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A strong performance in Stratford
Evidence showing the benefits of
managers focusing on their employees’
strengths is ‘colossal’. So argued Alex
Linley (Centre for Applied Positive
Psychology) in an impassioned keynote
showcasing the emerging field of

strengths psychology. Over 19,000
employees from more than 80 companies
were investigated, and when managers
focused on staff strengths, performance
improved by 21 to 36 per cent. ‘That’s
colossal in terms of industrial
productivity,’
Linley said.
Our natural
inclination
is towards
negativity,
Linley
explained – a
phenomenon
known as
‘negativity bias’.
Negative events
have a more
potent effect on
us than positive
events, we react
to negative
This year’s Annual Conference in Stratford took place in glorious sunshine
events more
by the river, welcoming around 500 delegates
quickly, and

negativity comes from more varied
sources. Linley said this fundamental
human bias has widespread social
implications: look at the ‘dismal science’
of economics, the ever-expanding
diagnostic system in psychiatry, clinical
psychology’s fixation on the medical
model, and the focus of public policy on
problems.
But Linley argued that positive
psychology has identified ways to make
positives outweigh the negatives: by
paying more attention to our strengths;
finding a language of positives; adopting
a more positive mindset; and collecting
evidence (such as the employee
productivity study) for the benefits of
focusing on strengths. Other research
shows that focusing on our strengths
reduces stress whilst boosting our selfesteem, resilience, energy and vitality.
Of course, our awareness of negativity
and danger is there for a reason, Linley
acknowledged, so the right approach is to
find a healthy balance between the

FOLLOW-UP CARE FOR PARENTS OF CHILDREN IN INTENSIVE CARE
In the adult field, there’s a trend
for intensive care unit patients and
their relatives to be offered followup psychological care. It’s
generally considered to be a good
thing, although Gillian Colville of
St George’s Hospital said there’s
little actual research to show the
difference it makes. Colville works
on a paediatric intensive care unit
and she’s recently conducted a
study to find out whether follow-up
care for parents is beneficial. The
great fear, of course, is that it
could actually do more harm than
good, as has been found in the
trauma literature in relation to
immediate psychological
debriefing.
Colville had the parents of 133
children complete a measure of
stress within 48 hours of their
child’s discharge. Half the parents
were offered a follow-up session
with a psychologist or nurse two
months later, the remainder acted
as controls. Follow-up measures
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of anxiety and depression were
taken five months after discharge.
Many parents failed to turn up
to the psychological after-care
(especially if their child had been
in intensive care for
less than two days)
and of those who
did, their levels of
anxiety and
depression were no
lower than among
the control group
parents.
However,
Colville probed the
data more deeply
and, focusing only
on the most highly
stressed parents at
the study outset
(using a median
split), the results
were more
promising. Those
highly stressed
parents who

received the psychological aftercare subsequently showed
reduced anxiety and depression
scores at five month follow-up
relative to highly stressed

controls. ‘This suggests that
screening could help to identify
those who could benefit from
follow-up psychological care,’
Colville said. CJ
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positive and negative. Linley’s ‘realise2’
model also highlights how our strengths
are not simply the things we’re good at.
Our strengths are those things we’re good
at that, like walking or like an alternator
on a battery, energise us the more we do
them (see www.realise2.com).
The right path, Linley explained, is to

maximise our unrealised strengths
(a ‘goldmine’), marshal our realised
strengths, minimise our weaknesses and
moderate our learned behaviours. This
latter category describes those activities
which we’re good at but which don’t
energise us. ‘Focusing on learned
behaviours can drag people in the wrong

direction,’ he said.
‘Who will win the battle of ideas?’
Linley asked. ‘Positive or negative? It’s our
choice. Negativity is normal but we can
tone it up or down. We can do it, we can
all be catalysts [for more positivity], in
schools, organisations and in setting social
policy.’ CJ

Paying attention to addiction
Imagine you’ve gone an entire
hot summer’s day without any
liquid refreshment. Then you
walk past a poster of a
tumbler of iced water –
what happens, cognitively
speaking? It grabs your full
attention that’s for sure! It’s
a similar story for alcoholics
and smokers confronted with
cues related to booze or
cigarettes. Laboratory studies
using a version of the classic
Stroop task and others using
eye-tracking show that
drinkers and smokers are
attentionally biased towards
stimuli representative of their
particular vice. In a wideranging keynote, Matt Field
(University of Liverpool) –
winner of the Society’s
Spearman Medal – discussed
this field, which he’s worked
in for over 10 years, and in
particular he focused on the
question of whether
attentional bias in addiction
has any clinical relevance.
Some past research has
shown that the amount of
attentional bias an addict
exhibits predicts their success
in treatment, but other papers
have failed to replicate this
association. In 2005, Field
and a colleague directly tested
whether training to pay less
attention to alcohol would
have any benefit for heavy
social drinkers. Unfortunately,
while it was possible to
increase craving by using
training to exaggerate the
drinkers’ inherent bias
towards alcohol, the reverse
wasn’t true. Training the
drinkers to ignore alcohol
cues had no beneficial effect
on their urge to drink. A
follow-up study similarly

