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Abstract

Almost since its inception, the dominant narrative of modern psychology has embraced positivism through its insistence that
psychological science is objective, generalisable, and value free (or neutral). Consequently, quantitative research and, in
particular, experimental designs, are privileged over other forms of enquiry, and other epistemologies, methodologies, and
methods remain marginalised within the discipline. We argue that the enduring hegemony of positivism needs to be opposed
to enable psychology to genuinely understand the antecedents of, and provide meaningful sustainable solutions for, complex
human issues without being constrained by a narrow focus on method. We discuss the ways in which psychology in Australia
can move towards embracing a constructionist epistemology that provides the framework for methodological pluralism. We
provide a number of suggestions for change across the interrelated areas of accreditation, curriculum, the Australian

Psychological Society, and research.
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Almost since its inception, the dominant narrative of
modern psychology has embraced the positivist
orientation of the natural sciences and has been slow
to adopt alternative epistemological and methodolo-
gical approaches. Several parallel features of the
current climate combine for a timely (re)examination
of the research endeavour within Australian psychol-
ogy. First, psychology courses are accredited by
the Australian Psychology Accreditation Council
(APAC) in order to ensure greater uniformity of
registration for the practise of psychology (Littlefield,
Giese, & Katsikidis, in association with members of
APAC, 2007). Second, the Excellence in Research
for Australia (ERA) initiative (formerly the Research
Quality Framework) provides a metric-based system
for assessing the demonstrable quality and impact of
Australian research. The third development is the
Council of Australian Governments (COAG) (2006)
twin decisions to allow clients of psychologists to
access Medicare rebates as well as providing funded
postgraduate places in clinical psychology, in order
to improve Australia’s mental health. These recent

developments provide a clear link between research,
curriculum, and evidence-based practice within
psychology in Australia. However, questions remain
as to the definition of quality science and scholarship
and what constitutes legitimate knowledge and
evidence.

In this paper we outline a case for why psychology
needs to forgo the dominance of the epistemology of
positivism, and provide suggestions for how this may
be achieved.! First, an overview of the history of
positivism and the antecedents of its relationship
with psychology is presented. Second, the evolution
of the relationship between psychology and positi-
vism is outlined. Third, we discuss the hegemonic
role of positivism in contemporary psychology and,
in particular, we emphasise the Australian context.
Next, we argue why Australian psychology needs to
embrace methodological pluralism and move beyond
the dominance of positivism, and conclude with
suggestions for change across the interrelated areas
of accreditation, curriculum, the Australian Psycho-
logical Society (APS), and research.
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Epistemology of positivism: Overview and history®

The epistemology of positivism asserts that knowl-
edge is objective and value free (or neutral), and is
obtained through the application of the scientific
method. The aims of positivism are description,
prediction, control, and explanation and the over-
arching goal of positivism is the production of
universal laws (Leahey, 1992). The central research
methodology of positivistic research is the experi-
ment. Utilising Popper’s (1934/1959) notion of
falsification, positivism yielded a hypothetico-deduc-
tive approach to understanding the world, whereby
some variables are operationally defined, others are
controlled, still others are manipulated, and predic-
tions are clearly stated on an a priori basis (Patton,
2002), enabling cause and effect relationships to be
identified. The reliability and validity of the data are
then determined by the replication of the experiment
and the generalisability of the findings. The fixation
on quantifying psychological phenomena occurred so
that the research could be considered objective and
true, in accordance with the tradition of Western
science (Mitchell, 2003).

The foundational theorist of positivism was
Auguste Comte® who, in 1848, founded the Sociézé
Positiviste (Crotty, 1998). He believed that all
sciences required a universal method of enquiry.
This unifying method of enquiry became known as
the scientific method, and its features were shared
across varied disciplines including mathematics,
physics, sociology, biology, and psychology. Despite
Comte’s suspicion of mass quantification and
“blind” objectivism (Crotty, 1998), experimental
designs and the search for universal truth irrespective
of the broader context became synonymous with
positivism.

In the early decades of the 20th century, the Vienna
Circle, consisting of philosophers, mathematicians,
physicists, and logicians, advanced the philosophy of
logical positivism, which resulted from the marriage
of empiricism and formal logic (Leahey, 1992).
An important outcome of the Vienna Circle was the
verification principle. In logical positivist terms,
verified knowledge becomes factual. Spirituality,
religion, ethics, opinions, beliefs, assumptions, and
feelings (i.e., the unverifiable) had no role in the
scientific endeavour. These were considered non-
sensical in the search for the accurate and certain
truth. As a result of Nazism, the Circle disbanded
before World War II as members sought retreat
abroad, which aided the spread of logical positivism
around the globe. As a result of the uptake and
proliferation of the premises of logical positivism, it
dominated the research endeavour in many disci-
plines throughout the 20th century, including
psychology.

Positivism and psychology: Evolution of the alliance

In the dominant narrative of modern psychology,
Wilhelm Wundt is regarded as the founder of
psychology as a discipline (Greenwood, 2003). In
1879 he established the first psychological research
laboratory in Leipzig, Germany. Trained in physio-
logy, Wundt applied the research methods of physio-
logy to the study of consciousness, including the
systematic manipulation and control of variables.
Wundt’s use of the term ‘‘experiment”, however,
was considerably broader in definition than con-
temporary scientific usage. Among his research
methods was introspection, a technique used to
elicit subjective phenomenological data, but this was
criticised for lacking scientific rigor. Wundt acknowl-
edged the limitations of applying his experimental
methods to social phenomena such as norms,
culture, and social structure (Greenwood, 2003;
Toulmin & Leary, 1985), and despite Wundt’s
assertion that eclectic methods should be used to
study human phenomena, the experiment soon
became the dominant research methodology within
psychology.

