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PSYCHOLOGY FINAL HONOURS DISSERTATION SUGGESTED TOPICS 
2018/2019 

 
 
Signing up for Projects 
This list is designed to help you match your interests with a potential supervisor. You do not need to 
register your choices formally until Friday 27th April , but it is helpful to have this list now, to enable you 
to talk to potential supervisors and agree on a project choice before the start of the next academic year. 
Contact details of each supervisor are given to allow you to email or arrange meetings. 
 
Students may work together in pairs on any project, and are encouraged to do so, but only in exceptional 
circumstances should this number be exceeded. In recent years, almost 40% of projects have been based 
on the student's own idea rather than a staff member. However, as with literature reviews, make sure 
you are choosing a topic which a staff member is willing to supervise. If the supervisor is out of the 
department, e.g. a clinical or educational psychologist, then you must have a member of staff agreeing 
to act as internal supervisor when you register the project at the beginning of semester 1. You should 
submit your choices by ranking your preference of supervisors from 1-8, by 5pm on Friday 27th April using 
a dedicated webform (the link will be distributed after the dissertation information meeting).  
 
Dr David Carmel 
Psychology 4 Course Organiser 
March 2018 
 
Available supervisors and maximum numbers of students 
 

Dr Bonnie Auyeung – 6 Dr Steve Loughnan – 8 

Dr Thomas Bak – 6 Dr Sarah MacPherson – 8 

Dr Kasia Banas – 4 Dr Rob McIntosh - 8 

Prof Tim Bates – 8 Dr Adam Moore – 8 

Dr Tom Booth - 8 Dr Alexa Morcom – 6 

Dr Nic Chevalier – 6 Dr Eva Murzyn – 2 

Dr Martin Corley – 4 Prof Martin Pickering – 8 

Prof Sergio Della Sala – 8  Dr Hugh Rabagliati – 4 

Dr Alex Doumas - 8 Dr Richard Shillcock – 4 

Dr Chris Egan -  8 Dr Sarah Stanton – 4 

Dr Elena Gherri -8  Dr Patrick Sturt – 8 

Prof Wendy Johnson – 8  Prof Caroline Watt – 8 

Dr Billy Lee - 8 Dr Alex Weiss – 8 

Prof Robert Logie – 2  Dr Sue Widdicombe - 6 
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Dr Bonnie Auyeung 
 

Office: S30 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Bonnie.Auyeung@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/bonnie-auyeung 
 

 

 An investigation of the link between social and cognitive development in children 
This topic would be co-supervised with Dr Nic Chevalier. The specific area of focus will be decided 
between the team.  

 

 Investigation of social development in young children 
This topic would employ different techniques which might include eye tracking, near-infrared 
spectroscopy, etc. 

 

 Examination of the relationship between emotional development and symptoms of anxiety and 
depression 

 
Note: I am happy to discuss related topics with students if they have a particular project in mind. 
 

 
 

Dr Thomas Bak 
 

Office: S3 (7GS)  
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Thomas.Bak@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/thomas-bak 
 

 

 Cognitive effects of language learning.  
The studies cited below suggest cognitive effects of language learning, in particular on attentional 
switching. But under which circumstances do they occur? How intensive should the learning be and 
how long does it need to last? Does it matter whether it is implicit or explicit learning?  Does it interact 
with other mental activities such as playing music and video gaming? Does it matter which language 
people learn? 

 

 Cognitive effects of a year abroad. 
A year abroad can offer many interesting experiences but does it also have an impact on cognitive 
functions? Could in fact some of the effects observed in language students (Vega-Mendoza et al 2015) 
be due to the stimulating experience of a year abroad that most of them complete? Does it make a 
difference whether students go to a country speaking different language (and whether they use this 
language themselves)? 

 

 The development of frontal-executive functions in early adulthood. 
Vega-Mendoza et al (2015) showed improvements in executive functions between the first and the 
last year of study in University of Edinburgh students (with some differences between students of 
languages and humanities). But are these effects related to the intellectual stimulation of university 
education or to natural maturation of executive functions? In order to answer this question we need 
to examine a comparison group of the same age, which does not attend university. 

 

mailto:Bonnie.Auyeung@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/bonnie-auyeung
mailto:Thomas.Bak@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/thomas-bak


3 

 

I would be prepared to supervise other projects related to the above-mentioned topics, in particular 
bilingualism and cognition (details to be discussed). 
 
References (all three studies were largely based on data collected in Y4 and MSc projects) 
Bak TH, Vega-Mendoza M, Sorace A (2014) Never too late? An advantage on tests of auditory attention 
extends to late bilinguals. Frontiers in Psychology no. 5: 485. On-line publicartion 26 May 2014.  
 
Vega-Mendoza M, West H, Sorace A, & Bak TH (2015). The impact of late, non-balanced bilingualism on 
cognitive performance. Cognition. E-pub 14/1/2015. 
 
Bak TH, Long MR, Vega-Mendoza M, Sorace A. (2016) Novelty, Challenge, and Practise: The Impact of 
Intensive Language Learning on Attentional Functions. PLoS One. Published on-line 27 April 2016  

 

 
Dr Kasia Banas 

 
Office: G10 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: Kasia.Banas@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/kasia-banas 
 

 
Please see below for a couple of broad topics that I would be keen to supervise on. I am also happy to 
discuss project ideas proposed by students, as long as they can be explored using quantitative 
methodology and relate to social psychological topics.  
 

 Identity and self-regulation 
The role of identity in shaping behaviour has long been acknowledged by researchers working with 
the Social Identity Approach (Hornsey, 2008). However, only very recently Berkman et al. (2017) 
presented a formal model of how identity might affect self-regulation. In this project, we would 
design and conduct an experiment that tests one particular aspect of this model. For example, does 
telling someone that they are good at self-control make them better at self-control? The specific 
hypothesis and study domain would be negotiated between the study team. The focus could be on 
eating, physical activity, studying, or any other personal goal, and the study could be conducted in 
the laboratory or in the field, depending on the preferences of the students involved. 

 
Indicative references 
Berkman, E. T., Livingston, J. L., & Kahn, L. E. (2017). Finding the “self” in self-regulation: The identity-
value model. Psychological Inquiry, 28(2-3), 77-98. 
 
Hornsey, M. J. (2008). Social identity theory and self‐categorization theory: A historical review. Social 
and Personality Psychology Compass, 2(1), 204-222. 

 

 Gender and eating 
There is a growing body of research documenting the effect of gender on people’s food choices and 
eating behaviour. Depending on the students’ interests, we could explore some of the following (or 
related) questions: 
- Do gender norms influence food choices via the reflexive (automatic, implicit) or reflective 

(effortful, explicit) pathway? 
- On average, meat is considered a masculine food, and vegetables are considered feminine. Is 

there a way to present vegetables so that they are more appealing to men? For example, 
presenting a beans-based dish as hearty and filling? 

mailto:Kasia.Banas@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/kasia-banas
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- Does broadening the definition of masculinity change men’s reaction to masculinity threat, and 
alleviates their preference for stereotypically masculine foods or products?    

 
Indicative references 
Brescoll, V. L., Newman, G. E., & Uhlmann, E. L. (2015). Macho Nachos. Social Psychology, 46(4), 182-
196. 
 
Cheryan, S., Schwartz Cameron, J., Katagiri, Z., & Monin, B. (2015). Manning up: Threatened men  
compensate by disavowing feminine preferences and embracing masculine attributes. Social 
Psychology, 46(4), 218-227. 

 
Hofmann, W., Friese, M., & Wiers, R. W. (2008). Impulsive versus reflective influences on health 
behavior: A theoretical framework and empirical review. Health Psychology Review, 2(2), 111-137. 
 
Rothgerber, H. (2013). Real men don’t eat (vegetable) quiche: Masculinity and the justification of 
meat consumption. Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 14(4), 363. 
 
