs though its 

selection is frequently not fully justified, for example by reference to strengths and 

limitations of respective designs. A number of candidates had problems with 

operationalization of the IV and the DV. Many candidates fail to identify levels of the 

independent variable. Ethical guidelines were usually well discussed and the majority 

of candidates provided documentation in appendices showing a consent form and a 

standard debriefing.  A small number of centres had allowed participants under the 

age of 16 to participate without parental consent and this is violating the ethical 

guidelines of the IB. Some candidates neglected to seek parental consent for young 

teenagers, instead gaining consent from the class teacher of the participants. There 

were only a few cases where the informed consent was not included and this was 

always in weak reports where other things were missing as well.   

Criterion C: participants 

A large number of candidates were able to give some characteristics of the sample 

and were able to identify and explain/justify their sampling method accurately. A 

minority of candidates gave muddled accounts of the sampling method, switching 

between some combination of “random”, “convenience” and “volunteer” in a way that 

failed to allow for replication. In some cases, although candidates described several 

participant characteristics they failed to identify relevant characteristics of 

participants, for example, for the Loftus study: do participants have driving 

experience, was the study conducted in their native language or how proficient they 

are in their second language, how many participants were included in the study? 

Criterion D: procedure 

Most procedure sections were adequately handled. However, at times the description 

of the procedure was not written in sufficient detail, and therefore it would be difficult 

to replicate the experiment. Reference to the materials in the appendices (either in 

procedure or in materials) was not always done and this would make replication 

difficult or impossible. It is recommended to include all materials and give details on 

how materials were used in the procedure.  

Some candidates tended to rely on referral to participant instructions sheets in the 

appendix, rather than giving a step-by-step, bullet-pointed list of things to do. It was 

clear from some of the descriptions of the procedure that a lot of testing is taking 
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place in corridors at break or in the corner of the canteen. It would be helpful if 

centres allowed candidates better conditions for conducting their IA experiments.  

Criterion E: results 

In the majority of cases this was the weakest part of the report. Candidates should, if 

possible, be steered away from experiments that produce only nominal data, or 

should be given better guidance on how to convert it to percentages and use it 

effectively. Candidates often applied several different descriptive statistics, even if 

they were inappropriate for the level of data. Some candidates included, in this 

section, raw data or graphs showing each individual participant’s score. Moreover, 

the graphs and tables were rarely clearly presented due to inexact or incomplete 

labelling. Not labelling the y-axis was quite common, and many candidates could 

make their graphs more precise by carefully labelling the x-axis with specific test 

condition rather than merely writing “experimental” and “control” condition.  Many 

candidates presented two or three measures of central tendency when they only 

need to use one. Few candidates gave reasons for their choice of descriptive 

statistics and in many cases although the results were stated they were not explained 

by referring back to the aim of the study.  

Criterion F: discussion  

The quality of discussions varied greatly. All candidates attempted to meet the 

requirements of this criterion and for the stronger candidates there were some very 

effective and well thought out discussions. Discussions often contained paragraphs 

on strengths of the study, in spite of the fact that this is not assessed. Comparisons 

with the study being replicated usually lacked analytic rigour. Candidates' 

identification of limitations was often weak, with issues such as low numbers of 

participants, low population validity, low ecological validity although there were more 

important limitations that could have been identified and discussed. This seems to 

suggest that candidates have a limited understanding of research methods. The 

focus of the evaluation tends to be on the sample rather than on the design and 

procedure.  

Some moderators reported that a common issue in the discussion was that 

candidates seemed to forget to include a conclusion. Moderators were sometimes 

surprised that only very few candidates gave ideas for further research. 

Criterion G: presentation  

In the majority of cases the whole report, including appendices, was well organized 

and labelled. Only a few reports did not include a content table, an abstract or 

appendices. The vast majority of candidates gave reports within the word limit. 

Abstracts were variable in quality from those that were clear and concise summaries 

to those that included very little specific information related to their replication of an 

original study – some candidates wrote half the abstract describing the study being 

replicated, rather than just giving the main details of their own aim, method and 

results. Presentation of references was often fairly weak, particularly where 

candidates have accessed studies from the internet or secondary sources. They 
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tended to give web addresses without citing which study was found there, and not 

giving a date of access. Many candidates did not include any calculations in their 

appendices. In most cases where appendices were included, they were generally 

labelled appropriately and referenced into the body of the report.  

Recommendations for the teaching of future candidates 

 Teachers should assist candidates in finding appropriate studies to replicate. Finding 

good descriptions of relatively simple and straightforward studies to replicate is of 

utmost importance. This will help candidates undertake their own experiments without 

too much confusion.  