The appropriation and application of the episte-
mology and methodologies of the natural sciences to
social and psychological phenomena occurred to
position psychology as a scientific, and therefore
legitimate, discipline (Gergen, 1985; Leahey, 1992;
Rosenau, 1992). The uncritical and unquestioning
adherence to empiricism and the corresponding
disinterest in the philosophy of science has been
labelled “‘the cult of empiricism’ (Toulmin & Leary,
1985, p. 594). Logical positivism and radical
empiricism led the way for the rise of behaviourism,
which is generally considered to be psychology’s
dominant theoretical position during the early
20th century. As a result of the alliance, main-
stream psychology adopted a hypothetico-deductive
approach to investigation.

Although debates concerning these developments
within psychology were rare, particularly in the
United States (Toulmin & Leary, 1985), Sanford
(1903) described the application of methods
from physics to psychology as a “‘dumb compulsion
(p. 106). Still, the influence was immense; Watson
(1913/1994) described the behaviourist view of
psychology as ‘“‘a purely objective experimental
branch of natural science” (p. 248). In addition,
the language of research became rather mechanistic
(Toulmin & Leary, 1985). For example, behaviourist
researchers began to refer to their participants as
reagents® (Rosnow, 1981). The focus converged on
phenomena that could be directly observed (i.e.,
behaviour), despite the natural sciences routinely
studying unobservable phenomena such as energy
(Gergen, 1985). Consequently, mental phenomena



such as consciousness, memory and so on were
deemed inappropriate for psychological study.

In the latter half of the 20th century, the notion
that mental phenomena could be inferred by
observable phenomena via the use of operational
definitions (Gergen, 1985; Leahey, 1992) gained
ascendancy and led to the development of cognitive
psychology and its associated information-processing
paradigm (Newell, 1985). Gleitman (1985) cynically
stated that cognitive processes became legitimate
phenomena for psychological study when they were
established in rats. Rather than using Wundt’s
introspection methodology, research into cognitive
processes occurred via the use of rigorous experi-
mental methods. Despite cognitive psychology’s
promise to move towards expanding the domains
considered appropriate for psychological study,
positivism and experimental methodology remained
dominant.

Although an area of research long before the
middle of the 20th century, social psychology
emerged as a specific discipline in the 1950s and
1960s. It was thought that social psychology, the
branch of psychology with a specific emphasis on
social issues, would equip psychologists with answers
to social problems. Despite this aim, the dominant
epistemology in social psychology remained positi-
vistic in nature (Gergen, 1985). In fact, experimental
methods are so central to social psychology that the
subdiscipline is often referred to as experimental
social psychology (Gergen, 1978; Stam, Radke, &
Lubek, 2000).

Rosnow (1981) wrote of the crisis in social
psychology, consisting of the artefact crisis, the ethics
crisis, and the relevance crisis. The artefact crisis
describes the notion that the limitations inherent in
experimental methods are a function of the methods
themselves. The artefact could be separated into two
types: experimenter effects (e.g., the placebo effect,
unconscious suggestion by the researcher, ‘“‘errors”
in recording observations, self-fulfilling prophecies,
“biases” in data interpretation, intentional ‘‘distor-
tion” of findings, and experimental environment)
and participant effects (e.g., participants’ expecta-
tions, demand characteristics). He argued that these
effects are not minor nuisances but are issues that
seriously affect the research process and, conse-
quently, the research outcome. Social psychologists
attempted to overcome the artefact crisis by engaging
in deception, which was elevated to an art form’
(e.g., Asch, 1951; Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973;
Milgram, 1963).

The ethics crisis grew out of concern for the
physical and psychological safety of the participants
in these studies, as well as the potential for distrust of
researchers and the discipline as a whole (Rosnow,
1981). Psychological research and practice with an
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applied focus and/or multiple levels of analysis are
not readily addressed by ethical codes because these
codes are based upon the client—practitioner dyad
and do not tend to recognise the complexities and
the realities of the breadth of applied psychological
work. In addition, the guidelines assume an equal
distribution of power and access to resources that is
naive at best. For example, O’Neill (1989) demon-
strated by way of a series of case studies that the
adherence to the relevant professional codes can in
fact mean that practitioners find themselves facing
unique ethical dilemmas that are not negotiated
easily. The former is especially true for psychologists
working in multidisciplinary teams or those who
work with groups rather than with individuals
because the neatly prescribed boundaries of client/
practitioner are rarely identified easily in these
contexts. Some of these concerns have been attended
to in the APS (2008) Guidelines for psychological
services involving multiple clients but we would argue
that the guidelines do not attend adequately to such
criticism.

Furthermore, the research enterprise and its codes
of ethics have been criticised for minimising the
power differential between psychologists and client,
ignoring the moral implications of research, being
reactive rather than proactive — they are altered only
after issues and problems with them are identified —
and for serving the interests of researchers rather
than the researched (Prilleltensky, 1997; Smith,
1999). Finally, researchers might strictly adhere to
an ethical code but the research may still be
exploitative, particularly when it involves margin-
alised individuals or groups. For example, Hall
(1997) describes psychology’s limited capacity to
address issues such as ethnicity, culture, gender, and
sexual orientation as a form of ‘“cultural mal-
practice” (p. 642), while Fielder, Roberts, and
Abdullah (2000) admonished researchers for the
uncritical application of Western knowledge sys-
tems to research on (not with or for) Indigenous
communities.