Vartanian, L. R. (2015). Impression management and food intake. Current directions in 
research. Appetite, 86, 74-80. 

  

 
 

Prof Tim Bates 
 

Office: F33 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Tim.Bates@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/timothy-bates 
 

 

 What do successful people do?  
Along with IQ, high conscientiousness accounts for much of success (and low conscientiousness for 
much of what people and those around them regret). If we could raise conscientious behaviour, the 
rewards are high. Limited resource and mindset models of of self-control (Baumeister and Dweck 
respectively) have failed to replicate. Grit (Duckworth) has near-zero incremental value. Other 
models are needed. 

 
In this project, one team of two will study mindset models of self-control. A second team will assess 
conscientious behaviours and conduct an intervention to modify 1 or 2 simple behaviours linked to 
conscientiousness.  

 

 Twin projects  
We have resources for a wide range of twin studies: recent work includes optimism, g x SES effects 
on IQ, depression and conscientiousness, group favouritism, religion and IQ...). This project will 
require competence and enjoyment working with statistics. Read these papers and if you enjoy them 
and the methods, this project might suit you. 

 
Bates, T. C. (2015). The glass is half full and half empty: A population-representative twin study testing 
if optimism and pessimism are distinct systems. Journal of Positive Psychology, 10(6), 533-542. 
doi:10.1080/17439760.2015.1015155 
 
Bates, T. C., Hansell, N. K., Martin, N. G., & Wright, M. J. (2016). When does socioeconomic status 
(SES) moderate the heritability of IQ? No evidence for g×SES interaction for IQ in a representative 

mailto:Tim.Bates@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/timothy-bates
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sample of 1176 Australian adolescent twin pairs. Intelligence, 56, 10-15. 
doi:10.1016/j.intell.2016.02.003 

 

 Persuasion and reason 
We can reason (some better than others), but evidence suggest most people most of the time 
respond intuitively. This is efficient and often accurate (for instance stereotypes typically encode the 
correct default behaviour (Jussim, 2016) but can be wrong.  

 
This team will collect data testing a dynamic model of reasoning about things that are challenging, 
lure us into thinking we don’t need to reason, activate default answers, or have little immediate 
consequence but might alter our views substantially (curiosity based reasoning). You would collect 
data on reasoning, and show how reasoning can be promoted or inhibited, as well as test if there are 
people who reliably reason when it is appropriate: what we are calling “super-thinkers”. 

 
Jussim, L., Crawford, J. T., Anglin, S. M., Chambers, J. R., Stevens, S. T., & Cohen, F. (2016). Stereotype 
Accuracy One of the Largest and Most Replicable Effects in All of Social Psychology. Handbook of 
Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination, 2nd Edition, 31-63. 

 

 Why is Edinburgh beautiful? 
What is attractive architecture? Are there better and worse objects, aesthetically? Or is this, as 
architects mostly say, just opinion? This team would collect additional data testing a theory of beauty 
in building. 

 

 
Dr Tom Booth 

 
Office: F17 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: tom.booth@ed.ac.uk 
Web: https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/tom-boothl 

 
I am happy to supervise projects in the areas of quantitative methods, psychometrics, individual 
differences and health. Areas of interest within these broad categories are healthy ageing, impact of 
retirement on health, and organisational psychology topics more generally. I am also interested in group 
differences in personality, particularly how the magnitudes of these differences change, their relation to 
within group differences, and ultimately within person variation. 

I am also willing to discuss supervising replication studies, especially as collaborative efforts. 

All projects I supervise will be pre-registered and open access, as far as is possible (e.g. if secondary data 
is involved making data available may not be possible).  Building on your learning in R, if students would 
like to learn, we can also run our projects using version control software (e.g. Github) as additional 
transferable skills. 

A specific project, building on a dissertation from 2017-18 (supervised with Alex Doumas), concerns how 
people reason about numbers and the use of common response formats. One of the most commonly 
used measures in psychological research is the rating scale (e.g., wherein one is asked to rate their 
experience on a scale of 1‐7, or on a scale of not‐frequently to frequently). Commonly these measures 
are treated as interval or ratio data for the purposes of analysis. This practice seems highly at odds with 
what we know about how humans represent magnitude. Specifically, human magnitude estimations 
seem logarithmic rather than linear. From the findings of the 2017-18 project, we would be keen to 
extend this line of research. 

mailto:tom.booth@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/david-carmel
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Dr Nicolas Chevalier 
 

Office: S28 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Nicolas.Chevalier@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/nicolas-chevalier 

 
I am prepared to supervise projects investigating cognitive control (executive function) in children and/or 
adults. Cognitive control is one of the best predictors of academic achievement and life success. Emerging 
cognitive control during childhood supports greater autonomy and increasingly adaptive behavior.  

 
Projects may include child and/or adult participants; however, projects with children need to be started 
early and are subject to funding availability. Students are expected to work in pairs. Available projects 
are listed below. Note, however, that not all of the projects below will necessarily be carried out next 
year. Conversely, I am open to co-supervising with Dr. Bonnie Auyeung projects on social and cognitive 
developments that aren’t listed below. 

 

 What are the neural correlates of cognitive control development?  Young children tend to prioritize 
objects that they can manipulate/act upon over cues that signal how to act efficiently. The project 
will use eye-tracking and fNIRS to examine the neural correlates of environmental cue processing and 
how they are affected by the types of cues that children need to process.  
 
Chevalier, N., Dauvier, B., & Blaye, A. (2018). From prioritizing objects to prioritizing cues: A 
developmental shift for cognitive control. Developmental Science, 21(2). 
 
Chevalier, N. (2015). Executive function development: Making sense of the environment to behave 
adaptively. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 24(5), 363-368. 
 

 Is random exploration related to cognitive control in children? This project examines whether, 
unlike adults who tend to exploit their knowledge and only explore when needed, children explore 
their environment more randomly and whether random exploration is related to immature cognitive 
control. 
 
Gopnik, A., O’Grady, S., Lucas, C. G., Griffiths, T. L., Wente, A., Bridgers, S., Aboody, R., Fung, H., & 
Dhal, R. E. (2017). Changes in cognitive flexibility and hypothesis search across human life history 
from childhood to adolescence to adulthood. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 
USA, 114(30), 7892-7899. 
Somerville, L. H., Sasse, S. F., Garrad, M. C., & Drysdale, A. T. (2017). Charting the expansion of 
strategic exploratory behavior during adolescence. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 
146(2), 155-164. 
 

 Representing the goals of others: We spend much of our lives involved in joint activities: from playing 
sport to taking part in conversation. But to be able to coordinate effectively with other in such 
interactions, we must both identify their goals, and how those goals relate to our own. This projects 
uses EEG to investigate when children represent the goals of an interactor, and when they are able 
to identify the difference between two individual goals, and one shared goal.  
 
Milward, S. J., Kita, S., & Apperly, I. A. (2014). The development of co-representation effects in a joint 
task: Do children represent a co-actor? Cognition, 132(3), 269-279. 
 

mailto:Nicolas.Chevalier@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/nicolas-chevalier
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Loehr, J. D., Kourtis, D., Vesper, C., Sebanz, N., & Knoblich, G. (2013). Monitoring individual and joint 
action outcomes in duet music performance. Journal of cognitive neuroscience, 25(7), 1049-1061. 
 

 Developmental change in the timing of proactive control engagement: As they grow older, children 
get better at anticipating and proactively preparing for upcoming activities. This project will examine 
whether the timing of such proactive preparation changes with age in a working memory task. 
 
Munakata, Y., Snyder, H. R., & Chatham, C. H. (2012). Developing Cognitive Control: Three Key 
Transitions. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 21(2), 71–77.  
 
Chevalier, N., James, T. D., Wiebe, S. A., Nelson, J. M., & Espy, K. A. (2014) Contribution of reactive 
and proactive control to children’s working memory performance: Insight from item recall durations 
on response sequence planning. Developmental Psychology, 50(7), 1999-2008. 