showed that attention training
had no benefit it terms of
amount of beer actually
consumed.
Other work with smokers
was similarly disappointing.
‘The clinical implications
aren’t great,’ Field said.
However Field noted that
these studies used single
session training – ongoing
research using multi-session
training is having more
success.

A clue as to why attention
training may not be as
successful as hoped comes
from research with patients in
treatment who are motivated
to change and who have no
access to alcohol. For these
people, alcohol imagery is not
attention-grabbing, it’s
aversive. These kinds of
paradoxical effect could
undermine the use of
attentional training as an
intervention. An alternative

approach, however, relates
to what’s known as ‘approach
bias’ – smokers, for example,
are quicker at moving towards
a picture featuring a cigarette
than an equivalent featuring
lipstick. An initial clinical trial
targeted this approach bias.
Drinkers were trained to avoid
alcohol-related pictures and
a beneficial effect was found
in terms of reduced risk of
relapse. ‘This is very
promising,’ Field said. CJ

COMMUNICATION DURING SURGERY
A 2007 analysis by the United States Joint
Commission of over 3000 adverse medical events
found that nearly 70 per cent were caused by
communications problems. In the case of surgery,
approximately 10 per cent of patients experience
some kind of adverse event including the wrong
patient being operated on, the wrong limb being
treated or instruments being left in the body. It’s
against this backdrop that Helen Wong of Imperial
College London introduced her study into spoken
communications in surgery between surgeons,
anaesthetists and nurses – the ‘first ever’ attempt
to map communications actually in surgery rather
than relying on retrospective reports.
Wong eavesdropped on 40 operations – 20
open hernia procedures and 20 keyhole hernia
procedures. The two types of procedure both
averaged about 47 minutes, and communications
in each were brief but frequent – about two to
three every minute. Nearly 80 per cent of
communications were initiated by the surgeon,
nearly 80 per cent related to the primary task and
there was little (less than 5 per cent) extraneous,
off-topic conversation. ‘The next step is to look at
the quality of communications and to look at
communications in a crisis situation,’ Wong said.
In a separate study, Wong interviewed 33
surgical team members, including 16 clinicians
and 17 non-clinicians, including nurses.
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Participants were asked to rate the importance of
information from different sources and the usual
quality of information from those sources.
Clinicians tended to say that information from
nurses was less important than information from
other clinicians, perhaps an issue to do with
professional culture, or perhaps, Wong said, the
more holistic approach of nurses is not favoured
by clinicians. Another trend was the clinicians
rated information from imaging teams as better
quality than did the non-clinical staff, perhaps
because they had the training to interpret it.
Generally, the more experienced the clinician, the
more negative they tended to be. It’s possible they
had developed a better idea of what they wanted.
Another key finding to emerge from the
interviews was the importance of patients as a
source of reliable information. ‘It’s important to
deal directly and personally with the patient, to
get to know and meet them,’ one surgeon said.
Overall, clinicians were more critical than nonclinical staff, but they also tended to make more
proposals for improving communications –
including introducing training, standardising
communications protocols and developing a
central IT information repository. CJ
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IN BRIEF
Order and CHAOS
‘You can’t hear yourself think in our home’ is
a common refrain of stressed parents across
the land. Now overcrowding, lack of routine
and noise can all be assessed in a confusion,
hubbub and order scale (CHAOS), and Ken
Hanscombe (Institute of Psychiatry) has used
the large-scale Twins Early Development
Study to discover that experience of family
chaos is a complex and heritable trait.
Worryingly for those homes struggling to stay
on top of things, increased family chaos is
associated with decreased school
performance and lower general cognitive
ability. JS
Competence and humour
Funded by an award from the BPS, Claire Fox
(Keele University) set about investigating the
links between humour style and social
competence in middle childhood. Adaptive
and maladaptive forms of humour were
identified. Interestingly, aggressive humour
was associated with lower anxiety and
increased social competence in boys, but
with reduced self-worth in girls. JS
Mathematical ability
Speaking as a joint recipient of the Society’s
Award for Outstanding Doctoral Research
Contributions to Psychology, Yulia Kovas
(Goldsmiths College, University of London)
made the case for ‘generalist genes’ in
mathematical ability. That is, mostly the
same genes contribute to individual
differences in diverse aspects of
mathematics, and most of these genes are
the same genes that affect reading, spatial
ability and general cognitive ability. The same
genes are largely involved in both normal
variation and low mathematical performance.
Kovas’ work with the Twins Early
Development Study has identified 10 genetic
polymorphisms, on different chromosomes,
that are associated with maths ability. JS
Reducing exposure
Attempts to deter people from sunbathing
and using sunbeds by highlighting the health
risks have met with limited success.
According to a meta-analysis by Lorna Dodd
(Newman University College) and Mark
Forshaw (Staffordshire University) the
alternative approach of focusing on the
adverse effects for attractiveness, in terms
of premature wrinkles and pigmented age
spots, could be more promising. However,
some studies found this approach increased
use of sun protection without reducing UV
exposure, so future interventions should
stress the need to reduce exposure alongside
increasing protection. CJ
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Standing up
to failing memory
In his award lecture as one of the
recipients of the Society’s Excellence
in Teaching Award, David Groome
(University of Westminster) had some
words of advice for anyone planning to
write an introductory cognitive
psychology textbook: ‘You will always
be competing with Eysenck.’ Thankfully
Groome was up to the challenge in this
forum, providing an engaging overview
of why we sometimes find it impossible to
remember things and why we sometimes
can’t forget them.
In particular Groome presented
evidence from the phenomenon of
‘retrieval induced forgetting’ (RIF) to
argue that memories are subject to both
activation and inhibition mechanisms,
and it is the interplay of these that
determines whether a memory can be
retrieved. For example, if you present