Rosnow’s (1981) third criticism is the relevance
crisis. By the 1960s, doubts surfaced as to the ability
of psychological research to contribute to an under-
standing and amelioration of social ills. In his
presidential address to the American Psychological
Association, Miller (1969) implored psychologists to
become more relevant to social issues and human
welfare. Criticisms were levelled at the pervasive
and nearly ubiquitous use of experiments and at
participant samples, which almost invariably con-
sisted of undergraduate psychology students (Cook,
1985; Toulmin & Leary, 1985). Jahoda (1981)
argued that ““hypothetical relations between precisely
defined concepts from which predictions can be
deduced’ (Jahoda, 1981, p. 186), are not suitable for
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application to complex human phenomena; and
Scherer (1992) was critical of research where

... subtle and methodologically fancy manipulations
of minor variables in relatively artificial settings or pretty
path analyses of large but superficial data sets may
delight colleagues and rigorous journal editors but will
find little attention elsewhere. (p. 11)

Today, commentators continue to point to the
absence of the ‘“social” in contemporary social
psychology (e.g., Greenwood, 2004; Stam, 2006).
Despite claims that the crisis in social psychology is
“over” (e.g., Aronson, 1998, p. 2), Stam (2006)
argued that the criticisms central to the crisis were
simply ignored, and the definition or presence of the
“social’ in social psychology remains undebated.

Positivism and psychology today: Maintenance of the
hegemony

Within contemporary psychology, positivism re-
mains in a privileged position. Even a conservative
reading of postmodernist perspectives to psychology
would present an immense scholarly challenge to the
hegemony within the discipline and would be
distressing (Rosenau, 1992). Lather (1991) argued
that positivism is fortified by the ‘“‘self-designated
guardians of orthodoxy” (p. xvi) who maintain the
hegemony of this epistemology while alternatives are
devalued, dismissed, or considered to be unscientific
(Fryer, Duckett, & Pratt, 2004). A simple perusal of
psychology textbooks or a search of websites of
Australian schools and departments of psychology
highlights a distinct bias towards positivism within
the curriculum as evidenced by the focus on the
experimental and quasi-experimental methods and
teaching of statistical analysis techniques for the
analysis of quantitative data.

Supplementing the bias towards positivism is the
focus of the textbooks and curriculum, which acts to
celebrate, romanticise, and mythologise the positivist
history of the discipline. For example, Harris (1997)
examined the original reports of classic psychological
studies and compared the reports with the ways
in which those studies are typically represented.
According to most psychological textbooks, Watson
and Raynor (1920) easily created a rat phobia in
Little Albert, and his fear readily generalised to all
things fluffy and/or white. Yet according to the
original paper, Little Albert’s fear was difficult to
produce, temporary, and was not linked to the colour
or texture of objects. Asch’s (1951) study had anti-
Fascist implications in terms of investigating the
circumstances in which people do not conform to the
majority rather than when they do. Harris (1997),
however, argued that the study was ‘“‘rewritten’’ over

time because Asch’s communist and Leftist leanings
rendered the paper undesirably political. Further-
more, reframing Asch’s work in this way was pivotal
to the elevation of the individual over the group and
was central to individualisation of social psychology
(Turner & Reynolds, 2001). Although it is possible
that these misrepresentations resulted solely from
poor scholarship, it is more likely just another
example of research being interpreted by other
researchers to reflect their personal motives and
prejudices (see Gould, 1992, for an overview of the
misrepresentations and misuses of intelligence re-
search). In the case of Asch, the reframing of his
research aims and findings as described above
promoted the relatively new field of psychology as
experimental, empirical, conceptually rigorous, sup-
posedly apolitical, and individualistic, which all
served to enhance the ascendancy of the positivist
epistemology.

This hegemony of positivism is sustained by the
accreditation requirements established by the APS
and, more recently, the national accreditation body,
APAC. The APAC (2008) Rules for accreditation and
accreditation standards for psychology courses describe
the various graduate attributes that need to be
incorporated into the undergraduate degree. The
second of these graduate attributes is devoted to
psychological research and refers to the ‘“‘character-
istics of the science of psychology’, ‘“‘the research
methods used by psychologists”, and the ability to
“formulate testable hypotheses [and] operationalise
variables’’, conduct ““a range of practical laboratory
experiments”, and ‘“‘make valid and reliable mea-
surements’” (APAC, 2008, pp. 10-11). Paralleling
the above accreditation rules and standards, the
recent development of graduate attributes for psy-
chology undergraduate courses also promotes ‘‘the
science of psychology’’, laboratory-based ...
research’, ‘‘questionnaire and test construction’,
and “‘statistical analysis” (Cranney et al., 2008, p.
25). Such language reinforces the dominance of the
positivist position to the marginalisation, if not
exclusion, of other forms of enquiry that are also
rigorous and perhaps have a greater potential for
applied impact.

The specific positions, methodologies, and ana-
lyses that students should be introduced to are not
specified in the Accreditation Standards and, as
Sullivan (2008) commented, ‘it is possible that
many Australian departments argue that the history
and philosophy of psychology have been introduced
and examined as part of each unit or that advanced
theoretical electives address this requirement”
(p. 66, italics in original). His analysis, however,
demonstrated that 11 out of 36 schools and
departments of psychology in Australia have no units
with substantial theoretical content and, when it does



exist, it is usually limited and lacking depth, and
therefore students are unable to identify the hidden
assumptions that provide the foundation to their
professional practice. Attention to theoretical ques-
tions within psychology is often regarded as being
“flaky”’, ““vague’, “controversial”’, ‘““difficult”’, “‘un-
necessary’”’, ‘“‘too political”’, and akin to ‘‘navel
gazing” (Sullivan, 2008, pp. 7-9) or reflections of
“hostility”’, ““intellectual exhibitionism”, or “self-
righteousness” (Fryer et al., 2004). We need to move
beyond these myths that act as distinct barriers to
methodological and epistemological pluralism within
the discipline.