 
 

Dr Martin Corley 

 
Office: G8 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: Martin.Corley@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/martin-corley 

 

 Comprehension of disfluent speech 
It’s been known for a while that when speakers hesitate, for example saying “um”, “er”, or “like”, 
listeners’ comprehension processes are affected: They seem to change their predictions of what will 
be said, and they are more likely to remember hearing words that follow disfluencies. However, to 
date, our understanding of exactly how disfluencies affect both the processing and the eventual 
comprehension of messages is incomplete. I’m interested in supervising projects on a range of topics 
to do with this area, including: 
 
The ways in which disfluencies affect attention, using techniques based on phonetic discrimination 
tasks; 
Pitt, M. A., & Szostak, C. (2012). A lexically biased attentional set compensates for variable speech 
quality caused by pronunciation variation. Language and Cognitive Processes, 27, 1225-1239. 

 
What exactly constitutes a “disfluency”, using eyetracking or other methodologies; 
Arnold, J. E., Hudson Kam, C. L., & Tanenhaus, M. K. (2007). If you say thee uh you are describing 
something hard: the on-line attribution of disfluency during reference comprehension. Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 33, 914-930 

 
What listeners think of disfluent speakers, using experimental “games”; 
Brennan, S. E., & Williams, M. (1995). The Feeling of Another's Knowing: Prosody and Filled Pauses 
as Cues to Listeners about the Metacognitive States of Speakers. Journal of Memory and Language, 
34, 383-398. 

 

 The “Little Voice Inside Your Head” 
We all experience an inner voice, but what is its relationship to overt speech? One set of studies 
suggests that our inner voice is like an “underspecified version” of our overt speech, which lacks in 
phonetic detail. I’m not sure that’s true; but showing that it isn’t is a tricky proposition! If you fancy 
a challenge, this is for you: It will probably involve fiendishly complicated tongue-twisters. 

 
Oppenheim, G. M., & Dell, G. S. (2010). Motor movement matters: the flexible abstractness of inner 
speech. Memory & Cognition, 38, 1147-1160. 

mailto:Martin.Corley@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/martin-corley
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 Reading and Answering Questionnaires (joint topic with Dr Tom Booth) 
This project will use eye-tracking methodology to investigate aspects of questionnaire responding, 
with respect to both the reading of items and the processing of response scales. There is scope within 
this broad topic for students to define their own projects. The project will be jointly supervised by 
Tom Booth and Martin Corley. We anticipate that two key focuses will be established, with a pair of 
students working on each; however there will be reasonable overlap in the collective project. 

 
Clifton, C., Staub, A., & Rayner, K. (2007). Eye movements in reading words and sentences. 

 
In R. P. G. van Gompel (Ed.) Eye movements: A window on mind and brain, 341-372. Available at 
http://people.umass.edu/~cec/CliftonStaubRaynerECEM.pdf 

 
Schwarz, N. (2007). Cognitive aspects of survey methodology. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 21, 277-
287. 

 

 
Prof Sergio Della Sala 

 
Office: F6 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: sergio@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sergio-della-sala 

 
 
In addition to the following topics, I will be happy to discuss students’ own ideas for projects related to 
cognitive or experimental neuropsychology, particularly on topics of forgetting or learning.   
 
 

 How do we forget? 
Forgetting is an integral part of memory, not simply the opposite to learning, and is crucial for 
successful cognitive functioning. Questions to be addressed within this topic include:  
o Are different methods of testing differentially sensitive: is recognition less sensitive than recall and 

is recollective remembering more sensitive than familiarity judgement? 
o Does rate of forgetting depend on modality? 
o Do the same rules apply to both long- and short term forgetting? 

Aim of this project is to study aspects of forgetting in healthy people with a view of better 
understanding the causes of pathological forgetting. 

 
References 
Della Sala, S. (2010). Forgetting. Hove: Psychology Press. 

 
Baddeley, A., Rawlings, B., & Hayes, A. (2014). Constrained prose recall and the assessment of long-
term forgetting: The case of ageing and the Crimes Test. Memory, 22, 1052-1059 

 
Sadeh, T., Oxubko, J. D., Winocur, G., &Moscovitch, M. (2014). How we forget may depend on how 
we remember. Trends in Cognitive Science, 18, 26-36. 

 

 Visual memory capacity 
Human memory shows remarkable capacities. It has been shown that this is particularly true within 
the domain of Visual Memory. In Visual memory tasks people can apparently remember an incredibly 
large amounts of information even when each single items is presented only for a brief time. 
However, what we still don’t know is how generalisible these findings are. In particular, which are 

http://people.umass.edu/~cec/CliftonStaubRaynerECEM.pdf
mailto:sergio@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sergio-della-sala
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the everyday circumstances or experimental conditions which would show or fail to show the 
phenomenon of large Visual Memory capacity. We also do not know whether or not this ability is 
preserved in older people and in people suffering from amnesia due to brain lesions or to 
degenerative diseases of the brain. Aim of this project is to investigate Visual Memory capacity in 
some details.  

 
References   
Konkle, T., Brady, T.F., Alvarez, G.A., & Oliva, A. (2010). Scene memory is more 
detailed than you think: The role of categories in Visual Long‐Term Memory. 
Psychological Science, 21: 1551‐1556. 

 
Standing, L. (1973). Learning 10,000 pictures. Quarterly Journal of Experimental 
Psychology, 25: 207‐222. 

 

 Retroactive interference 
Interfering effect of later processing on recall is known as retroactive interference. Context 
dependency implies that material learned in one environment may be more difficult to recall in a 
different environment. Cognitive load refers to the different effect produced by relatively easy vs 
relatively difficult interfering tasks. Material specificity refers to the effects produced by the similarity 
between the to‐be‐ remember material and the interfering material. The role of these variables on 
retroactive interference has been little explored. Aim of this project is to find out whether or not any 
of these variables plays any role in retroactive interference effect whether any of these variables 
interact with delay.  

  
References 
Dewar, M., Alber, J., Butler, C., Cowan, N. & Della Sala, S. (2012). Brief wakeful resting boosts 
memories over the long term. Psychological Science, 23 (9), 955‐960.   

 
Dewar, M., Alber, J., Cowan, N. & Della Sala, S.  (2014). Boosting Long‐term Memory via Wakeful Rest: 
Intentional Rehearsal is not Necessary, Automatic Consolidation is Sufficient. PLOS One 9(10): 
e109542. 

 
  

Dr Alex Doumas 
 

Office: S5 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: call 0131 651 1328 
Email: Alex.Doumas@ed.ac.uk  
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/leonidas-doumas 

 
My research is focused on answering the questions: How do humans represent information, and how do 
we learn these representations? Specifically, I am interested in how humans think abstract thoughts, and, 
specifically, how this ability develops? Most of my work to this point has focused on relational reasoning 
(e.g., how we make analogies between different domains), but I have also worked in math learning, music 
cognition, and language parsing. I use both experimental (with children and adults) behavioural methods, 
and computational models to answer these questions. 
 
I'm happy to supervise students interested in doing cognitive development projects, projects related to 
how we make analogies or think relationally, or projects on math or music learning. 
 
In addition, I have three ongoing projects that students may become involved with. 
 

mailto:Alex.Doumas@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/leonidas-doumas
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 How do we make analogies and how do we use these analogies to solve problems?  How does this 
ability develop? I am currently working on several projects aimed at looking at the development of 
analogical reasoning ability in children aged 4-8. 

 

 I am interested in how we make judgements about how similar two things are. There are several 
current theories of how human similarity judgement works, and I am interested in deciding between 
them. I am conducting experiments with adults and children investigating the factors that make two 
things seem more similar. 
 