 

 In the introduction, candidates should be told to just write about the study being 

replicated and then clearly state their own aim at the end. There should be a close 

relationship between the aim of the candidate’s study and the replicated study so that 

these can be integrated in the introduction and the discussion of results. The 

replicated study should be analysed in sufficient depth in the introduction so that the 

aim of the candidate’s own research is clearly justified and the candidate can write a 

thorough discussion. This way the findings of the candidate’s experimental study can 

easily be discussed with reference to the study being replicated. 

 

 Candidates should be guided to state the design and immediately justify its use. In 

the same way, in the participants section candidates should be encouraged to name 

the sampling method and then explain it. 

 

 Candidates need to develop skills of analysing the data that is collected and 

interpreting results. This not only includes how to calculate descriptive statistics but 

also how to analyse them. For example, candidates should be able to discuss what it 

means if the calculated means of the two conditions are different, yet the standard 

deviation is similar, or if the means are similar but the standard deviation of each 

condition is different. 

 

 In the results section, candidates should be told to only apply the most appropriate 

measure of central tendency and measure of dispersion, and to justify/explain their 

choice of descriptive statistics. 

 

 In the discussion, candidates should avoid writing about the strengths of their study, 

since this is not required and it adds unnecessarily to the word count, leaving 

candidates less able to write a well developed discussion of their results.  

 

 Candidates should be encouraged to simply include in their abstracts their own aim, 

method and results. They should be reminded that when they outline their method, 

they need a bit more than just design and numbers of participants. Likewise in their 

outline of the results, they could be slightly more detailed/specific. 

 Teachers should provide support for weaker candidates, particularly in the 

organization and formatting of their reports as well as in teaching them how to 

construct and label a table and graph. 
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 Candidates would also benefit from reading the IA criteria and corresponding level 

descriptors in the subject guide. 
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Higher and standard level paper one  

Component grade boundaries 

Higher level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 5 6 - 10 11 - 13 14 - 18 19 - 24 25 - 29 30 - 46 

Standard level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 5 6 - 10 11 - 13 14 - 18 19 - 24 25 - 29 30 - 46 

General comments 

Responses tended to be descriptive with little difference in the type of response for a 

command term that asks a candidate to “describe”, “explain” “discuss” or “examine”. Many 

candidates did not provide links between the research and the question or concept addressed 

in the response that would show a deeper understanding. The link was typically implicit or not 

developed.  

Candidates also struggled to select appropriate information. Many candidates used the wrong 

research for the wrong questions which suggested that although they knew the method and 

results they did not understand what conclusion should be drawn from the findings. Some 

candidates described research related to classical or operant conditioning such as Pavlov’s, 

Skinner’s or Watson’s, which is not being examined. Many candidates focused on evaluating 

studies in section A, which does not gain any credit, often at the expense of providing more 

relevant detail specific to the question.    

In section B, candidates did not integrate their evaluation into the question. The evaluation 

was stated, but there was no explicit higher level thinking that links the significance of the 

evaluation to the question. Often, critical thinking was either a list of advantages and 

disadvantages as a separate identity after a descriptive account or the argument was 

repetitive and superficial.  

In addition, some candidates gave very long answers for section A questions leaving less 

time to adequately answer section B questions that should be more developed.  
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The areas of the programme and examination which appeared 
difficult for the candidates 

Understanding the demands of the question continues to be an issue with many candidates: 

they do not answer the questions in a focused manner and provide marginally relevant 

information.  

Many candidates found question 5 challenging. They were able to discuss the role of biology 

and/or the role of cognition on emotion but they did not address the interaction of the two 

factors. Question 6 was also challenging. A number of candidates did not know what cultural 

dimensions were and those who did generally gave limited responses when discussing the 

role of the selected dimension on behaviour.   

The areas of the programme and examination in which the 
candidates appeared well prepared 

Candidates had good knowledge for the section A questions in most cases. In general, 

candidates were able to describe relevant research with precision for each level of analysis. 

Candidates seem to have a grasp of the role of culture in human behaviour, as cross-cultural 

studies were selected for many of the questions. 

In question 1, most candidates described a study appropriate to localization of function in the 

brain and in question 3, knowledge of attribution theory was good in many cases. Responses 

to question 4 showed good knowledge of a range of studies on the interaction between 

environment and physiology. 