a participant with 60–70 words of
different categories (fruit, furniture,
animals, and so on), and then ask them
to retrieve one item again and again (say,
‘orange’), what tends to happen is that
subsequent retrieval of other items in
that category (e.g. ‘apple’) are inhibited.
Intriguingly, Groome reported data
that suggests a relationship between
depression and RIF; with Fiorentina
Sterkaj he found that RIF disappeared
altogether in a depressed group of
participants. This striking pattern of
results links to similar findings that
anxiety impairs RIF. Currently however,
it is difficult to say whether depression
results in impaired RIF – for example by
impairing the inhibitory functions of
memory that are likely to underlie RIF –
or whether impaired RIF can make
people susceptible to depression by

Close to the Mark
There’s a famous effect in
psychology known as the
‘suppression-induced
rebound effect’. The more
that you try to forget an
idea, such as ‘white bears’,
the more you end up
thinking about white
bears. So how come then,
asked Marcelle Fernandes
(Swansea University), we
don’t see any rebound
effect following retrieval
induced forgetting? This is
the phenomenon whereby
the act of successfully
recalling some items in a
to-be-remembered list
occurs at the expense of
related, but not recalled,
items in that list, which
instead end up suppressed.
Why don’t these
suppressed items bounce
back like the white bears?
Fernandes’ research
shows that the items
suppressed via retrieval
induced forgetting do
indeed bounce back if you
use an implicit, rather than

explicit, measure.
Participants were
presented with positive
and negative items
describing a man called
Mark. The negative
items were rehearsed
and recalled and
subsequent memory for
the negative items was
better than for the
positive items.
Don’t think of the bears
Consistent with
retrieval induced
forgetting, memory for the
with Mark. Participants for
positive items was also
whom the positive items
actually worse than for
describing Mark had been
control items of a different
suppressed chose to sit
category that hadn’t been
closer to him than did
rehearsed. This confirms
participants in the reverse
that recall of the negative
condition in which the
items had caused
positive items were
suppression of the positive
rehearsed and the negative
items (some participants
items suppressed. That is,
did things in reverse,
the positive items appeared
rehearsing positive items
to have rebounded from
and the opposite effect was the suppression of retrieval
found).
induced forgetting,
But here’s the clever
influencing participants
bit. Fernandes then asked
to want to sit closer to
participants to wait outside Mark. CJ
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making them more vulnerable to
intrusive memories.
So what advice might be offered to
students on the basis of this research?
Firstly, you shouldn’t test yourself on a
concept until you have learned it
properly. This is because active retrieval
of a memory inhibits rival memories; in
other words, if you retrieve the wrong
answer, you are also inhibiting your
memory of the right answer. Secondly,
avoid last minute cramming; based on
what we know about RIF, all that will do
is suppress the important stuff that you
have learned during term. Finally, we
know that anxiety impairs selective
memory; perhaps it is this disruption of
the brain’s inhibitory systems that results
in the ‘mind gone blank’ exam experience
of many unhappy undergraduates.
Groome finished by offering some more
general words of advice to teachers: relate
everything to students’ experience, make
it amusing if you possibly can (it might
stop their depressed mood messing with
their inhibitory systems), don’t include
everything you know, and finally (and
possibly most importantly), ‘try not to fall
over’. SC