 One of the most commonly used measures in psychological research is the rating scale (e.g., wherein 
one is asked to rate their experience on a scale of 1-7, or on a scale of not-frequently to frequently). 
Commonly these measures are treated as interval or ratio data for the purposes of analysis. This 
practice seems highly at odds with what we know about how humans represent magnitude. 
Specifically, human magnitude estimations seem logarithmic rather than linear. I am working with 
Tom Booth on a project to investigate human scale judgements. 

 

 
Dr Chris Egan 
 
Office: S29 (7GS) 
 
Preferred Method of Contact: c.egan@ed.ac.uk 
Web: https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/chris-egan 

 
In addition to the following topics, I will be happy to discuss students’ own ideas for projects related to 
gaze behaviour in the real world, expert-novice differences in motor performance, or comparisons 
between performance on tasks in the laboratory and in the real world.  
 

 Are you lying to me? (joint topic with Dr Martin Corley) 
This project will investigate what cues people use to determine if they are being lied to. A board game 
(the Sheriff of Nottingham) that rewards successful lies and the detection of lies whilst punishing 
unsuccessful lies will be used to create a situation where a group of people (traders) are making 
statements to a person (the sheriff) who must judge the veracity of the statement. The project will 
be jointly supervised by Chris Egan and Martin Corley. Two key focuses will be established, one 
concerning the gaze behaviour of the sheriff and the other concerning the disfluency of the trader’s 
statement. This will be a multi-student project and you will be responsible for one aspect of the data 
collection, coding and analysis, but there will be some overlap. 

 

 Visual illusions and motor performance 
Movements that require online control such as manual aiming and grasping are typically unaffected 
(in terms of movement speed and grasp aperture) by visual illusions of target size. Such findings have 
been used to support the two-visual systems theory. Under certain parameters motor behaviours 
that rely mostly on visual information from the motor planning stage such as golf putting are affected 
by visual illusions in terms of gaze fixation on the target and putting accuracy (Witt et al., 2012; Wood 
et al., 2013). You will design a study to investigate the effect of context-induced illusions on the speed 
and accuracy of motor tasks that require less online control than manual aiming tasks (e.g. dart 
throwing, hitting a ball). 
 
Witt, J. K., Linkenauger, S. A., & Proffitt, D. R. (2012). Get me out of this slump! visual illusions 
improve sports performance. Psychological Science, 23, 397-399.  
 
Wood, G., Vine, S.J., & Wilson, M. R. (2013). The impact of visual illusions on perception, action 
planning, and motor performance. Attention, Perception, & Psychophysics, 75, 830-834. 

mailto:c.egan@ed.ac.uk
https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/chris-egan
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 Eye-movement behaviour of cyclists  
Vansteenkiste et al. (2014) noted that the gaze behaviour of cyclists changed as a result of the quality 
of the cycle path. Proximate road properties were fixated on more when cycling on a low quality cycle 
path than when cycling on a high quality cycle path. Cycle speed was not affected by cycle path 
quality. We will attempt to replicate and expand on their study by investigating the gaze behaviour 
of cyclists at low and high quality cycle paths, but also on the road in the presence of other vehicles.  
You will recruit cyclists to participate in this study and then calibrate and record their gaze behaviour 
using a portable eye-tracker. The participants will cycle a particular route and you will later analyse 
the data through the manual coding of the location of their gaze. You will then compare differences 
in gaze behaviour at the various cycling locations.  

 
Vansteenkiste, P, Zeuwts, L., Cardon, G., Philippaerts, R., & Lenoir, M. (2014). The implications of low 
quality bicycle paths on gaze behavior of cyclists: a field test. Transportation Research Part F-Traffic 
Psychology and Behaviour, 23, 81–87.  

 

 
Dr Elena Gherri 

 
Office: S41 (7GS) 
 
Preferred Method of Contact: elena.gherri@ed.ac.uk 
Web: https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/elena-gherri 
 

Perceptual load in a tactile flanker task  
In the tactile modality, the presence of tactile distractors can impair the detection and discrimination of 
tactile targets presented simultaneously (e.g. Evans & Craig, 1992; Soto-Faraco, Ronald, & Spence, 2004). 
In these studies, tactile stimuli (both target and distractors) were presented to both hands 
simultaneously. However, the mechanisms underlying within-hand and between-hand tactile selection 
might be different, given that a different pattern of tactile ERP modulations is obtained when the 
attentional selection is performed between the hands (c.f. Eimer & Forster, 2003a) or within the same 
hand (c.f. Eimer & Forster, 2003b). Aim of the present project is to investigate whether an analogous 
interference effect would emerge when target and distractors are presented to fingers of the same hand, 
establishing a within-hand  tactile equivalent of the flanker task (Eriksen & Eriksen, 1974). Crucially, by 
manipulating the physical difference between the target and the distractors (high and low perceptual 
load conditions) it will be possible to evaluate whether the interference of incompatible distractors is 
reduced under high perceptual load condition, as postulated by the load theory of selective attention 
(Lavie, Hirst, de Fockert & Viding, 2004).  
 
References: 
Eimer, M. & Forster, B., 2003b. The spatial distribution of attentional selectivity in touch: Evidence from 
somatosensory ERP components Clinical Neurophysiology, 114, 1298-1306. 
 
Eimer, M., & Forster, B., 2003a. Modulations of early somatosensory ERP components by transient and 
sustained spatial attention. Experimental Brain Research, 151, 24-31. 
 
Eriksen, B. A., & Eriksen, C. W., 1974. Effects of noise letters upon the identification of a target letter in a 
nonsearch task. Perception & Psychophysics, 16, 143-149. 
 
Evans & Craig, 1992 Evans, P. M., & Craig, J. C., 1992. Response competition: A major source of 
interference in a tactile identification task. Perception & Psychophysics, 51, 199–206. 
 

mailto:elena.gherri@ed.ac.uk
https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/elena-gherri
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Lavie, N., Hirst, A., Fockert, Jan W. de & Viding, E., 2004. Load Theory of Selective Attention and Cognitive 
Control. Journal of Experimental Psychology General, 133 (3), 339-354. 
 
Soto-Faraco, S., Ronald, A., & Spence, C., 2004. Tactile selective attention and body posture: Assessing 
the contribution of vision and proprioception. Perception & Psychophysics, 66, 1077–1094. 
 
Conflict monitoring across sensory modalities  
The cognitive adaptation phenomenon can be observed in conflict tasks (Flanker task, Simon task, Stroop 
task) when the sequential analysis of trials is carried out (that is when the compatibility of both current 
and preceding trials are considered). Typically, the compatibility effect is reduced after the consecutive 
presentation of two incompatible trials (e.g. Gratton, Coles, and Donchin, 1992). According to the 
response conflict monitoring hypothesis (Botvinick, Braver, Barch, Carter, and Cohen, 2001), the response 
conflict in the preceding trial elicit a stronger top-down control that improve performance in subsequent 
trials. The aim of this project is to test whether the mechanisms responsible for conflict monitoring 
operate in a supra-modal fashion, that is whether these conflict-adaptation effects will still be observed 
when stimuli of different sensory modalities are presented on successive trials.  
 
References: 
Botvinick, M.M., Braver, T.S., Barch, D.M., Carter, C.S. & Cohen, J.D., 2001. Conflict monitoring and 
cognitive control. Psychological Review, 108, 624-652. 
 
Gratton, G., Coles, M.G.H. & Donchin, E., 1992. Optimizing the use of information: Strategic control of 
activation and responses. Journal of Experimental Psychology:General, 121, 480-506. 
 
Space coding in touch 
How do we code the location of a tactile stimulus that is presented to our body? While the primary 
somatosensory cortex encodes the location of a tactile stimulus on the skin surface independently of 
body location, higher level brain areas integrate this information with the location of the body in external 
space. Recent studies on tactile perception have shown that tactile stimuli are remapped from 
somatotopic  to external space before they can be consciously perceived (Azanon & Soto-Faraco, 2008). 
However, little is known about the strength and characteristics of these reference frames. In this project, 
we will use the Simon task as a tool (Simon, 1969; for a recent review, see Hommel, 2010) to investigate 
the reference frames employed to encode tactile stimuli presented to our hands.  
 