The strengths and weaknesses of the candidates in the treatment 
of individual questions 

Section A 

Biological level of analysis 

The vast majority of candidates were able to identify a relevant study and accurately 

defined localization of function. A large number of candidates wrote about Phineas 

Gage which is a poor choice of study. Indeed, candidates gave too much information 

about the accident and not enough about the actual research, which is inevitable due 

to the nature of the topic. Some candidates failed to be clear as to the precise areas 

of the brain under consideration and their particular function. The best developed and 

focused answers were those which addressed the study of HM or Maguire et al.’s 

studies and were able to make a clear link to a specific brain part and its function.  

Cognitive level of analysis 

While most candidates could successfully identify a principle and provide a study to 

illustrate it, it was often hard for them to link back to the principle explicitly. The vast 

majority of responses did not outline the principle and very few candidates made 

meaningful links between their chosen principle and study that went beyond restating 
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the principle; the focus was on the description of the study. Responses on the 

principle that mental processes guide behaviour were of better quality than those on 

the principle that cognitive processes could be scientifically studied: it was a rare 

case that the scientific aspect of the study provided was well addressed. Some 

candidates were unable to correctly identify a principle stating “memory” or “schema” 

as principles. 

Sociocultural level of analysis 

This question was often well addressed. Candidates could define both factors and 

describe their role making reference to fundamental attribution error, actor–observer 

effect, self-serving and modesty bias. Appropriate studies were often offered in 

support of the answer. Where candidates used Zimbardo’s and/or Milgram’s studies, 

the majority spent too long describing those complex studies and not enough time 

linking the factors to these studies. Moreover, in these cases, dispositional factors 

were rarely well addressed. Some candidates discussed potentially relevant research 

without explicitly describing situational and dispositional factors. Weak answers were 

focusing on nature/nurture debate making little link to situational and dispositional 

factors. 

Section B 

Biological level of analysis 

Most candidates were able to identify studies that accurately demonstrated the effect 

of the environment on physiological processes such as Rosenzweig et al.’s, 

Davidson’s, Kasamatsu and Hirai’s, and Bremner et al.’s. Responses containing 

examples about mirror neurons typically provided weak arguments. Candidates who 

did poorly with this question discussed effects of the environment on behaviour or on 

memory using studies such as Bandura’s,  Zimbardo’s, Milgram’s, Bartlett’s, or Cole 

and Scribner’s in support of their answer. Candidates who attempted to answer the 

question using twin studies generally focused on the effects of genetics on behaviour 

consequently losing sight of the question. In general, candidates were able to 

evaluate the studies; however, discussion of the effects of the environment on 

physiological processes was typically implicit and not developed. 

Cognitive level of analysis 

Candidates had difficulty in answering the question as set. Many candidates did not 

address the interaction part of the question and approached the question by looking 

at biological factors and cognitive factors separately. Hormones, neurotransmitters 

and brain structures involved in emotion such as oxytocin and trust, serotonin and 

sadness or amygdala and fear were described.  Flashbulb memory was presented to 

illustrate the cognitive factor.  Few candidates were able to pick up on the term 

“interaction” in the question and refer to relevant research such as Schachter and 

Singer’s, Lazarus’s, LeDoux’s, Speisman et al.’s, or Dutton and Aron’s. When 

addressed, those theories and studies were often briefly presented and with 
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inaccuracy. A few candidates were able to examine in depth how biological and 

cognitive factors interact in emotion. 

Sociocultural level of analysis 

The most commonly cited dimension was individualism/collectivism. Responses 

tended to be largely descriptive, focusing on the description of the dimension with 

generalizations and not using research effectively in the response. A few candidates 

showed the ability to discuss the dimension in any depth linking the cultural dimension 

to different aspects of human behaviour such as conformity, attribution or depression. 

Candidates who selected masculinity/femininity often misunderstood the dimension 

describing Margaret Mead’s work on role modelling without reference to the 

dimension. Some of the weakest essays indicated no familiarity with the term “cultural 

dimension”. In these cases, candidates offered a vague discussion of how social 

norms may affect behaviour or presented any studies they knew relevant to the 

sociocultural level of analysis such as Milgram’s, Zimbardo’s and Bandura’s studies. 

Once again, critical thinking was lacking.  

Recommendations and guidance for the teaching of future 
candidates 

Candidates should practice time management more. Many candidates wrote far too much for 

the first question in section A, which limited their time for section B. 

Candidates should also be advised to read the questions carefully and give answers on the 

question asked. For example, in question 1, writing about two studies or in question 4, writing 

on more than two effects of the environment is not to their advantage as the examiner will 

give credit only to the first study in question 1 and to the first two effects in question 4.   