Additionally, the COAG (2006) reforms to mental
health services have resulted in a two-tiered system
whereby all registered psychologists can provide
general psychological services but where specialist
level service provision, and access to a higher level of
Medicare rebate funding, is reserved solely for
clinical psychological services (Littlefield, 2006). A
parallel decision saw the establishment of an addi-
tional 200 funded places in clinical psychology, while
other postgraduate psychology training programs did
not receive the same consideration. Although the
funding model was later adjusted to enable seven of
the remaining eight psychology specialisations to
gain access to the higher level of cluster funding®
(Littlefield, 2007), one might argue that the damage
had been done. The ‘“discriminatory’’ and ““inequi-
table” (Littlefield, 2007, p. 6) decisions have unfore-
seen (although not unforeseeable) consequences,’
resulting in the narrowing of postgraduate training
opportunities for students and the consequential
narrowing of the focus and orientation of the
discipline as a whole. Privileging one form of
psychology, especially one that adheres to the
dominant scientist—practitioner model with its ac-
companying positivist frameworks, has the potential
to reinforce the dominance of this philosophical
orientation and marginalises alternate but also
legitimate epistemological and methodological per-
spectives. The result of these changes is already
becoming apparent, with the Chair of the APS
College of Sports Psychologists recently stating that
the College, and the specialist postgraduate courses
it approves, are both “under threat” (Ievleva, 2008,
p- 19). It is highly likely that some of the other
Colleges and specialist courses are facing the same
tensions, which will likely lead to a further narrowing
of the discipline and practice of psychology.

Numerical ratings systems, such as journal impact
factor and the quantity of citations, are now of
utmost importance in assessing the impact and
quality of research. These systems are viewed as
easy to use and ‘‘objective’ and, as such, are rapidly
gaining influence (Cheek, Garnham, & Quan, 2006).
As a result, researchers working within emerging
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fields or from non-traditional epistemologies and
methodologies may experience greater difficulties in
promoting the quality of their research, gaining
competitive funding, and achieving promotion,
which further marginalises already marginalised
research(ers) and further strengthens the status quo
(Cheek et al.,, 2006; Rappaport, 2005). Indeed,
research is becoming increasingly an entrepreneurial
activity whereby researchers within the psy-complex
(the ““psy’ professions, especially psychology and
psychiatry, involved in regulating society) are ‘“‘re-
warded”’ for maintaining the prevailing state of affairs
(Parker, 1999; Rose, 1996). Importantly, the ERA
initiative is designed to prevent any advantage of one
discipline or study area over others (Carr, 2008;
Universities Australia, 2008), but the extent to which
it will be successful in achieving equity remains to be
seen. Given this current climate, some might argue
that it is unwise for a discipline to diversify
epistemologically and methodologically. A signifi-
cant component, however, of the ERA consultation
process involved the development of discipline-
specific rankings (Voudouris & Mrowinski, 2008),
and as a result, an increasingly diverse psychology
would not equate to lower quality rankings. In fact
we argue that increased diversity within psychology
would enhance the applicability and relevance of the
profession to addressing social issues that would lead
to meaningful social change, which would certainly
increase the “‘real-world” impact of the research.

Within Australia and elsewhere, much of the
attention to concerns such as epistemological dom-
inance, the promotion of social justice, and challen-
ging and changing the status quo, occurs under
the umbrella of critical psychology (Austin &
Prilleltensky, 2001; Riggs, 2004), yet these concerns
remain marginalised within Australia (Sullivan,
2008). This is likely to be because Australian psy-
chology and its various subdisciplines have largely
taken their lead from influences elsewhere, particu-
larly North America® (Cooke, 2000; Garton, 2006;
O’Neil, 1987). As a result, the discipline underplays
the philosophy of science and theoretical concerns,
focuses almost exclusively on the scientist—practi-
tioner model, and is dominated by experimental
approaches and clinical and social psychology
(Cooke, 2000; Gridley, Fisher, Thomas, & Bishop,
2007; Lipp et al., 2006; Taft & Day, 1988).

A way forward: Embracing a new epistemology and
methodological pluralism

Essentially, we argue that psychology in Australia
should embrace a constructionist epistemology that
embraces methodological pluralism. At the core of
constructionist epistemology is the notion that
phenomena, including psychological phenomena,
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are interrelational, multiple, and dynamic, and that
meanings are derived through our engagement with
the social world and, as such, there is no one
objective truth to be found (Crotty, 1998; Gergen,
1999). Additionally, constructionism is based on the
principle of Verstehen (Weber, 1921/1968), which
stresses observation, description, understanding, and
meaning. Verstehen holds that the complexity of
human phenomena requires different research meth-
odologies to that of other natural phenomena
(Crotty, 2002). Within their research, construction-
ists are likely to attempt to portray multiple
perspectives, focus on the role of language and how
“reality” is constructed, attend to the relationship
between the researcher and that being researched,
consider the role of power in the research process,
and how relationships and power affect the results.
Thus, constructionism presents a challenge to the
logical positivist perspective, in which scientific
investigation is characterised as neutral and value
free.

Several commentators within and outside of
psychology (e.g., Cook, 1985; Gergen, 1999;
Lincoln & Guba, 2000; McGuire, 1983; Riggs,
2004; Rosnow, 1981) have argued that psychology
needs to look beyond positivism in order to more
readily capture the complexities and contexts of
psychological phenomena. Sheehan (1996) sum-
marised three concerns outlined by the Australian
Research Council, the premier research funding
body in Australia, that serve to emphasise the narrow
focus of psychology. The Council stated that
Australian psychology is monocultural, avoids epis-
temological and ethical concerns, and has not
reached its potential concerning its applied relevance
to social issues. These concerns have been high-
lighted recently by Riggs (2004), who reaffirmed the
monoculturalism and whiteness of contemporary
psychology (in Australia and elsewhere) and sug-
gested that mainstream psychology cannot meet its
capacity to be socially relevant unless it attends to the
problematic assumptions on which it bases its
theories and practice.