The borderlands of
mental illness

Clinician or not, most of us probably have
a good idea of what’s meant by a diagnosis
of depression, anxiety or schizophrenia.
But what about the diagnosis of
‘borderline personality disorder’ (BPD),
which according to the National Institute
of Health and Clinical Excellence applies
to up to 2 per cent of the population?
Barbara Douglas of the University of
Exeter opened this symposium with a
historical tour of the borderline
personality concept.
In the 19th century, experts described
a condition that occupied the borderland
between neurosis and psychosis. Irving
Rosse in the 1890s wrote of a person
‘standing in the twilight of right reason
and despair’. The 1940s saw a shift to a
focus on personality, Douglas continued,
then later that focus turned to disorder,
and today the emphasis is on the life
course. Psychiatry’s diagnosis manual,
the DSM-IV, describes BPD
as ‘A pervasive pattern of
instability of interpersonal
relationships, self-image,
and affects, and marked
impulsivity beginning by
In the media frenzy surrounding the televised
early adulthood and present
leaders’ debates, much was made of the relative
in a variety of contexts…’.
position of the three candidates on the podium. Andy
Douglas argued that the
Johnson (Coventry University) reported on whether
label is problematic – it
something as seemingly minor as the order of
provokes anxiety among
candidates’ names on a ballot paper can influence
health professionals, and staff
peoples’ decisions. There is some evidence from
are more pessimistic about
Americans’ voting behaviour that position on a ballot
the prognosis for BPD than
paper can affect voters’ behaviour; in particular,
they are for depression or
there appears to be a primacy advantage, with
anxiety. ‘Perhaps it’s time
candidates who are listed first garnering the most
to reframe the concept once
votes.
again, this time as a form of
Johnson investigated this effect in a controlled
complex trauma,’ Douglas
manner, creating six fictitious political parties and
said.
systematically rotating their position on a ballot
Next to speak, Pamela
paper presented to undergraduate participants. He
James of Liverpool John
found that the items on the middle of the list were
Moores University shared her
in fact the most likely to be voted for. In this ‘blindexperiences of working with
voting’ situation, there appeared to be a shift from
two women with a diagnosis
a primacy preference towards a non-terminal bias.
of BPD. Mistrust, resentment,
In a subsequent study, Johnson replaced the
shyness, substance misuse,
fictitious parties with real UK political parties.
and an ongoing risk of selfAlthough this study is still under way, preliminary
destruction were recurring
analyses suggest that the effect of order has
themes. James tried to
disappeared. This implies that positional factors
provide her clients with
may be particularly relevant for uninformed voters.
coping strategies and to build
Despite the practical and financial problems that
trust. It can be a balancing act
would arise, it may be preferable to eliminate such
– clients often want to be
effects through systematic rotation of candidate
independent, but they also
names on ballot papers. SC
desire ongoing support.

BALLOT POSITION
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About a year ago, the Avon and
Wiltshire Mental Heath Trust set up
a dedicated service for BPD based on
Marsha Linehan’s dialectical behaviour
therapy (DBT) model. Claire John
described how she and her colleagues
completed the 10-day in-house training
before selecting suitable clients from their
existing case loads. Only if clients
recognised BPD as an appropriate
diagnosis for themselves were they
admitted into the DBT programme.
Six clients began group DBT training
in mindfulness, distress tolerance,
interpersonal effectiveness and emotional
regulation. Two clients chose to drop out
at the first or second module; a third
client was too stoned to continue. The
remaining three are making good progress
and using the skills in real-life contexts
(although one client has just been
admitted on to an acute ward, delaying
her involvement for the time being).
On reflection, John said the start was
promising, clients were clearly getting
something from the programme. However
she warned that the process is labourintensive. It had taken six to seven
months to get this far, and with only three
‘successes’ out of six, there were clearly
issues for cost-effectiveness. She said more
rigorous pre-treatment training and
screening could be useful, and she advised
providing a bespoke mobile telephone
contact for clients on the programme.
Even if not permanently staffed, clients
can leave a message and it can engender
a feeling of ongoing support.
Anyone can experience mental health
problems, a fact that was brought home in
the final presentation by Nicola Gale of
UCL Hospitals NHS, who provides a BPD
service for clients who work in the NHS.
A large part of assessment is about
untangling to what extent the individual
or the organisation has contributed to the
problems being experienced. There are
often difficulties for line managers, who
can find staff with a diagnosis of BPD
problematic and unpredictable. The
question of risk also has to be dealt with,
for example if self-harm is conducted in
the workplace. ‘There are particular issues
of stigma for health professionals,’ Gale
said. ‘Often these clients have all the
clinical features of a diagnosis but they’re
too high-functioning for referral to other
services.’ CJ
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MPs are people too
In the wake of the expenses scandal, MPs have sunk to an alltime low in the public’s perception; however Ashley Weinberg
(University of Salford) was on hand to persuade us that MPs are
people too. Weinberg reported findings from a longitudinal study
that assessed MPs’ personality, psychological health and physical
health. He found that MPs were generally more extraverted than
members of the general population, and (perhaps surprisingly to
some) scored higher on agreeableness. They also scored higher
on emotional stability, although they scored similarly to the
general population for conscientiousness and slightly lower on
openness. Weinberg reported that the expenses scandal had had
a negative impact on MPs’ view of their jobs and particularly
their view of the House of Commons, with the MPs who scored
lower on stability being most affected. MPs work long hours,
report high levels of psychological strain and struggle to find
a balance between their work and home life.
There are occupational health facilities at the House of
Commons, but little formal structure for supporting MPs. It is
easy for us to dismiss the problems faced by MPs; however, none