Candidates should practice identifying command terms and what they require. Candidates 

would benefit from reading and learning the descriptors concerning the command terms. 

Reflection on pivotal studies would also assist candidates to develop a greater understanding 

of the studies, lead to deeper and more thoughtful evaluation and promote a greater chance 

of candidates composing more developed responses with greater higher level thinking. 

Section A questions:  

 Candidates need to be encouraged to define key concepts.  

 Candidates should also work on linking research to the actual question as opposed to 

just presenting relevant evidence and not making clear how/why it is relevant. 

Candidates should be advised to ensure that there is a clear link back to the question 

at the end of the short answer responses.  

 Candidates should not offer unnecessary evaluation at the end of the responses 

which often results in the preceding part of the answer being underdeveloped.  
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Section B questions:  

 Teachers need to focus on developing essay writing skills. They should help 

candidates to write clear introductions where the main concepts are clarified and write 

a definitive conclusion where the examiner can see that the essay is referring back to 

the command term and the requirements of the question.  

 Candidates need to be encouraged to focus more on developing an argument and 

being more discursive rather than descriptive as many responses seemed to be 

simply longer versions of the section A responses rather than well developed essays.  

 Candidates should also be aware that planning the essay in advance will help them 

remain more specifically focused on the question as set.  

 Evaluation is also an area where candidates need to be supported by teachers as it 

was rarely well integrated throughout the essay.  Evaluation of studies alone is not 

enough for the highest marks in criterion B (critical thinking). Candidates should be 

advised that critical analysis and evaluation has to be related to the requirements of 

the question.  
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Higher and standard level paper two 

Component grade boundaries 

Higher level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 6 7 - 12 13 - 15 16 - 21 22 - 26 27 - 32 33 - 44 

Standard level 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 2 3 - 5 6 - 7 8 - 10 11 - 14 15 - 17 18 - 22 

The areas of the programme and examination which appeared 
difficult for the candidates 

Not many candidates wrote very poor answers. Some options and questions were far more 

popular than others. 

Adequate and accurate psychological terminology often was not used or was incorrectly 

used. Basic knowledge was better than critical thinking. Many responses were based on good 

memorization skills, but lacked in-depth analysis and critical reflection.  

Candidates tended to have difficulties with two of the command terms: 

 Evaluate – in weaker responses candidates tended to simply evaluate research studies in 

a general manner, but failed to evaluate what was required by the question (for example, 

eclectic approaches to treatment, treatments for substance abuse, one model or theory, 

techniques for skill development) 

  

 To what extent – some candidates tend not to present both sides of the argument. 

In general, responses often reflected that candidates were apt to write with a lot of descriptive 

detail but could not always tailor the response to the demands of the question set. Many 

candidates did not include research studies to support their answers and that lowered their 

marks; other candidates used research studies to a limited effect. 

So few responses were made to the sport psychology questions that it is difficult to make 

general statements about performance on these questions. It seems this option is selected by 

some candidates who may not have taken it in class because they know something about 

sport, and that may be the reason answers tend to be anecdotal and not informed by 

research. 
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The areas of the programme and examination in which candidates 
appeared well prepared 

Candidates were often well prepared to answer questions on the abnormal psychology 

questions, especially question 2 on cultural and ethical issues. In general, candidates had 

knowledge about the most significant research, but did not always know how to use this 

knowledge to support their arguments or succinctly analyse the topic. 

Regarding developmental psychology, for question 4 candidates seemed to know a lot of 

detail about Piaget's stages of development but showed limited knowledge on other important 

concepts of the theory. Regarding question 5 on attachment, they showed quite good 

knowledge on attachment during childhood, but some did not address well how these early 

attachment patterns are related to relationships during adulthood. Health psychology was 

another area where candidates appeared to be well prepared. 

In health psychology, the question that was answered the most was the one on the strategies 

for coping with stress. This question was usually answered with detailed knowledge of 

theories and research studies. 

In the human relationships option, the question that was answered most frequently was the 

one on altruism, and responses were quite well focused. 

The strengths and weaknesses of candidates in the treatment of 
individual questions 

Abnormal psychology 

Question 1 

This question was a popular choice. The best answers clearly defined “eclectic 

approaches” in the introduction and provided an example. Most good answers 

focused on eclectic approaches to treating depression, with some good responses 

also addressing eating disorders. Many good responses addressed the use of drugs 

and verbal therapy to treat depression, and covered the strengths of this approach. 