More recently still, Ranzijn, McConnochie, Day,
Nolan, and Wharton (2008) have spent the past three
years developing a framework for the Indigenisation
of the psychology curriculum in Australia. This
process was rendered necessary not only because
psychology graduates have little or no understanding
of Indigenous Australians and the various factors that
contribute to the ongoing marginalisation they face,
but also because the courses fail to attract Indigenous
students. These two catalysts for change reflect the
sustained monocultural focus of the psychology
curriculum. The dominance of positivism has the
potential to reinforce the position that psychology
offers little relevance to the understanding or solution

of complex social issues. Even the strategic plan of the
APS provides insight into the “‘role”’ of psychology in
addressing social issues. The first three of the four
strategic objectives concern the promotion of the
stature of the discipline while the fourth concerns the
promotion of community wellbeing (APS, n.d.). We
question why the Society regards the promotion of
the profession as worthy of three strategic objectives
and yet relegates the purpose of the profession to a
single point and positions it last on the list. Other
disciplines such as education, political science, and
sociology have long embraced a constructionist
epistemology in their research and practice and have
been able to make more fully informed contributions
to the understanding and development of social
phenomena and context. This shift towards pluralism
need not negate or compromise the systematic
pursuit of knowledge; rather, we acknowledge that a
particular type of research question might be best
answered by one approach over another. The
problem, however, lies in the uncritical acceptance
of one epistemology over all others.

Achieving methodological pluralism requires hol-
istic and complex changes within psychological train-
ing, practice, and research and an epistemological
transformation to facilitate these changes. We need to
recognise that the necessary processes of change
require multiple strategies at multiple levels. The
implementation of these strategies will require work-
ing partnerships between research psychologists,
practising psychologists, APS, APAC, schools and
departments of psychology, funding bodies, and
employer groups. Achieving a shift in epistemological
foundation in order to facilitate methodological
pluralism is likely to spark controversy, be met with
resistance, and take time. In order to move beyond
the dominance of positivism, we provide a number of
suggestions for change across the interrelated areas of
APAC accreditation and curriculum, the APS, and
research.

The processes and standards on which the
accreditation of schools and departments of psycho-
logy is based need to be applied more flexibly. In
addition to the language of the APAC (2008) Rules
for accreditation and accreditation standards for psycho-
logy courses, the frame of reference for the application
of them is likely to be positivist and as a result they
are likely to be interpreted and applied narrowly. We
argue that the APAC Rules for accreditation and
accreditation standards for psychology courses require
revision so that the methodologies and epistemolo-
gies of the research endeavour are positioned as
equally legitimate and systematic. If conducted
appropriately, all methodologies allow interpretation,
explanation, and prediction from the data. We need
to acknowledge that methodologies and methods
differ in their epistemological, ontological, rhetorical,



and axiological assumptions (Creswell, 1998) and
that all have their own strengths and limitations.
Currently, students of psychology tend to be igno-
rant of the epistemological foundations of their dis-
cipline. Making students aware of the existence and
application of alternative approaches that challenge
the fundamental and cherished assumptions under-
pinning much psychological research would, in our
minds, encourage a critical, reflexive, and respectful
attitude to alternative knowledge claims within and
outside of the discipline.

Further, the histories and philosophies of psychol-
ogy and the research traditions that emerged as a
function of psychology’s adherence to positivism
should feature clearly and explicitly in the founda-
tional undergraduate curriculum. It is important first
to understand how psychology as a discipline
developed and how its emergence at a specific
historical time situated it in a particular contextual
space that resulted in the discipline developing in the
manner it did and the consequences of its develop-
ment. The focus on research methods needs to be
replaced with an emphasis on the entire research
framework that articulates the pathway from episte-
mology to theoretical position to methodology to
method (Crotty, 1998). We recommend the inclu-
sion and analysis of the philosophies of science, the
histories of psychology, and a comparison of
epistemologies (e.g., constructionism and positi-
vism), and the presence of a wide range of
methodologies (e.g., ethnography, narrative, survey,
participatory action research, experiment), and
methods into the psychology curriculum. Doing so
would result in graduates with a research repertoire
that not only provides them with strong research
skills across paradigms but equips them with a
language that identifies and explains epistemology
as well as differentiates between theory and theore-
tical framework, and between methodology and
method. By positioning this knowledge as the
foundation of the curriculum students are in a
position to critically evaluate research (and practice)
approaches and therefore acquire essential analytical
skills in the process.

Of course a significant barrier to the implementa-
tion of the above suggestions is the limited number of
academic psychologists with the skills and knowledge
to actually embed the above suggestions into the
psychology curricula. In addition to the APAC
(2008) Rules for accreditation and accreditation stan-
dards for psychology courses, the design, development,
and implementation of the psychological curriculum
is influenced significantly by staff interests and skills
(Lipp et al., 2006). Redressing the barrier would take
time, but could be promoted through strategies such
as targeted recruitment, team teaching, collaboration
between disciplines,’ mentoring, workshops, and use
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of appropriate texts, which would develop the critical
mass required for sustained change. Professional
development in this area is essential not only to
ensure the epistemological shifts that we call for but
also to ensure that the academics training the new
generation of psychologist do not breach the APS
(2007) Code of ethics by teaching a subject (or aspects
of a subject) that is outside their area of competence.
The recent reviews of the training of psychologists
(e.g., Littlefield et al., 2007) looks specifically at
models of training but we argue that this remit
should be expanded to include the epistemology and
pedagogy involved in the training of psychology
students also.

