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Defining  the  Psychodynamic  Approach

What are these psychologists aiming to do?

These psychologists aim explain aspects of human behaviour which cannot be explained through rational judgement and reason. Much of the time we say and do things which we can’t explain or do things which seem accidental and unimportant. Psychoanalysts aim to demonstrate that such events are reflections of inner conflicts and repressed emotions which are not available to conscious awareness. They aim to explain our adult personality traits by examining early childhood experiences. They believe that everyone passes through a series of five developmental stages which follow a set order and that unresolved conflicts during these stages shape our adult personality.
What drives these psychologists in this area? 

Psychoanalytic theory was constructed as a consequence of a number of extremely detailed case studies conducted by the medical doctor, Sigmund Freud whilst trying to rid his patients of a range of inexplicable hysteric symptoms, or physical problems with no organic cause. He came to believe that certain physical and mental complaints could not be explained by the medical model and thus was driven to demonstrate that environmental events particularly in early childhood could shape our adult lives. He came to realise that those factors which explained abnormal behaviours could be equally applied to those without symptoms.
What makes this approach special in comparison with the others (essential differences)? 

Unlike the biological or behaviourist approaches, psychodynamic psychologists recognise that behaviour results from an interaction between biological drives, e.g. sex and aggression with learning experiences within the family. This implies that all human beings regardless of culture are driven by some of the same biological influences and accounts for similarity across cultures however different child rearing practices may mean these needs are expressed to a greater or lesser extent and this could explain cultural differences in adult behaviour. For this reason the theory is hard to falsify or prove wrong.

How do these psychologists attempt to support their arguments?

Traditionally, psychodynamic psychologists have used qualitative research methods including clinical interviews or transcripts of therapy sessions with individual clients and detailed accounts of individual patients or case studies have been used to illustrate psychoanalytic concepts. Psychoanalytic theories are notoriously hard to test and the research methods such as dream analysis and free association are far from scientific. Other more scientific methods have included thematic apperception tests where participants explain what they are able to perceive in ambiguous pictures or shapes.

What contributions have they made that is most associated with the approach?

Despite the problems in testing psychoanalytic concepts, this approach has made a lasting impression on modern psychology and Western thought such as the importance of early childhood and relationships with our parents, (especially the mother) and the recognition that we all have a number of basic needs, including sex, which if denied due to cultural constraints may be expressed through self destructive and antisocial behaviour. The idea that our mind somehow censors our internal representation of reality has also been influential.

How has the approach evolved over time?

Neo-Freudians such as Erik Erikson recognise the importance of cultural and social constraints as a source of conflict and also modern psychoanalysts are less focused on the past and more aware of the impact of current conflicts on thinking and behaviour. 