Middle band answers evaluated separate approaches that could be used in an 

eclectic approach, but not the eclectic approach itself. The poorest responses 

showed the meaning of the word “eclectic” was not understood.  A few candidates 

seemed to have interpreted “eclectic” to mean “controversial” and proceeded to 

discuss treatments such as ECT. 

Question 2 

This was the most popular question within the option and probably was the most 

popular question on this examination.  

This question was well answered by many candidates. Good responses reflected a 

clear understanding of both the ethical and cultural difficulties involved in the 

diagnostic process. Many candidates were able to discuss these considerations in a 
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sophisticated manner, making reference to definitions of abnormality and the existing 

classificatory systems. There was a clear understanding of the most important 

aspects of cultural considerations such as culture-bound syndrome, culture-

blindness, over-pathologization, culture biases, differences in diagnosis within 

different culture, and so on. The most frequently addressed ethical considerations 

tended to be problems of labelling, stigmatization, self-fulfilling prophecy, lack of 

consent, problems of reliability and validity of diagnostic systems, and 

depersonalization of patients.  

The main weaknesses in responses to this question were to be found in strictly 

descriptive, non-analytical responses and the lack of ability to identify and 

appropriately use empirical evidence. Some candidates discussed methodological 

problems in diagnosis regarding reliability and validity without clearly linking them to 

ethical issues. 

Question 3 

This question was answered well by stronger candidates but also tended to 

encourage weaker candidates to resort to anecdotal descriptions about the effects of 

the mass media on the prevalence of eating disorders or the effects of modern life on 

the prevalence of depression without including references to psychological research. 

Some candidates knew quite well the prevalence rates, but did not seem to have a 

good knowledge on the reasons for the differences. Some candidates had information 

about gender variations but lacked reference to prevalence data. Higher quality 

responses usually referred to the role of hormones in gender differences, the 

relevance of life stressors and gender biases in diagnosis. Some very good answers 

focused on how sociocultural factors produced different prevalence rates. 

Developmental psychology 

Question 4  

Better candidates described and analysed a theory of cognitive development in a 

thorough and thoughtful manner. Piaget’s theory was by far the most popular and 

was often well described. Only a few responses discussed Vygotsky's sociocultural 

theory or biological explanations of cognitive development.  

Weaker candidates got caught up in writing pages of description without ever 

evaluating the theory in any effective manner. While the stages were adequately 

identified, several important aspects of the theory (such as assimilation, 

accommodations, egocentrism, and so on) were not always addressed. Also, 

responses were supported with relevant studies (for example, the three mountains 

study) but the relevance of the study was not always made clear.  

Question 5 

In the responses of most candidates there was clear knowledge of attachment theory 

in evidence but they did not appear to understand its potential impact on later 
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relationships. Most candidates had difficulties explaining to what extent childhood 

attachment influences the formation of adult relationships but rather focused on the 

description and analysis of childhood attachment. Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s research 

was often not linked to subsequent formation of relationships. Several candidates 

referred to the Genie study in a vague manner and with no association to future social 

relationships. Most responses to this question did not focus on research showing 

links between early and later attachment styles.  

Better answers referred to the research of Hazan & Shaver which directly addressed 

the long term effects of the quality of attachment achieved in childhood. 

Question 6 

This question was a temptation for many candidates to become anecdotal rather than 

psychological in their answers. Many candidates failed to include any psychological 

research in their answers. 

Better candidates answered it very effectively with reference to Bandura's social 

learning theory, gender schema theory and Mead's study on gender role differences 

in three New Guinean tribes. The best answers provided an in-depth discussion of a 

smaller number of sociocultural factors providing clear evidence of knowledge and 

understanding of factors influencing the formation and development of gender roles. 

Some candidates used Money and Ehrhardt’s study of David Reimer to good effect in 

evaluating the role of sociocultural factors versus biological factors in the 

development of gender roles. 

Health psychology 

Question 7 

This was the most popular question within the health psychology option. In general, 

most responses provided good understanding of the concepts of problem-focused 

coping, emotion-focused coping, social support as coping strategy, mindfulness-

based stress reduction, and so on. The Shapiro et al. study and Taylor's tend and 

befriend theory were usually used to support the discussion of MBSR and social 

support. Most candidates discussed two methods in great detail. 

Several candidates described at length the GAS or types of stressors but did not 

make this part of the response relevant to the question, leading to a very poor 

answer. Description of techniques such as meditation and yoga were often quite 

anecdotal. While these techniques are valid, some candidates did not use any 

psychological research to discuss them which resulted in an answer without much 

academic merit. 