References: 
Azanon & Soto-Faraco, (2008). Changing reference frames during the encoding of tactile events. Current 
Biology, 18, 1044-1049. 
 
Hommel, (2011). The Simon effect as tool and heuristic. Acta Psychologica, 136, 189-202. 
Simon, (1969). Reactions towards the source of stimulation. Journal of experimental psychology, 81, 174-
176. 
 
The effects of gaze and covert attention on tactile processing 
When we direct our gaze to one of our hands (even when vision of the hand is prevented), the processing 
of tactile stimuli presented to the gazed hand is enhanced (Forster & Eimer, 2005). The effect of gaze on 
tactile processing is very similar to the ERP modulations of tactile stimuli that are usually found when 
participants covertly attend one of their hands while maintaining their gaze on a central fixation point. 
Furthermore, responses to tactile stimuli presented to the gazed hand are faster than those to the same 
tactile stimuli when presented to the other non gazed hand (c.f. Driver & Grossenbacher, 1996; Honoré, 
Bourdeaud’hui & Sparrow, 1989). The aim of this project is to systematically investigate the nature of this 
gaze effect and its links with covert tactile attention. Is the effect of gaze on tactile processing 
independent from endogenous attention? What happens when gaze and attention are simultaneously 
directed to different hands? Is the effect of gaze dependent on the availability of visual information (what 
happens when the hand are not visible?). 

http://eprints.gold.ac.uk/424/
http://eprints.gold.ac.uk/424/


13 

 

 
References: 
Driver, J., & Grossenbacher, P.J., 1996. Multimodal constraints on tactile selective attention. In T. Inui & 
J.L. McClelland (Eds.) Attention and Performance XVI (pp 209-235). Cambridge MA: MIT Press. 
 
Forster, B., & Eimer, M., 2005. Vision and gaze direction modulate tactile processing in somatosensory 
cortex: evidence from event-related brain potentials. Experimental Brain Research, 165: 8-18. 
 
Honoré, J., Bourdeaud’hui, M., & Sparrow, L., 1989. Reduction of cutaneous reaction time by direction 

eyes towards the source of stimulation. Neuropsychologia, 27, 367-371. 
 

 
Dr Wendy Johnson 

 
Office: F10 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: wendy.johnson@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/wendy-johnson 

 
 
I am prepared to supervise Final Honours projects investigating individual differences in intelligence, 
achievement, personality, and health developmental processes throughout the lifespan. Prior students 
have completed projects involving academic achievement motivation, narcissism, music preferences, 
intelligence, socioeconomic status, tuition fees, pain perception in sports, identity, and school mentoring 
programmes and other topics in a variety of samples. Interested students should contact me to discuss 
project ideas and design. I can be especially helpful in suggesting methodology. 
 
For conceptual background reading, see: 
Johnson, W. (2007). Genetic and environmental influences on behavior: Capturing all the interplay. 
Psychological Review, 114, 423-440. 
 

 
 

Dr Billy Lee 
 

Office: S40 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: B.Lee@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/billy-lee 

 
 
Exploring Lived Experience 
I am interested in phenomenological psychology and use experience-near qualitative methods to explore 
and understand people’s lived experiences. I welcome project proposals on any area of lived experience 
that holds interest or significance for the student. As part of your dissertation you will receive training in 
experience-near interviewing and analysis following the method of Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA). This is a relatively new psychological technique that has been used to understand personal 
experiences around health, sexuality, gender, and identity. IPA is inductive rather than hypothesis driven. 
You will learn how to bracket your preconceptions in order to attempt to get an "insider perspective" of 
your participants' experiences. As part of your project you will identify, recruit and interview up to six 
participants; transcribe the audio recordings; analyse the transcripts; and contextualise your findings. 
Your data should enable you to critique existing psychological knowledge using the experiential accounts 

mailto:wendy.johnson@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/wendy-johnson
mailto:B.Lee@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/billy-lee
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of your participants. Access to a special participant group, perhaps via contacts with a charity or other 
organisation, is a distinct advantage. I prefer to supervise students who are able to work as a pair. 
 
Langdridge, D. (2007). Phenomenological Psychology: Theory, Research and Method. Pearson Prentice 
Hall. 
 
Reid, K., Flowers, P., and Larkin, M. (2005). Exploring lived experience. The Psychologist, 18 (1), 20-23. 
 
Smith, A., Flowers, P., and Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Sage 
Publications. 

 
 

Prof Robert Logie 
 

Office: F9 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: rlogie@staffmail.ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/robert-logie 

 
Multiple cognitive subsystems 
One view of cognition is that it comprises a general ability, as, for example, measured by intelligence 
tests, and that the overall capacity limit of this general ability varies from one person to another. Another 
view is that cognition comprises several different specific abilities, e.g. verbal, visual, spatial, motoric, 
learning, retrieval, planning, inhibition, task switching, reasoning, problem solving and doing two things 
at once. According to this view, each specific ability is supported by different overlapping networks in the 
brain, each of these abilities has its own capacity, and general cognitive ability is the sum of all of the 
individual specific capacities working together, with specific combinations of abilities selected according 
to the demands of a given task. This project will explore the relative merits of these contrasting views of 
human cognition. 
 
References 
Doherty, J. & Logie, R.H. (2016). Resource-sharing in multiple component working memory. Memory & 
Cognition, 44(8), 1157-1167.  
 
Logie, R.H. (2016). Retiring the Central Executive.  Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, 69, 
2093–2109. 
 
Logie. R.H., Saito, S., Morita, A., Varma, S. & Norris, D. (2016). Recalling visual serial order for verbal 
sequences. Memory and Cognition, 590-607. 
 
Saito, S., Logie, R.H., Morita, A. & Law, A. (2008). Visual and phonological similarity effects in verbal 
immediate serial recall: A test with kanji materials. Journal of Memory and Language, 59, 1-17. 

 
 

Dr Steve Loughnan 
 

Office: UF40 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Steve.Loughnan@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/steve-loughnan 

 

mailto:rlogie@staffmail.ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/robert-logie
mailto:Steve.Loughnan@ed.ac.uk
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I am interested in a range of social psychological topics. Below I list two topics (sexual objectification, 
animals and meat-eating) and provide references. I am open to other, student-guided projects provided 
that they fall within this domain. Please bear in mind that I am an experimental psychologist and have no 
qualitative skills and could not supervise a qualitative project. 
 
 
Objectification 
 

 Female Objectification by women 
It is increasingly recognised in the literature that in addition to the well-studied tendency for men to 
objectify women, so too women objectify each other, sometimes to an even greater extent. This 
research project will explore the reasons underlying female-on-female objectification.  

 Objectification and Harassment 
Stranger harassment (unwanted sexual attention from strangers in public spaces) has been linked to 
both self-objectification and fear of rape for women who experience it (Fairchild & Rudman, 2008). 
It has also been shown that body-surveillance, one element of self-objectification, may mediate the 
relationship between stranger harassment and other objectification for both men and women 
(Davidson, Gervais, & Sherd, 2015). A potential question for future research in this area could 
examine whether there are differences in how stranger harassment and sexual harassment by known 
others relate to experiences of sexual objectification.   

 
Animals 
The relationship between people and animals is somewhat paradoxical; most of us report loving animals 
and eating animals. How do people psychologically negotiate this problem? How do they deal with the 
emotional conflict that can arise when thinking about their consumption behaviours? One project will 
definitely look at whether positive or negative contact with animals in virtual reality (VR) can change 
attitudes towards the treatment of animals.  
 
References 
Davidson, M. M., Gervais, S. J., & Sherd, L. W. (2015). The ripple effect of stranger harassment on 
objectification of self and others. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 39(1), 53-66.  
 
Fairchild, K., & Rudman, L. A. (2008). Everyday stranger harassment and women’s objectification. Social 
Justic Research, 21, 338-357.  
 