The expenses scandal had a negative impact on MPs’ view of
their jobs

of us would want to be placed in the care of an air traffic
controller or doctor who was experiencing extreme stress and
receiving no support. As Weinberg pointed out, why do we feel
so differently about the people who run our country? SC

SETTING THE PRISON STUDY FREE
As joint recipients of the Society’s teaching
award, Alex Haslam (Exeter University) and
Steve Reicher (St Andrews University),
provided delegates with a fascinating
overview of their BBC Prison Study, a
reimagining of Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison
Experiment.
Zimbardo’s study was famous for the
speed with which ordinary young men, given
a uniform and assigned the role of guard,
began to mete out brutal treatment to those
playing the roles of prisoners in their care.
Zimbardo argued that people cannot resist
the roles into which they are cast; most
recently this ‘role account’ was invoked to
account for the appalling events at Abu
Ghraib. But Haslam questioned the role
account of brutality, arguing that (despite his
assertions to the contrary), Zimbardo had
given the guards in the Stanford Prison Study
clear instructions on the role, which may
have contributed to their behaviour. Also,
although the study is often cited as evidence
of the inevitability of brutal behaviour, there
was actually considerable variability in the
behaviour of the prison guards. Haslam
argued that the Stanford study focuses too
much on the endpoint of tyranny; what is
more crucial is the process by which normal
people identify with tyrannical leaders and
follow their orders.
Social identity theory (SIT) argues that
people do not passively accept the roles
assigned to them: instead, they must
internalise it as an aspect of their social
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identity. Importantly, this need not be a
negative thing; this process could just as
well be the basis for a group’s resistance
to tyranny as it could provide the basis for
terrible actions. By removing themselves
from the process but systematically varying
the permeability of the boundaries between
prisoners and guards in order to
test the predictions of SIT, the
experimenters found results
consistent with SIT principles.
Far from automatically adopting
the behaviour of oppressors, the
guards’ discomfort at their role
in the study and their different
perspectives on how to cope
resulted in an inability to develop
a shared social identity. The
guards’ authority eventually
collapsed and the participants
attempted to create a more
egalitarian system. However, this
was ultimately unworkable and it
was this collapse that revealed an appetite
for firm leadership. The final message from
the BBC Prison Study is that tyranny is not
a consequence of a scripted role; rather,
the pathway to tyranny lies through group
failure. It is when groups fail that people
become open to the possibility of extreme
and tyrannical solutions; if we want to
strengthen democracy, then we need to
strengthen groups.
Following on from Haslam’s talk, Reicher
spoke of the process of engaging the public