Question 8  

This question was not a popular choice. Most candidates failed to provide an in-depth 

evaluation of two treatments for substance abuse or addictive behaviour. Most 
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responses referred to nicotine replacement, use of Antabuse or group treatments 

such as AA to treat alcohol addiction. Superficial accounts of strengths and limitations 

were usually provided and occasionally more than two treatments were included as 

part of the response.   

Question 9 

Not many candidates chose this question. Responses to this question on health 

promotion were, in general, unsatisfying since there was a lack of understanding of 

specific health promotion models or theories. Most candidates chose the health belief 

model or stages of change model but seemed not to have enough knowledge for a 

full, well developed essay. A few candidates addressed health promotion strategies 

such as use of media campaigns to change smoking or eating behaviours which 

prevented the response from receiving marks. 

Psychology of human relationships 

Question 10 

This question was usually answered well although it wasn't a popular choice. 

Candidates were well versed in the role of communication in the maintaining of 

relationships and included reference to evidence from several relevant research 

studies. The following aspects of communication were frequently addressed: content 

and amount of communication, self-disclosure, different types of couples 

(interdependent, independent separate) and cultural differences in communication 

between couples. Strong answers often addressed Altman and Taylor’s research on 

the importance of self-disclosure and Tannen’s research on gender differences in 

communication. 

Some candidates discussed attribution at length, but neglected to explain how 

attribution affects communication. Several candidates who answered the question on 

communication seemed to focus on common sense and personal experience, not on 

psychological knowledge. 

Question 11 

This was the most popular question in the option. Candidates were very capable of 

describing and evaluating theories which explain altruism in humans. Research 

evidence was cited frequently and with a good level of detail. 

In response to the question most candidates adequately identified, described and 

partially analysed two theories explaining altruism in humans. The most popular 

choices were kin-selection theory and the empathy-altruism model by Batson. 

Discussing these two theories gave candidates the opportunity to contrast 

explanations of altruism based on biological factors versus sociocultural/cognitive 

factors which produced many good responses. If animal research was used as 

evidence, a clear association to human altruistic behaviour was not always 



May 2013 subject reports  Group 3 – Psychology Tz1 

  

Page 21 

achieved. Cialdini's negative state relief model and Trivers' reciprocal altruism theory 

were also occasionally chosen but tended to be presented in less detail. 

Question 12 

This question was the least popular question in the option. Most candidates 

discussed social learning theory and the subculture of violence theory in order to 

provide sociocultural explanations of the origins of violence. Many of the discussions 

of social learning theory were weak descriptions of Bandura’s “Bobo doll” study. In 

general this question was less well answered with candidates often finding 

themselves tempted to resort to anecdotal explanations of the origins of violence 

which were not based on psychological theory or evidence. 

Sport psychology 

Question 13 

This was not chosen by many candidates and those who did answer it did not show 

evidence that they were well prepared on this topic. Answers were not supported by 

psychological research. 

Question 14 

Answers tended to be anecdotal with minimal reference to research relevant to sport 

psychology.  

Question 15 

Discussions of the effects of drug use in sport tended to be anecdotal rather than 

providing clear knowledge and understanding of psychological research. Most 

responses included the following issues in their responses: feminization of male 

athletes, masculinization of female athletes, mood swings, and health issues. Some 

candidates provided a long introduction in which they gave reasons why athletes start 

taking drugs rather than focusing on the effects of drug use. 

Recommendations for the teaching of future candidates 

 Teachers should emphasize the different requirements of the command terms so that 

candidates have a clear idea how they should focus their writing of responses. 

 

 Teachers also should emphasize the importance of supporting answers with relevant 

research studies; several answers showed knowledge and some critical thinking, but 

did not include research studies or their use was limited. Candidates should be 

encouraged to learn the names of the investigators who produced the research 

studies, for example, writing “Cooper et al” is better than writing “a study”. 

 

 Essay development and writing skills should be further developed. Many candidates 

do not seem prepared to structure a scientific essay response. A simple enumeration 
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of facts is the consequence. A stronger emphasis needs to be placed on scientific 

essay writing within the examination preparation stage. 

 

 The candidates seemed to struggle most with criterion B (critical thinking). Teachers 

should coach their candidates in how to provide evidence of critical thinking that will 

meet the requirements of the question and command term.  
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Higher level paper three 

Component grade boundaries 

 

Grade: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

Mark range: 0 - 1 2 - 3 4 - 7 8 - 10 11 - 13 14 - 16 17 - 30 

General comments 

This year candidates seemed to have a good understanding of the stimulus material but as 

usual some candidates had problems integrating the stimulus material with knowledge and 

understanding of qualitative research methodology. There was a tendency in some papers to 

base analysis on speculation rather than knowledge of qualitative research methods applied 

to the stimulus material. 

