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Defining the approach: Model Answers

Define what is meant by the psychodynamic approach in Psychology. (6)

Sigmund Freud suggested that behaviour is motivated by inner conflicts and repressed emotions which are not available to conscious awareness. 
He believed that infants are born as a bundle of ‘id’ or biological drives for sex, aggression and other survival needs but that through experiences within the family and society, the id becomes constrained by reality (ego) and society’s rules for socially acceptable behaviour (superego). 
The three parts of personality are in a constant state of conflict thus behaviour and even our dreams are motivated by the ego’s attempts to satisfy both the id and the superego. 
For example, one way of satisfying the id’s urge to be aggressive might be to play a contact sport such as rugby. This is known as sublimation and is an example of a defense mechanism. It allows the person to experience catharsis or discharge of the id’s aggression in a socially acceptable, thus also satisfying the superego. 
Freud believed that people could also experience neurotic symptoms which reflect unresolved conflicts from childhood however these can be treated through psychoanalytic therapy using techniques such as free association and dream analysis to make the unconscious conscious, setting people free from their troubled pasts and allowing them to take control of their futures.

Describe two key assumptions of the psychodynamic approach (3+3)

This approach focuses upon the influence of unconscious desires and repressed emotions in motivating behaviour and personality. The unconscious is a vast area of the mind which stores all those desires, thoughts, memories and fantasies which may threaten our sense of self worth and identity. They are repressed yet their energy requires discharge and thus Freud believed that the ego’s attempts to do this through the use of defence mechanisms, dreamwork jokes, Freudian slips and hysteric symptoms. Freud also depicted the id as the unconscious part of the personality made up of biological drives, predominantly for sex and aggression, which are repressed due to their socially unacceptable nature. Aspects of the superego or morality principles are also unconscious and exert constraints upon our behaviour.

The second assumption of this approach is the importance of early childhood in shaping adult personality. Now describe the psychosexual stages, and the effects of over and under gratification and  fixation on adult personality types.
Third assumption is that behaviour/personality are determined by an interaction between nature and nurture; we are born with instinctive drives for sex and aggression, (nature, survival value; evolutionary advantage if we have these drives), however the drives are modified by experiences within the family during early childhood (0-5 years), (nurture).