with the BBC Prison Study – a successful
and ongoing venture that was recognised
in the award. Reicher railed against the
‘rhetoric of tedium’ in academia, the
assumption that being partisan is the enemy
of science, and the unfortunate tradition in
academia to reward ‘obscuration and
irrelevance’ in the
dissemination of research
findings, publishing in
journals that only a small
handful of other academics
will read or cite. However,
Haslam and Reicher have
worked hard (with the help
of many others) to make
the findings and theoretical
implications of their study
accessible to all. A key
component of this was
distilling the message to
a level appropriate for A-level
students. The study has resulted
in a single-lesson format DVD, a book,
articles (e.g. www.bps.org.uk/srah) and
www.bbcprisonstudy.org, which receives an
impressive 10,000 hits a day. As well as
A-level students, Haslam and Reicher have
spoken to a wider non-academic audience,
including business leaders, civil servants,
defence workers and teachers. Only time
will tell if the study enters into the public
consciousness in the way that the original
Stanford Prison Experiment did, but it will
not be for want of public engagement. SC
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Is society prejudiced?
Delivering the final keynote of the
to contempt, but warm attitudes could lead
conference, Professor Dominic Abrams
to pity. Hence, according to Abrams, the
(University of Kent) asked whether we are a
elderly or disabled might be considered
prejudiced society. A nationally representative
‘loveable but useless’.
survey of 3000 people on endorsed values
Extending this emotional view of
would suggest not, with top billing going to
prejudice, Abrams showed how good
‘equal opportunities and treatment’. However,
relations can actually exist alongside high
around one in six people say that attempts to
prejudice, leading to a situation of ‘rivalrous
give equal employment to certain groups in
cohesion’: a cohesive, engaged community
Britain – namely
that is nevertheless
gay/lesbian, black or
competitive towards
Muslim people – have
subordinates and
gone too far. Only a third
rivals. Is this the way
think that more
the UK is headed,
employment equality is
Abrams asked?
needed for women, the
Abrams highlighted
elderly, or disabled people.
his practical work with
Abrams sees these results
the Equality and
in terms of prejudice as
Human Rights
a conflict, between private
Commission and
and public morality. In
the Department for
surveys, people are
Children, Schools and
reporting that they are
Families. Stereotypes
suffering from prejudice
create disadvantage, he
even though very few feel
argued, via the burden
that they are expressing it.
of suspicion that a
Referring to work by
negative stereotype
Susan Fiske, Professor
is at work (so called
Abrams showed how
‘stereotype threat’).
stereotypes are aligned on
Multiple perspectives
dimensions of warmth and Dominic Abrams receiving the 2009 on prejudice must be
Presidents’ Award
competence. This leads to
understood and tackled,
either hostile or
not feared, ignored or
benevolent forms of
repackaged. He ended
prejudice: for example, cold attitudes towards
with a rallying call, saying that psychology is
a group perceived as incompetent would lead
uniquely placed to affect social policy. JS

Professional practice award
As a joint recipient of the
Society’s Professional Practice
award, Professor David Lane
(Professional Development
Foundation) delivered a
stirring speech reflecting
on the scientist-practitioner
model of therapy. Do we
work with the client’s story
as they want to tell it, he
asked, or do we require them
to tell it in a way that fits the
dictates of the provision that
we have? He called for
psychologists to work
towards the principle of
‘unfettered free enquiry’ as

defining our stance, building
on the client’s creativity and
adapting the way we build
stories according to the
particular circumstances.
The other award
recipient, Professor Graham
Turpin (University of
Sheffield), delivered an
update on the Improving
Access to Psychological
Therapies programme. Over
75,000 people have now
completed treatment via the
initiative, with a 32 per cent
recovery rate in initial
quarters that is now heading
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towards 50 per cent. Nearly
7000 people have moved off
sick pay and benefits, and
Turpin believes we should
celebrate the fact that
psychology is the dominant
profession within the IAPT
team. Some psychologists
may be uncomfortable with
the service philosophy, but
Turpin says we should take
some credit for IAPT and
help to shape and evaluate its
roll-out: one focused on care
pathways the client requires,
not just what the profession
wants to provide. JS