The purpose of paper three is to demonstrate knowledge of qualitative research methods as 

well as how to apply it to the stimulus material as outlined in the subject guide. Quite a few 

candidates showed very limited knowledge and understanding of qualitative research 

methods. It was sometimes seen that reasoning was based on candidates' general 

knowledge, for example their own knowledge of online gaming or knowledge of addictive 

behaviour.  

As in previous years, most candidates used the term “experiment” interchangeably with 

“research study”, which is not recommended as paper three is exclusively based on 

qualitative research methodology.   On a positive note, only a few candidates used knowledge 

from quantitative research methods as part of their response and this is an improvement 

compared to previous years.  

Another issue noticed this year was the tendency to focus too much on addiction and less on 

how to perform a qualitative research study on the topic of potential addiction. Weaker 

responses overall focused on the topic of addiction or made evaluative comments on the 

study, for example saying that it was discriminating to investigate gamers since they had the 

right to play without adults interfering, or that the researchers were probably old and did not 

understand playing online games.  These weak responses had various strategies for 

answering the questions – but common for them all was that they demonstrated very limited 

knowledge of qualitative research methods – and the responses tended to say the same for 

all three questions.  

A third issue was that some candidates refer to research studies from the psychology 

programme in their responses although they are only supposed to use the stimulus material 

as reference in paper three. Unfortunately candidates do not receive any credit for knowledge 

of various research studies so candidates should learn to avoid using such a strategy.  

There was some spread in the marks awarded and candidates scored all along the mark 

range with some in the low range, most in the middle and few in the higher range. This is an 

indication that many candidates are not well prepared to answer paper three questions. 
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The areas of the programme and examination which appeared 
difficult for candidates  

Overall, it seemed that some candidates had problems using the information in the stimulus 

material properly. This was particularly the case for some candidates who seemed familiar to 

online gaming or computer games. Candidates frequently made limited or no reference to the 

stimulus material or at the opposite end, just quoted extensively from it.  It also seemed 

problematic for many candidates to effectively meet the demands of the command terms in 

the three questions.   

The most difficult question for candidates appeared to be question one on explaining two 

ethical considerations relevant to the study. This was a surprise and it was obvious that it was 

not always because candidates did not have the appropriate knowledge of ethical procedures.  

It was rather that they assumed that if a specific ethical procedure was not mentioned in the 

stimulus material, it had not been observed in the study. This resulted in numerous 

assumptions that could not be supported. The command term “explain” was not adhered to in 

the weakest responses. 

Question three also presented problems to weaker candidates who demonstrated no or very 

limited knowledge of the procedure of inductive content analysis. In some cases the only thing 

mentioned was the reference to themes in the stimulus material but even that was not always 

present in the weaker responses.  

The areas of the programme and examination in which candidates 
appeared well prepared 

Many candidates demonstrated sound knowledge and understanding of ethical procedures in 

the study and most candidates had some knowledge of the semi-structured interview.  

The strengths and weaknesses of candidates in the treatment of 
individual questions 

Question 1 

The question seemed particularly difficult to a number of candidates who scored low 

marks in this question.   

The stronger responses were able to explain two relevant ethical procedures (for 

example, informed consent and anonymity/confidentiality) with examples from the 

stimulus material. Many candidates had noticed that there was no mentioning of 

parental consent in the stimulus material and used that effectively in their explanation.  

For quite a few candidates there were problems in identifying two distinct ethical 

considerations and/or the relevance of the two ethical considerations in relation to the 

study in the stimulus material were not explained in any depth. Sometimes a number 

of ethical considerations were listed in quite a generic form but only the first two of 

these could gain marks.   
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Some candidates misunderstood the task and gave a critical evaluation of ethical 

procedures in the study (for example, referring to what was not done because it was 

not mentioned in the stimulus material). It is perfectly fine to suggest ethical 

measures that could be relevant to a study even if they are not mentioned in the 

stimulus material but it is required to explain their relevance within the actual study.  

A number of candidates suggested that the study was unethical because it had 

induced stress in the participants – a consideration that could in principle be relevant 

if it was followed by a clear explanation of how to avoid this – or even considering 

whether it is relevant to bring this up. Some even said the research should not have 

been conducted because it caused trauma to participants or because they were 

stigmatized. This is a typical example of not understanding the task in question 1.  