Loughnan, S., Bastian, B., & Haslam, N. (2014). The Psychology of Eating Animals. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science, 23, 104-108  
 
Loughnan, S., Haslam, N., Murnane, T., Reynolds, C., Suitner, C., & Vaes, J. (2010). Objectification leads 
to depersonalization: The denial of mind and moral concern to objectified others. European Journal of 
Social Psychology, 40, 709-717.  
 
Vaes, J., Loughnan, S., & Puvia, E. (in press). The inhuman body: When sexual objectification becomes 
dehumanizing. In P. Bain, J.-P. Leyens & J. Vaes (Eds.). 

 

 
 

Dr Sarah MacPherson 
 

Office: S11A (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Sarah.MacPherson@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sarah-e-macpherson 

mailto:Sarah.MacPherson@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sarah-e-macpherson
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Difficulties in social cognition are thought to be a key contributor to social functioning deficits and 
interpersonal impairments. Adults who exhibit better social cognitive abilities are more competent at 
social interactions e.g. social communication tasks. Moreover, individuals who experience social cognitive 
deficits often report high levels of social isolation and limited social relationships.  
The Edinburgh Social Cognition Test (ESCoT) is a newly developed measure of social cognition. It examines 
cognitive theory of mind, affective theory of mind, interpersonal understanding of social norms and 
intrapersonal understanding of social norms. 
 
Project 1: The Edinburgh Social Cognition Test, social functioning and social networks 
The aim of this project is to examine the relationship between performance on the ESCoT, social 
functioning (e.g. engagement in social activities) and social networks (e.g. peer support and friendship 
groups) in a healthy population.  
 
Project 2: The Edinburgh Social Cognition Test and Cognitive Reserve  
This project will investigate the relationship between cognitive health and performance on the subtests 
of the ESCoT. It will focus on cognitive reserve and how this ability may affect performance on the ESCoT 
in healthy younger and older adults.  

 
 

Dr Rob McIntosh 
 

Office: UF36 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: r.d.mcintosh@ed.ac.uk 
Web: https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/robert-mcintosh 
 

In addition to the following topics, I am happy to discuss students’ original ideas for projects related to 
motor behaviour or visual attention. 
 

 Grasping the laws of behaviour 
Steven Hawking said that we haven’t had much success predicting human behaviour from 
mathematical equations. Maybe he had not heard of Fitts’ law, which can predict how long someone 
will take to make a reaching action, based on how far away and how small the target is. We recently 
adapted this law for the more complex situation of grasping a solid object. We can predict almost 
perfectly how long people will take to reach out and grasp objects of different sizes, at different 
distances. We used a rather artificial grasping task in our recent experiment. In this project, you will 
design a more naturalistic follow-up study to find out how well these ‘laws’ hold up when people 
grasp objects in more everyday circumstances. You will learn how to use infrared motion capture to 
study movement, and you might even get to draw figures as beautiful as Figure 4 in our paper. 

 
McIntosh, R. D., Mon-Williams, M. & Tresilian, J. R. (2018). Grasping at laws: speed-accuracy trade-
offs in manual prehension. Journal of Experimental Psychology, Human Perception & Performance, 
preprint here. 

 

 Two sides to every story 
I have a long-standing interest in spatial neglect, a symptom that arises after right brain damage. 
Neglect is a bias of attention away from the left, and towards the right side of space. If you ask a 
person with neglect to mark the middle of a horizontal line, they will tend to mark far to the right of 
centre. Healthy adults also show spatial biases, but these are much more subtle, and tend to be 
towards the left side (this has sometimes been called ‘pseudoneglect’). I have introduced a new way 
of analysing the line bisection task that makes it more sensitive to biases of attention in neglect. I 

mailto:r.d.mcintosh@ed.ac.uk
https://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/robert-mcintosh
https://www.dropbox.com/s/94ny7lcnfrlc6g0/McIntosh_2018_JEPHPP_speed_accuracy_prehension_proof.pdf?dl=0
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would like to run some experiments using this new version of bisection in healthy adults, to see what 
we can find out about this task, and about spatial biases of attention in the normal brain. 

 
McIntosh, R. D. (2017). The end of the line: Antagonistic attentional weightings in unilateral neglect. 
Cortex. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2017.07.011 
 
McIntosh, R. D., Ietswaart, M., & Milner, A. D. (2017). Weight and see: Line bisection in neglect 
reliably measures the allocation of attention, but not the perception of length. Neuropsychologia, 
106, 146-158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2017.09.014 

 

 Language through the looking glass 
When learning to write, children often reverse letters, or even whole words. They may write their 
name back to front, such that it would look normal if seen in a mirror. This used to be thought of as 
a sign of low intelligence; but it’s actually quite an impressive trick for a child to write letters back-to-
front when they have never been taught to do so. Mirror writing may provide clues about how 
representations of written language develop. The Psychologist article by McIntosh and Della Sala 
gives a sweeping introduction to mirror-writing. The other references report experiments on mirror-
writing in schoolchildren by previous Honours and MSc students. If you plan to do follow-up studies 
with schoolchildren, you will need to be extremely well-organised, proactive and motivated. 

 
McIntosh RD & Della Sala S (2012). Mirror writing: spontaneous, involuntary, and deliberate. The 
Psychologist, https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/getfile/898 

 
McIntosh, R. D., Hillary, K., Brennan, A., & Lechowicz, M. (2018). Developmental mirror-writing is 
paralleled by orientation recognition errors. Laterality: Asymmetries of Body, Brain and Cognition, 1-
20. https://doi.org/10.1080/1357650X.2018.1445748 
 
McIntosh, R. D., Anderson, E. L., & Henderson, R. M. (2018). Experimental confirmation of a 
character-facing bias in literacy development. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2018.01.011 

 

 Performance, skill, and self 
In 1999, Kruger & Dunning, reported that, when people were asked to estimate how good they are 
at judging humour, or reasoning, the people who were worst in these abilities vastly over-estimated 
their competence. This is one of those findings in Psychology that has captured people’s imagination. 
The paper has been cited > 3500 times, and bloggers and journalists love the idea that stupid people 
are too stupid to know how stupid they are (google it). We have recently run (unpublished) 
experiments with more basic tasks, like pointing at dots, and found similar effects. With these tasks, 
we can readily manipulate the experiment in interesting ways. For instance, by adapting the task to 
the person’s level of skill, we can hold performance constant despite differences in skill. When 
performance is equalised in this way, the Dunning-Kruger effect evaporates, which has interesting 
implications for what its cause may be. You could use similar tasks to find out more about the famous 
Dunning-Kruger effect. 

 
Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it: how difficulties in recognizing one's own 
incompetence lead to inflated self-assessments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77(6), 
1121. 

 
Burson, K. A., Larrick, R. P., & Klayman, J. (2006). Skilled or unskilled, but still unaware of it: how 
perceptions of difficulty drive miscalibration in relative comparisons. Journal of personality and social 
psychology, 90(1), 60. 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2017.07.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2017.09.014
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/getfile/898
https://doi.org/10.1080/1357650X.2018.1445748
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2018.01.011
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Dr Adam Moore 
 

Office: S32 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: amoore23@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/adam-moore 

 
I am open to other ideas, broadly in the area of moral psychology or the psychology of power, as well as 
the projects mentioned below: 
 

 Investigating the role of the desire for power on romantic relationships.  
There are individual differences in the desire for power, with some people seeking different forms of 
power in social interactions. This project aims to evaluate the relationship between these desires and 
relationship style (i.e. attachment styles). Does the desire for power predict how secure you are in 
your relationships, and does it also predict how secure your partner is? 

 

 Does cognitive load really reduce/interfere with utilitarian moral judgement? 
The extant literature on this claim is ambivalent to some extent. A key / landmark paper is highly 
cited, but many others have failed to find this (or similar) effects. We will undertake to replicate the 
original study by Greene et al. (2008). 

