Ideas for Undergraduate Student Projects

1.         PERSONALITY AND PSYCHOPATHOLOGY RESEARCH
This general area consists of questionnaire-based research centred on the measurement of basic emotion and motivational systems, specifically those related to human personality and various forms of psychopathology. This research revolves around three major systems of defence and approach motivation and behaviour: (a) the Fight-Flight Freeze System (FFFS; fear-related), the Behavioural Inhibition System (BIS; anxiety-related), and the Behavioural Approach System (BAS; hope/pleasure-related) – these systems form part of what is now known as the Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory (RST) of personality.

Applications of RST may be made to such areas as: depression, anxiety, fear-related conditions, antisocial and psychopathic personality disorders, Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and eating disorders. There are also interesting connections to be made to attachment theory, and childhood personality development. Other specific applications of RST include the study of a number of counter-productive behaviours, such as:

a.         Differentiating Fear and Anxiety
Much recent research has been devoted to find out whether the emotions of fear and anxiety are separable emotional states, or whether they exist in a continuum. Research in this Group has contributed to this debate, and continues to throw light upon this long-running debate in clinical psychology and psychiatry.

b.         Personality and Gambling
Study of the psychological bases of problematic gambling behaviour, including the interaction of individual differences in the sensitivity/reactivity of reward and punishment systems, and the involvement of executive functions in decision-making.

c.       Psychopathy and Antisocial Behaviour
The behavioural, cognitive and emotional bases of psychopathy and/or antisocial tendencies has veebn explored by reference to individual differences in the fundamental systems of defence and approach noted above, and much more worj is need to clarify fully their relationships.

d.     Psychological Measurement of Defensive and Approach Systems of Personality.
The measure of basic defensive and approach systems has been a topic of intense debate for many years, and members of the Differential Psychology Research Group have made important contributions to it. A new measure of the Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory (RST) of Personality has recently been developed by Philip Corr and Andrew Cooper, and work is needed to test and valid its structure.

e.         Applications of Personality Theory to the Workplace
Research into the application of personality theory and measurement to workplace behaviours, such as job satisfaction, motivation and counter-productive behaviours (e.g., dishonesty). The relationship between fundamental brain systems of emotion and motivation and workplace behaviour is an important, yet under-researched, topic, including the processes leading to ‘burn-out’ (stressful over-work) and ‘rust-out’ (stressful under-work).

f.         Behavioural Economics (Neuroeconomics)
The psychological basis of people’s economic decision making (e.g., spending and savings decisions, and the allocation of precious time) is a relatively new area of focus. There are relationships between personality and such personal life decisions that have important consequences (e.g., some people steeply discount the future and spend today, not saving tomorrow). It would be possible to explore these issues within the remit of an appropriately design research project, for example measuring the perceived benefits against the ‘opportunity costs’ of personal decisions

2.         PSYCHOSIS-PRONENESS AND SCHIZOTYPY
This general area is concerned with the prevalence and measurement of schizophrenia-related cognitions and behaviours (e.g., unusual experiences, cognitive disorganisation, and introvertive anhedonia) in the general population. Various studies are possible, including exploring underlying cognitive processes and looking at the positive aspects of schizotypy (e.g., creativity).  

 3.         BEHAVIOURAL CONTROL AND CONSCIOUSNESS
The role of consciousness in psychological processes is widely debated, and is a minefield of theoretical and experimental problems. But the question of how conscious awareness influences behaviour is fundamental in psychology; and its role in psychological disorders is also important (indeed, it defines the experience of such disorders). It would be possible to design projects examining issues of controlled-reflective (including conscious awareness) and automatic-reflexive (pre/non-conscious) processes on a range of psychology-related behaviours (e.g., excessive worry, rumination and depression).

 4.         CONFIDENCE IN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
This research is concerned with defining confidence in university studies and devising way to increase confidence across a range of university-related activities, not only academic, but social and professional too. This is an important issue for employability and the concept of 'graduadness'.

Get in touch with him if you want to discuss any of these topics further (p.corr@uea.ac.uk).