The APS can also play an important role in the
realisation of epistemological change and methodo-
logical pluralism. The American Psychological Asso-
ciation has a Division called the Society for the
History of Psychology, and the British Psychological
Society has a History and Philosophy of Psychology
Section. We echo Sullivan’s (2008) proposal for the
establishment of an interest group within the
APS devoted to the history and philosophy of
psychology. In this way the APS would have an
instrumental role in providing space and voice to
the discussion, debate, and dissemination of the
philosophical and historical underpinnings of psy-
chology, which in turn would likely facilitate the
integration of methodological and epistemological
pluralism into the psychology teaching and research
practices within Australian universities.'°

In addition to the suggestions outlined above, we
propose a parallel research agenda to determine the
ways in which psychology in Australia (and else-
where) might move towards embracing alternative
epistemologies and methodological pluralism. A
number of questions require further scrutiny: how
do graduates from undergraduate and postgraduate
psychology programs rate the relevance and utility
of their research training; do they really have critical
thinking skills; what is the current status of vari-
ous methodologies and epistemologies within psy-
chology; paralleling research conducted in North
America (Dawda & Martin, 2001), what are the
current enquiry beliefs of Australian psychologists;
what are the attitudes towards methodological and
epistemological pluralism within various sectors,
including Australian schools and departments of
psychology, APS, and APAC; what factors are likely
to facilitate, and what barriers are likely to impede,
attempts towards methodological pluralism; how
might these barriers be overcome; and how might
the efficacy of such changes be measured. The
answers to these questions have the potential to
facilitate the acceptance of diverse epistemologies
and methodologies within psychology in Australia
and elsewhere.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to promote an
historical understanding of the development of
psychology, demonstrate its continued adherence to
positivism, and highlight the emergence of alter-
native epistemologies and methodologies. We de-
monstrated how and why positivism has been
privileged, discussed the consequences of such a
restrictive view of psychological science, and pre-
sented arguments as to why, and how, psychology
might move beyond the hegemony of positivism.
We argue for the adoption of a constructionist
epistemology that, by definition allows, or more
accurately expects, multiple realities to coexist in
highly complex settings and which more fully
represents social realities. This approach provides
psychology with the vehicle it needs to become
socially relevant and offers a genuine opportunity
for the profession and its practitioners to promote
social justice agendas. Within psychology, there is a
growing dissatisfaction with positivism and its under-
lying assumptions such as objectivity, reality, and
universality. The products of positivist research,
resulting from abstracted, systematic, and rigid
methods, do not adequately represent or apply to
the real world. Nietzsche (cited in Giroux, 1983)
argued that it was not science per se but the power of
the scientific method over science that was the
hallmark of the 19th century. Little has changed as
we enter the 21st century, except that psychology is
still to fulfil its potential as a science that is relevant
to the real world. Alternative epistemologies and
methodologies remain predominantly at the margins
within psychological research, yet these highlight the
importance of context, which should not be relegated
to the background, controlled for, or ignored.
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Notes

1 Crotty (1998) distinguishes between the epistemology of
objectivism and the theoretical perspective of positivism. He
does, however, state that objectivism and positivism are
similar and linked by the search for universal laws. Indeed,
many authors use the terms synonymously, and many write of
the epistemology of positivism.

2 This manuscript is by no means an exhaustive account of the
history of psychology. For a full treatment of the history of the
discipline, readers are referred to texts devoted to the
examination of the history of psychology (e.g., Leahey, 1992).

3 Although Comte did not coin the term ‘‘positivism”, he was
instrumental in its popularisation (Crotty, 1998).

4 Borrowed from chemistry, a reagent is a constant that

produces an invariant reaction (Rosnow, 1981).

Other techniques were utilised such as the double

blind experiment, wherein neither the researcher nor the

participants are aware of which participants are assigned to
which levels of the independent variable (Martin, 2008). The
double blind experiment, however, does not overcome all

experiment effects (Rosnow, 1981).

Organisational psychology programs lack sufficient ““clinical

elements” and thus are unable to access the higher funding

available to all other speciality psychology programs.

7 O’Neill (1989) provides a discussion of the differences
between unforeseeable and unforseen consequences and their
ethical implications.

8 Although Australian psychology initially took its lead from
Britain (Garton, 2006), these developments were considered
““scattered and insubstantial” (Cooke, 2000, p. 7).

9 We note that a proportion of psychology areas of scholarship
is delivered within schools combining psychology and social
sciences.

10 It needs to be noted, however, that the APS has long
attempted to mitigate, to varying success, the tensions created
by the often disparate needs of academics and practitioners
(Cooke, 2000). The formation of interests groups was, in
part, to provide a structure for discussion and action
concerning social issues (Cooke, 2000). While the interest
groups continue to focus on applied areas beyond the
academy, there are exceptions, including the Teaching,
Learning and Psychology Interest Group, which was estab-
lished in 2007.

(9]

(o))

References

Aronson, E. (1998, Winter). Aronson declares social psychology
crisis over. Sociery for Personality and Social Psychology Dialogue,
p- 2.

Asch, S. (1951). Effects of group pressure upon the modification
and distortion of judgements. In H. S. Guetzkow (Ed.),
Groups, leadership, and man: Research in human relations
(pp. 177-190). Pittsburgh, PA: Carnegie Press.