 

 The impact of desire for power on moral judgement. 
Differential desires for power can lead to significantly different kinds of behaviour in various social 
settings. This project aims to clarify whether or not moral judgement is altered systematically by the 
desire for certain kinds of power. 

 

 
 

Dr Alexa Morcom 
 

Office: F31 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: email alexa.morcom@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/alexa-morcom 

 
My main research interest is in memory: basic memory mechanisms, and how memory changes as we 
age.  In both areas of interest, projects are possible examining how episodic memory changes in ageing, 
or advancing understanding of how it works in young adults. Student input into the project topic is 
encouraged. For example, versions of these projects could use online tasks, rather than getting people 
to visit the lab. There is computing support for this, if you are interested. There is also potential for more 
basic research into how memory works, just in healthy young adults, on either of these topics. And if 
you’re more computationally inclined, have a look at project 2b. 
 
In general, it’s recommended you work with a dissertation partner. This is particularly important for 
projects on ageing, because of the greater demands in terms of data collection. Dissertation partners 
usually have different dissertation topics addressing related questions (e.g. one in young adults, one 
ageing project, or two related ageing projects).  
 
Episodic memory and episodic memory in ageing 
Conscious long-term memory for specific events is one of the abilities most affected by ageing. Older 
people have difficulty remembering details and associations between items (Luo & Craik, 2008). 
Importantly, they can be prone not only to failing to remember unique events, but also to false memories, 
that is, mistakenly ‘remembering’ events that did not happen.  

mailto:amoore23@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/adam-moore
mailto:alexa.morcom@ed.ac.uk
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Luo L, Craik FIM. (2008). Aging and memory: a cognitive approach. Canadian Journal of Psychiatry. 
53(6):346-53.  
 
Topic 1: Proactive control of memory and the effects of ageing 
A little studied aspect of episodic memory is what people do proactively – before retrieving a memory – 
in order to recover the information they seek. This is an important aspect of memory control if we are 
not to depend only on environmental cues to trigger recall. Craik’s theory of cognitive ageing (1) states 
that older adults depend more on cues, and are impaired at cognitive control. There is good evidence 
that proactive control outside the memory domain is affected, but few studies have examined its impact 
on memory (Morcom, under review). Such research has often involved neuroimaging (e.g. 2), in order to 
separate what happens before retrieval from the usual measures of memory (i.e., what is actually 
retrieved). Therefore, it is difficult to study using only behavioural measures – unless we use particular 
‘tricks’.  
 
Here are some possible projects: 
 
a) Proactive control by older adults when there is interference.  

One ‘trick’ is Jacoby et al.’s innovative ‘memory for foils’ paradigm (Jacoby, Shimizu, Velanova, & 
Rhodes, 2005). Jacoby et al. found age-related differences in proactive retrieval control just as we did 
in an earlier ERP study (discussed in Duverne et al.’s paper). But Duverne et al. (2009) showed that 
age differences do not always occur. You will extend Jacoby et al’s (2005) study using a task in which 
there are competing retrieval goals.  
 

b) Proactive control by older adults: benefits of not using it? 
Another ‘trick’, which allows us to ask a slightly different question, is to measure how selective our 
memory is when we are trying to retrieve one type of information. Does setting this goal negatively 
affect our ability to recall other things? This study will focus on effectiveness of proactive control by 
assessing memory for goal-relevant and goal-irrelevant information. It would be interesting to find a 
paradoxical benefit to older adults of failures of proactive control: they should be less prone to this 
‘down-side’.  
 

c) Individual differences in cognitive control and the proactive control of memory  
On either topic a or b there are also interesting questions to be asked about individual differences in 
control ability among young adults, which appear to impact memory control. 

 
Duverne, S., Motamedinia, S., & Rugg, M. D. (2009). Effects of Age on the Neural Correlates of Retrieval 
Cue Processing are Modulated by Task Demands. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 21(1), 1-17. 
doi:10.1162/jocn.2009.21001 
 
Jacoby, L. L., Shimizu, Y., Velanova, K., & Rhodes, M. G. (2005). Age differences in depth of retrieval: 
Memory for foils. Journal of Memory and Language, 52(4), 493-504. doi:10.1016/j.jml.2005.01.007 
 
Morcom A. Mind over memory: cueing the aging brain. Current Directions in Psychological Science. Under 
review. 
 
Topic 2: Ageing, meaning and false memory 
An emerging hypothesis is that semantic memory can assist episodic memory to a greater degree in older 
adults, but may also bring a cost in terms of increased false memory (Umanath & Marsh, 2014). This is 
because memories based on general, gist, information (I saw a cat) rather than item-specific detail (I 
recall seeing a ginger cat) can be misleading. A number of studies have shown that older adults over-use 
gist and under-use detail. We recently replicated and extended earlier findings suggesting the semantic 
information can play a critical role in older adults’ false memory errors in a task involving recognition of 
pictures of everyday objects (Pidgeon & Morcom, 2014). However, in other types of false memory 
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research, ageing effects are not always found. In a meta-analysis of studies using the Deese-Roediger-
McDermott paradigm, Gallo (2006) found non-significant age-related differences in false recognition, 
agreeing with some of our recent data (Hope & Morcom, paper under review reporting on previous year 
4 dissertation work).  
Gallo, D. A. (2006). Associative illusions of memory (2 ed.). New York and Hove: Psychology Press. 
 
Pidgeon, L. M., & Morcom, A. M. (2014). Age-related increases in false recognition: the role of perceptual 
and conceptual similarity. Frontiers in aging neuroscience, 6, 283-283. doi:10.3389/fnagi.2014.00283 
 
Umanath, S., & Marsh, E. J. (2014). Understanding How Prior Knowledge Influences Memory in Older 
Adults. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 9(4), 408-426. doi:10.1177/1745691614535933 
 
a) Semantic and perceptual effects on false memory 

A neat way to separate different influences on false memory is to vary both semantic and perceptual 
relations between words presented in different ‘fancy fonts’ (Arndt & Reder, 2003). Our studies so 
far have combined this approach with word stimuli from the Deese-Roediger-McDermott paradigm 
(see Gallo, 2006). In this, unlike in Pidgeon & Morcom’s (2014) study, the lures are not necessarily 
related to studied items by category (e.g. cats, or pets, or animals) but are strongly associated with 
studied items in semantic memory. If semantic effects on episodic memory are generally stronger in 
ageing we should find effects in this paradigm too – but so far, we have actually found reduced effects 
in older adults. This may be because the task discouraged gist processing. 

 
This project will use an important manipulation not made so far: to vary the encoding task to 
determine when older adults rely on gist and when they process item-specific information.  

 
Arndt, J., & Reder, L. M. (2003). The effect of distinctive visual information on false recognition. 
Journal of Memory and Language, 48(1), 1-15. doi:Pii s0749-596x(02)00518-1  
 
Hope, C., Morcom, A.M. Semantic relations do not always increase false memory in older adults. 
Psychology & Aging. Under review. 
 

b) A model-based approach 
A limitation of prior work on knowledge and episodic memory in ageing has been use of different, 
difficult-to-compare ways of assessing the role of gist in memory. In new work, we are using specific 
model-derived measures of conceptual structure to investigate false memory and the role of meaning 
in ageing, using a computationally explicit model of semantic memory to ask whether and how prior 
knowledge has a greater impact on false recognition of pictures of common objects in older adults 
than in young (the Conceptual Structure Account; (Clarke & Tyler, 2015). This requires you to be 
comfortable with R so far: you would use full linear mixed-effects models – with guidance – to look 
at how aspects of semantic processing that vary over different items affect true and false memory in 
young and older adults.  
 
Depending on results of current year 4 projects, we will determine the next step in understanding 
how conceptual structure impacts episodic memory. If you are interested, I can show you a poster 
reporting the initial results in a young group. 
 