WORKING MODEL
IN PROGRESS
In his keynote address Alan Baddeley
(University of York) revealed new
perspectives on his famous working
memory model, putting these
developments into a historical
context. Baddeley’s recent research
aimed to find what drives our
memory systems and the impact
emotion may have on cognition. He
placed emotion in the clinical context
of anxiety and depression and how
they have been shown to impact on
how we process information; anxiety
acting as a modifier in how we attend
to information in our environment,
biasing our attention to negative
perspectives. Depression has been
shown to have a greater impact on
long-term memory, through the
process of rumination (a cycle of
negative thoughts). This process
increases the recall of negative
events, causing individuals to ‘get
stuck’ in a negative mood state.
In light of these clinical findings
Baddeley incorporated an ‘emotion
detector’ (hedonic detector
hypothesis) into the working memory
model, which mediates how
efficiently information is processed
and stored in memory. He proposed
that when information is efficiently
processed the ‘needle’ in the
detector (like a point on a compass)
is working at a neutral point, but that
emotions can move this towards a
more negative or positive valence.
The variability in this neutral point
may be modified by temperament
(in our genes) or environmentally
through drug treatments. He
suggests that information is only
processed and stored efficiently
when the emotion detector is at
a stable neutral point, helping us
to discriminate, and attend to
information in our environment,
therefore allowing us to apply this
information to decisions we make.
Working memory, therefore, seems
to still be a work in progress. TM
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Paradox of choice
The ‘paradox of choice’ is the counter-intuitive
finding in economic psychology that people
feel less satisfied after selecting from a
larger versus a narrower range of options.
Rebecca Hafner (University of Plymouth)
replicated this finding in a creative context
in which participants selected an item of
stationery for colouring-in a drawing, either
from a large or limited range of implements.
A second study highlighted a novel
explanation for the ‘paradox of choice’
phenomenon. Participants burdened with a
secondary task, thus increasing their cognitive
load, reported greater satisfaction after
choosing from a broader versus a narrower
range of implements. Hafner suggests this is
because the secondary task prevented them
from thinking counterfactually about the
other choices they could have made. CJ
Notes and noticing
Eyewitness memory is notoriously poor.
A simple way to improve it could be to use
note-taking. Tochukwu Onwuegbusi
(University of Leicester) invited 40
participants to watch a three-minute video
clip of a staged robbery. Those who took
notes immediately afterwards subsequently
recalled more correct information when
asked about the incident two days or a week
later, than did control participants who took
no notes. However, note-taking didn’t benefit
perpetrator identification in a mock line-up,
nor did it reduce recall of incorrect facts or
confabulations. CJ
Self-efficacy and self-help
Increasing self-efficacy with something as
simple as a self-help leaflet may boost the
effectiveness of weight-loss interventions.
Erica Cook (University of Bedfordshire)
randomly allocated a group of clinically
obese women to either a self-efficacy
intervention (in the form of a self-help
leaflet) or a control group. Compared to the
control group, the women in the intervention
group showed an increase in happiness and
self-efficacy. More importantly, this was
coupled with a reduction in emotional eating
and binge eating, and significantly greater
weight loss. SC
Blogging – numbers count
It was a case of quantity not quality when
it came to first impressions in a 75-strong
blogging community. That’s according to Sue
Jamison-Powell (Sheffield Hallam University)
who found that number of words written and
number of online interactions predicted
perceived attractiveness after one week
online. By contrast, the emotional tone of
participants’ online contributions was
seemingly irrelevant. CJ
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‘…there is nothing either
Passages from Shakespeare plays were
in abundance at this year’s annual
conference. The above verse from Hamlet
fittingly captured the take-home message
from a series of presentations testing
predictions associated with the theory
of challenge and threat states in athletes
(TCTSA) with samples of athletes and
dancers.
In the first of five presentations,
Jennifer Cumming of the University of
Birmingham introduced the theory and
outlined how challenge and threat are
motivational states that reflect how an
individual engages in personally

meaningful situations such as sporting
and dance performances. Although the
theory concerns how individuals prepared
for competition, Cumming explained how
it also considers how cognitions, emotions
and physiological responses associated
with challenge and threat states can
influence sport performance. The TCTSA
proposes an individual will experience a
challenge (threat) state if they have high
(low) self-efficacy, high (low) perceived
control and a focus on approach
(avoidance) goals.
In the second presentation, Paul
McCarthy (Glasgow Caledonian

Building answers
to hypotheses
One area of psychology
seldom mentioned in
undergraduate degrees is
environmental psychology;
how we interact with and
develop our surroundings.
Yet Christopher Spencer
(University of Sheffield)
stated that the way we use
our environment, and the
way in which
environmental design
can impact upon us, has
important applications.
Psychology can aid
architects in ‘building
answers to hypotheses’;
research has shown that 5
per cent more spending by
councils on green areas in
estates has a visible impact
on reducing crime rates
(and therefore police costs
and time) through the
development of pride in
where people live.
The social consequence
of design can have an
impact on individuals’
well-being, often through
very minor alterations: a
view of green-space from a
hospital ward window can
result in speeded patient
recovery as it increases
positive thinking. Spencer

noted that psychology can
help in training design
professionals to
incorporate human needs
into designs that are
appropriate for the life
stages of the end user. As
a result of applying
psychology to design, it
can produce humane and
economic benefits to the
environment we live in.
One such area where
there are rising costs is
care for the elderly,
particularly those with
age-onset mental health
problems such as
dementia. In this sector
there are conflicts between
high costs (around £17
billion per year) and the
needs of the end user. John
Williams (Aberystwyth
University) addressed how
design should be
incorporating human
rights, to improve quality
of life for those most in
need. He noted that most
care homes in the UK are
adapted buildings (i.e. old
large houses) rather than
purpose built, which
means there is little scope
for redesign that would