Austin, S., & Prilleltensky, I. (2001). Contemporary debates in
critical psychology: Dialectics and synthesis. Australian Psy-
chologist, 26, 75-80.

Australian Psychological Society (APS) (n.d.). APS strategic plan
2008-2011. Retrieved 17 December 2008, from http://www.
psychology.org.au/Assets/Files/2008-2011-Strategic-Plan.pdf

Australian Psychological Society (APS) (2007). Code of ethics.
Retrieved 14 April 2008, from http://www.psychology.org.au/
Assets/Files/Code_Ethics_2007.pdf

Australian Psychological Society (APS) (2008). Guidelines for
psychological services involving multiple clients. Retrieved 11
December 2008, from http:/www.psychology.org.au/Assets/
Files/EG-Multiple-clients.pdf

Australian Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC) (2008).
Rules for accreditation and accreditation standards for psychology
courses. Retrieved 2 March 2008, from http://www.apac.
psychology.org.au

Carr, K. (2008). New ERA for research qualiry. Retrieved 14 April
2008, from http://minister.industry.gov.au/SenatortheHonKim
Carr/Pages/neweraforresearchquality.aspx

Cheek, J., Garnham, B., & Quan, J. (2006). What’s in a number?
Issues in providing evidence of impact and quality of
research(ers). Qualitative Health Research, 16, 423—435.

Cook, T. D. (1985). Postpositivist critical multiplism. In R.
Shotland, & M. Mark (Eds.), Social science and social policy
(pp. 21-62). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.



Cooke, S. (2000). A meeting of minds: The Australian Psychological
Sociery and Australian psychologists 1944—1994. Melbourne:
Australian Psychological Society.

Council of Australian Governments. (2006). National action plan on
mental health 2006-2011. Retrieved 9 April 2008, from http:/
www.coag.gov.au/meetings/140706/docs/nap_mental_health.pdf

Cranney, J., Turnbull, C., White, F., Provost, S., Martin, F.,
Katsikidis, M., et al. (2008). Development of graduate attributes
for the discipline of psychology. InPsych, 30(4), 24-25.

Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design:
Choosing among five traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and
perspective in the research process. St Leonards, NSW: Allen and
Unwin.

Dawda, D., & Martin, J. (2001). Psychologists on psychology: The
inquiry beliefs of psychologists by subdiscipline, gender, and
age. Review of General Psychology, 5, 163-179.

Fielder, J., Roberts, J., & Abdullah, J. (2000). Research with
Indigenous communities. In P. Dudgeon, D. Garvey, & H.
Pickett (Eds.), Working with Indigenous Australians: A handbook
for psychologists (pp. 349—356). Perth, WA: Gunada Press.

Fryer, D., Duckett, P., & Pratt, R. (2004). Critical community
psychology: What, why and how? Clinical Psychology, 38, 39-43.

Garton, A. F. (2006). The origins and development of scientific
psychology in Australia. In M. J. Stevens, & D. Wedding
(Eds.), Psychology IUPsyS Global Resource (CD-ROM). Hove:
TUPsyS and Psychology Press.

Gergen, K. J. (1978). Experimentation in social psychology:
A reappraisal. European Journal of Social Psychology, 8, 507-527.

Gergen, K. J. (1985). Social psychology and the phoenix of
unreality. In S. Koch, & D. E. Leary (Eds.), A century of
psychology as science. (pp. 528-557). New York: McGraw-Hill.

Gergen, K. J. (1999). An invitation to social construction. London:
Sage.

Giroux, H. (1983). Theory and resistance in education: A pedagogy for
the opposition. South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey.

Gleitman, H. (1985). Some trends in the study of cognition. In S.
Koch, & D. E. Leary (Eds.), 4 century of psychology as science
(pp. 420-436). New York: McGraw-Hill.

Gould, S. J. (1992). The mismeasure of man (2nd ed.). London:
Penguin.

Greenwood, J. D. (2003). Wundt, Volkerpsychologie, and
experimental social psychology. History of Psychology, 6, 70—88.

Greenwood, J. D. (2004). The disappearance of the social in
American social psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Gridley, H., Fisher, A. T., Thomas, D. R., & Bishop, B. (2007).
Development of community psychology in Australia and
Aotearoa/New Zealand. Australian Psychologist, 42, 15-22.

Hall, C. C. I. (1997). Cultural malpractice: The growing
obsolescence of psychology within the changing U.S. popula-
tion. American Psychologist, 52, 642—651.

Haney, C., Banks, C., & Zimbardo, P. (1973). Interpersonal
dynamics in a simulated prison. International Fournal of
Criminology and Penology, 1, 69-97.

Harris, B. (1997). Repoliticizing the history of psychology. In D.
Fox, & I. Prilleltensky (Eds.), Critical psychology: An introduc-
tion (pp. 21-33). London: Sage.

Ievleva, L. (2008). The APS College of Sports Psychologists: Has
our performance peaked? InPsych, 30(1), 18-19.

Jahoda, M. (1981). Work, employment, and unemployment:
Values, theories, and approaches in social research. American
Psychologist, 36, 184—191.

Lather, P. (1991). Gerting smart: Feminist research and pedagogy
with/in the postmodern. New York: Routledge.

Leahey, T. H. (1992). A history of psychology: Main currents in
psychological thought (3rd ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall.

Psychology and research 75

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (2000). Paradigmatic controversies,
contradictions, and emerging confluences. In N. K. Denzin, &
Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed.,
pp. 163-188). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lipp, O. V., Terry, D. J., Chalmers, D., Vath, D., Hannan, G.,
Martin, F., et al. (2006). Learning outcomes and curriculum
development in psychology. Retrieved 9 April 2008, from http:/
carrickinstitute.edu.au/carrick/webdav/site/carricksite/users/site
admin/public/grants_2005project_learningoutcomes_psychology_
finalreport.pdf

Littlefield, L. (2006). Medicare: All registered psychologists can
provide services. InPsych, 28(5), 6-10.