Generally the weaker responses did not address relevant ethical considerations in 

qualitative research methodology but rather talked about addiction and labelling 

participants. For example, some candidates said that participants were harmed, or 

that the study should not have been conducted – or that such a sensitive issue as 

addiction is not suitable to conduct with young participants. This reveals limited 

understanding of the demands of paper three and qualitative research methodology.  

Question 2 

Candidates generally demonstrated a basic knowledge of the semi-structured 

interview but most had problems with the command term “discuss”.  Most responses 

actually evaluated the method giving strengths and limitations and stronger 

responses also integrated this in a discussion of whether the semi-structured 

interview was relevant for this particular study.  Stronger responses also referred to 

alternative methods as part of the discussion and provided good examples from the 

stimulus material in support.  

The weaker responses demonstrated very limited knowledge of the semi-structured 

interview and there was a tendency to give personal opinions on the researchers' 

choice of method instead of using relevant knowledge to discuss relevance of the 

method.  

Question 3 

There were some really good responses that scored in the highest markband – but 

also many poor ones. Description of the process of inductive content analysis was 

more or less detailed with reference to the themes mentioned in the stimulus material. 

Most candidates were able to identify the common themes from the stimulus material 

and could use that but sometimes this was the only relevant point made in the 

response.  

The weakest responses demonstrated no or very limited knowledge of inductive 

content analysis. Generally, the descriptions of the procedure of inductive content 

analysis did often not go into any depth and many responses went off track and 

actually evaluated the use of inductive content analysis instead. Some of the weaker 
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candidates misunderstood the task and gave an analysis of the motivations outlined 

in the stimulus material, commenting on these or on the lack of possibility for 

generalization because of the small sample. Many candidates gave detailed 

descriptions of various ways to transcribe interviews but these responses were not 

awarded many marks as the question asked for a description of the various steps of 

inductive content analysis with reference to relevant points in the stimulus material.  

Stronger responses gave a detailed description of the various steps in the process of 

inductive content analysis (for example, transcription of the interview, read and re-

read the transcripts to identify categories, coding, identification of lower-order/higher-

order themes and so on) with relevant examples from the stimulus material. Such 

responses often included description of various strategies for controlling interpretation 

of the data.  

Recommendations for the teaching of future candidates 

 The main challenge in paper three is for candidates to learn to use the stimulus 

material as documentation for analysis. Paper three requires that candidates integrate 

knowledge of qualitative research methods with a specific stimulus material. It is not 

enough to describe what is in the stimulus material or use it for various speculations 

without reference to qualitative research methodology.  The stimulus material is 

intended to serve as a starting point for analysis of how qualitative research methods 

could be applied to a specific study.  

 

 It is recommended to base teaching of this part of the programme on practice of "what 

it is like to be a qualitative researcher", for example, having candidates perform 

activities that enable them to reflect on various aspects of qualitative research 

methods.  Teaching paper three should include exposure to a number of qualitative 

studies to give candidates the opportunity to understand the philosophy of qualitative 

research. The optimal strategy is that candidates conduct small research projects on 

each of the methods in order to get an insight into the reasoning of a qualitative 

researcher. It is equally important that candidates have trained with previous 

examination papers so that they become familiar with the requirements of this paper.  

 

 Each examination question is based on a brief description of a qualitative research 

study (the stimulus material) combined with three questions. All questions must be 

answered.  Using previous examination questions should give candidates an 

opportunity to understand how to apply relevant knowledge and understanding of 

qualitative research methods in the context of the stimulus material. Every fifth line in 

the stimulus material is numbered so that candidates may refer to the lines without 

having to use extensive quotations. This could be used more effectively in the 

responses and teaching this paper should involve showing candidates how to find 

relevant parts of the stimulus material that could support explanation or discussion of 

qualitative research methodology. 

 

 Overall, candidates should be prepared in such a way that they have both (1) a 

general knowledge of qualitative research methods as outlined in the guide and (2) 



May 2013 subject reports  Group 3 – Psychology Tz1 

  

Page 27 

competence in applying this knowledge in relation to the stimulus material.   It is also 

recommended to train candidates to make balanced evaluations and discussions 

instead of claims and speculations with limited relevance to the questions asked.  

 

 Finally, it is advised that teachers instruct candidates in what it means to address the 

command term in relation to paper three, for example what "explain" or "discuss" 

means. Too many candidates still have problems here and understanding what a 

specific command term requires should be part of effective teaching.  

 

 