Spending on green areas
can reduce crime

enhance living conditions
through increased privacy,
and communal interactive
spaces. Williams stated
that psychology should be
applied to reinforce human
rights legislation (which
private care homes are part
of), to maximise the
independence of those
living there, making them
easier to navigate for those
who may struggle to, and
reinforce personal identity
by encouraging family
visits by making homes
more socially focused. The
use of psychology in this
applied context can
encourage individuality
from people stigmatised by
mental illness. TM
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good or bad, but thinking makes it so’
University) looked at how exposure to
stress influences performance in golf.
He presented archival data of male
major golf tournament winners between
1986 and 2009, and coded the data for
each year following the golfer turning
professional and an average score for
each year across the sample obtained.
Interesting findings emerged suggesting
exposure to stress improves a golfer’s
ability to cope with pressure. For
example, the older the golfer was when
he started playing professionally on tour
the higher the putting average. Driving
accuracy and driving distance were also
found to be positively correlated with
years on the professional tour.
Next up, Carla Meijen of Staffordshire
University described research exploring
the relationship between cardiovascular
patterns characterising challenge and
threat. Data were collected on collegiate
athletes’ cardiovascular responses when
talking for three minutes about an
important upcoming competition. These
cardiovascular responses were compared
with those observed when the participants
talked for three minutes about the
important qualities they look for in a
friend (control). Data on participants
perceptions of control, self-efficacy and
emotional response to the upcoming
competition were also collected. Meijen
and her colleagues found participants who

rated their feelings of excitement as more
unhelpful and of anxiety as more helpful
for their performance displayed a
cardiovascular pattern indicative of a
challenge state. Positive emotions were
perceived as helpful for performance in
the challenge state but not in a threat
state. Results suggested that control was a
predictor of challenge states and provided
partial support for the TCTSA.
Sarah Williams and Eleanor Quested,
both of the University of Birmingham,
presented data collected in laboratory
and field settings in the final two
presentations. Williams developed
imagery scripts focusing on particular
antecedents thought to influence a
challenge or threat appraisal. She
hypothesised that challenge and threat

scripts would elicit an increase
in anxiety levels (cardiovascular
responses and heart rate), but
that the stress appraisal of each
imagery scenario would result
in different interpretations of
responses; that is, the challenge
script would result in more
facilitative interpretation (higher
self-efficacy and more in control)
whereas the threat script would
result in more debilitation.
Imagery was found to alter the
appraisal of both hypothetical
and actual sporting scenarios, but
no change in performance was found.
Quested and colleagues examined the
relationships between dancers’ threat and
challenge appraisals and variability in
cortisol secretion and anxiety responses
before and after a dance performance.
Partial support for TCTSA was found,
but the threshold at which appraisals
stimulate anxiety responses may be lower
than that required to trigger cortisol
secretion. Quested warned how appraising
performances as threatening may have
long-term implications for dancers’
physical and psychological welfare.
Emerging themes from the presentations
and area for future research were outlined
by the discussant, Marc Jones of
Staffordshire University, who is one of the
authors the TCTSA. DL

Do amusics have a memory problem?
King Alfonso XIII was so tone
deaf that he employed a man
to tell him when the Spanish
national anthem was being
played, so that he knew the
appropriate moment to stand
up. Alfonso probably had what
psychologists today would
recognise as amusia – a
profound perceptual deficit
affecting the ability to
recognise and enjoy music, in
the context of otherwise
normal hearing. Previous
research has tended to focus
on the perceptual side of
amusia showing, for example,
that people with amusia have
difficulty telling whether a

change of pitch has occurred.
However, in her new research,
Vicky Williamson of
Goldsmiths, University of
London has focused instead on
memory performance.
Williamson tested 28
people, half of whom had
amusia, and found that the
amusics had significantly
reduced working memory
capacity for tones compared
with the controls. Whereas the
controls could remember an
average of six tones, the
amusics were only able to
manage four. The two groups
didn’t differ on the number of
digits they could hold in
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memory, so this wasn’t a
term memory and that
general working memory
congenital amusia is more
problem. Williamson was also
than a simple low-level
careful to ensure that the tones perceptual deficit.’ CJ
she used were
different enough for
the amusics to
distinguish, so her
findings can’t be
explained in terms of
a perceptual deficit.
‘We don’t know yet
These reports were brought to you by Sandie
what the mechanism
Cleland, Christian Jarrett, David Lavallee,
underlying this
Tom Mitchell and Jon Sutton. More from the
deficit is,’ Williamson
conference will appear over the coming
said. ‘But the findings
months in the form of source material for
suggest there’s a
articles. The 2011 Annual Conference will
pitch-specialised
be held in Glasgow on 4–6 May.
component to short-
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