Littlefield, L. (2007). Positive outcome to university cluster
funding inequity. InPsych, 29(4), 6.

Littlefield, L., Giese, J., & Katsikidis, M., in association with
members of the Australian Psychology Accreditation Council.
(2007). Professional psychology training under review. InPsych,
29(2), 6-11.

Martin, D. W. (2008). Doing psychology experiments (7th ed.).
Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth.

McGuire, W. J. (1983). A contextualist theory of knowledge: Its
implications for innovation and reform in psychological research.
In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology
(Vol. 16, pp. 1-47). Orlando, FL: Academic Press.

Milgram, S. (1963). Behavioral study of obedience. Journal of
Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67, 371-378.

Miller, G. A. (1969). Psychology as means of promoting human
welfare. American Psychologist, 24, 1063—-1075.

Mitchell, J. (2003). The quantitative imperative: Positivism, naive
realism and the place of qualitative methods in psychology.
Theory and Psychology, 13, 5-13.

Newell, A. (1985). Duncker on thinking: An inquiry into pro-
gress in cognition. In S. Koch, & D. E. Leary (Eds.), A century
of psychology as science (pp. 392-419). New York: McGraw—
Hill.

O’Neil, W. M. (1987). A century of psychology in Australia. Sydney:
Sydney University Press.

O’Neill, P. (1989). Responsible to whom? Responsible for what?
Some ethical issues in community intervention. American
Fournal of Community Psychology, 17(3), 323-341.

Parker, I. (1999). Against relativism in psychology, on balance.
History of the Human Sciences, 12(4), 61-78.

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods
(3rd ed.). Beverley Hills, CA: Sage.

Popper, K. R. (1934/1959). The logic of scientific discovery. New
York: Basic Books.

Prilleltensky, I. (1997). Values, assumptions, and practices:
Assessing the moral implications of psychological discourse
and action. American Psychologist, 52, 517-535.

Rappaport, J. (2005). Community psychology is (thank God)
more than science. American Fournal of Communiry Psychology,
35, 231-238.

Ranzijn, R., McConnochie, K., Day, A., Nolan, W., & Wharton,
M. (2008). Towards cultural competence: Australian Indigen-
ous content in undergraduate psychology. Australian Psycho-
logist, 43, 132-1309.

Riggs, D. (2004). Challenging the monoculturalism of psychology:
Towards a more socially accountable pedagogy and practice.
Australian Psychologist 39, 118-126.

Robson, C. (2002). Real world research (2nd ed.). Malden, MA:
Blackwell.

Rose, N. (1996). Inventing our selves: Psychology, power, and
personhood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Rosenau, P. M. (1992). Post-modernism and the social sciences:
Insights, inroads, and intrusions. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Rosnow, R. (1981). Paradigms in transition: The methodology of
social inquiry. New York: Oxford University.



76 L. J. Breen & D. Darlaston-Jones

Sanford, E. C. (1903). Psychology and physics. Psychological
Review, 10, 105-119.

Scherer, K. R. (Ed.) (1992). Fustice: Interdisciplinary perspectives.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sheehan, P. W. (1996). Anticipations ahead for psychology:
Looking from past to future. Australian Psychologist, 31, 183—
190.

Smith, L. T. (1999). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and
Indigenous peoples. Otago, New Zealand: University of Otago
Press.

Stam, H. J. (2006). Introduction: Reclaiming the social in social
psychology. Theory and Psychology, 16, 587-595.

Stam, H. J., Radke, H. L., & Lubek, I. (2000). Strains in
experimental social psychology: A textual analysis of the
development of experimentation in social psychology. Fournal
for the History of the Behavioral Sciences, 36, 365-382.

Sullivan, G. B. (2008). What is the status of theoretical psychology
in Australia and New Zealand? An investigation of contem-
porary teaching and research issues. Australian Psychologist, 43,
61-73.

Taft, R., & Day, R. H. (1988). Psychology in Australia. Annual
Review of Psychology, 39, 375-400.

Toulmin, S., & Leary, D. E. (1985). The cult of empiricism in
psychology, and beyond. In S. Koch, & D. E. Leary (Eds.), 4
century of psychology as science (pp. 594-617). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Turner, J., & Reynolds, K. J. (2001). The social identity
perspective on intergroup relations: Theories, themes, and
controversies. In R. Brown, & S. L. Gaertner (Eds.), Blackwell
handbook of social psychology: Intergroup processes (pp. 133-152).
Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Universities Australia. (2008). A welcome new ERA in transparent
research qualiry assurance. Retrieved 14 April 2008, from http://iwvww.
universities australia . edu. au/content . asp ? page = /news/media_
releases/2008/uniaus_media_04_08.htm

Voudouris, N., & Mrowinski, V. (2008). Excellence in Research
for Australia initiative: Implications for the discipline of
psychology. InPsych, 30(5), 22.

Watson, J. B. (1913/1994). Psychology as the behaviorist views it.
Psychological Review, 101, 248-253.

Watson, J. B., & Raynor, R. (1920). Conditioned emotional
reactions. Journal of Experimental Psychology, 3, 1-14.

Weber, M. (1921/1968). Economy and sociery (Vols. 1, 2, & 3).
Totowa, NJ: Bedminster Press.



Copyright of Australian Psychologist isthe property of Taylor & Francis Ltd and its content may not be copied
or emailed to multiple sites or posted to alistserv without the copyright holder's express written permission.
However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.