There is also plenty of scope on this topic for novel studies in young adults.  
 
Clarke, A., & Tyler, L. K. (2015). Understanding What We See: How We Derive Meaning From Vision. 
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 19(11), 677-687. doi:10.1016/j.tics.2015.08.008 
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Dr Eva Murzyn 
 

Office: G10 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Eva.Murzyn@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/eva-murzyn 

 
My research is focused on video game play. I’m interested in how people engage with the strategic and 
ethical decisions presented by video games, how players navigate the social elements of multiplayer 
games, and what factors affect success and expertise collaborative or competitive in video games. This 
research links to various areas of individual differences, social psychology and sports psychology, and I 
can supervise quantitative and qualitative (Thematic Analysis) projects. 
 
Potential quantitative topics include predictors of toxic or cooperative behaviour in multiplayer games, 
influence of personality and motives on strategy selection in games, and gamer identity. Qualitative 
topics can include accounts of griefing and toxic game play, as well as experiences of playing “serious 
games”. 
 
I am happy to discuss related topics with students if they have a particular project in mind. 

 

 
 

Prof Martin Pickering 
 

Office: S12 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Martin.Pickering@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/martin-pickering 

 
I am interested in supervising projects concerned with language and communication, particularly in 
relation to aspects of meaning or grammar.  My research addresses questions relating to speaking, 
listening, reading, bilingualism, and the links between linguistic and musical interaction. I would also 
consider projects about social aspects of language use, dialogue as a form of joint action, and the 
relationship between language and music.  Here are four example types of project. 
 

 Preparing your response in conversation 
During conversation, we switch between listening to our partner and producing our own response. 
We do this so quickly that there is often little gap between our own and our partner’s contribution 
(around 200ms; Stivers et al., 2009). As a result, listeners must prepare at least part of their own 
response before the speaker reaches the end of their turn. One hypothesis suggests listeners do this 
by guessing the content of the speaker’s utterance (e.g., by forming a rough estimate of how many 
more words they are going to utter; Bögels, Magyari, & Levinson, 2015).This project investigates what 
type of information listeners can use to make these guesses, so they can prepare and produce their 
own response.   

 
References 
Bögels, S., Magyari, L., & Levinson, S. C. (2015). Neural signatures of response planning occur midway 
through an incoming question in conversation. Scientific Reports, 5. 

 
Stivers, T., Enfield, N. J., Brown, P., Englert, C., Hayashi, M., Heinemann, T., ... & Levinson, S. C. (2009). 
Universals and cultural variation in turn-taking in conversation. Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, 106(26), 10587-10592. 

mailto:Eva.Murzyn@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/eva-murzyn
mailto:Martin.Pickering@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/martin-pickering
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 Bilingual turn-taking 
Research suggests that bilinguals often activate both their native (L1) and non-native (L2) languages 
when speaking and listening (Hartsuiker, Pickering, & Veltkamp, 2004). How do they juggle these 
languages during conversational turn-taking, where there is little gap between speaking and 
listening? Previous studies have shown that monolingual participants may achieve such coordination 
by anticipating when the speaker will reach the end of their utterance (De Ruiter, Mitterer, & Enfield, 
2006). However, research has not yet examined whether bilingual listeners use similar mechanisms 
when conversing in their second language. By comparing bilingual and monolingual participants, this 
project will investigate whether turn-taking mechanisms are similar in L1 and L2. 

 
References 
De Ruiter, J. P., Mitterer, H., & Enfield, N. J. (2006). Projecting the End of a Speaker's Turn: A Cognitive 
Cornerstone of Conversation. Language, 82(3), 515-535. 

 
Hartsuiker, R. J., Pickering, M. J. Veltkjamp, E., (2004). Is syntax separate or shared between 
languages? Cross-linguistic syntactic priming in Spanish-English bilinguals. Psychological Science, 
15, 409-414. 

 

 Social aspects of alignment 
People tend to repeat each other’s choices of words and grammar in a way that appears to underlie 
communicative success (Pickering & Garrod, 2004). To what extent is this tendency affected by social 
factors? Do interlocutors tend to like partners more if they repeat aspects of their utterances? And 
are people more likely to align with people who they appear to have more in common with? This 
project will combine work in social psychology and the psychology of language using experiments 
that measure the causes and effects of linguistic repetition. 

 
Pickering, M.J., & Garrod, S. (2004). Toward a mechanistic psychology of dialogue. Behavioral and 
Brain Sciences, 27, 169-225. 

 

 Turn-taking in music and language 
There is good evidence that rehearsing speech using an unfamiliar accent improves subsequent 
comprehension of speech in that accent (Adank et al., 2010), which suggests that people use 
experience of production to aid comprehension.  But does production experience specifically aid 
prediction of speech, and is it similarly important for music? Can people learn to better predict the 
behaviour of somebody with a different musical or speech style to their own simply by practicing that 
person’s style? This project will investigate whether people are better at predicting musical and 
conversational partners if they have previously mimicked their style. 

 
Adank, P., Hagoort, P., & Bekkering, H. (2010). Imitation improves language comprehension. 
Psychological Science, 21(12), 1903–9. 

 
Keller, P. E., Knoblich, G., & Repp, B. H. (2007). Pianists duet better when they play with themselves: 
on the possible role of action simulation in synchronization. Consciousness and Cognition, 16(1), 102–
11. 

 
 

Dr Hugh Rabagliati 
 

Office: G28 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: hugh.rabagliati@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/hugh-rabagliati 

mailto:hugh.rabagliati@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/hugh-rabagliati
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My lab works on how children learn language, with a particular focus on meaning: How children learn the 
meanings of words, and how they learn the procedures for mapping complex thoughts to structured 
sentences. More broadly, I am interested in conceptual development (which can interact with language 
development, and pose fun questions about linguistic relativity) and cognitive development. Typically we 
assess these questions by recording children's explicit responses to questions while also monitoring eye 
movements as a more implicit measure of understanding.  
 
While a lot of our research involves testing children, we also ask questions that are easier to answer by 
testing adults. For example, I am particularly interested in the attentional and memory mechanisms that 
allow us to combine word meanings (e.g., why is it easier to remember a phrase, like “big red boat”, than 
a list, like “hat, jump, boat“. Other projects looks at how social categories (like Male and Female) affect 
how we understand and use language. 
 
Some example projects are below, but I'm always happy to chat with motivated students who want to 
design their own project. Developmental work can be tough but it is also very rewarding: Recruiting and 
testing children takes time. Project students will therefore be expected to muck in in the lab, helping 
everyone in recruitment, testing and data processing. 
 

 Language processing in adults  
What role(s) do factors like awareness play in how we understand the meanings of sentences? In 
these projects, students will use techniques like masked priming and continuous flash suppression to 
test how information from individual words words is combined together to create complex meanings.  

 
References  
Rabagliati, H. , Robertson, A., & Carmel, D. (2018). The role of awareness in understanding language. 
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 147(2), 190-208. 
 
Rabagliati, H.A., Doumas, L.A.A., & Bemis, D.K. (2017). Representing composed meanings through 
temporal binding. Cognition, 162, 61-72. 

 

 Language development  
 
a) Language comprehension  
How do children learn to understand sentences? One possibility is that they learn via prediction: They 
constantly make guesses about what they will hear next, and then revise their internal grammars 
whenever there is a mismatch. In this project, we would use eye tracking to examine whether young 
(2 ‐ 4 year old) children really make predictions about upcoming words, and if so, what sort of 
predictions they make? For instance, do they predict the sounds of upcoming words? This work is 
potentially important for understanding why some children have difficulty acquiring language.  

 
References 
Rabagliati, H., Gambi, C., & Pickering, M.J. (2016). Learning to predict, or predicting to learn? 
Language, Cognition and Neuroscience, 31, 94-105. 

 
b) Language production  
Much of language development occurs in the context of conversations between children and adults. 
We are interested in how children learn to speak in phrases and sentences. We use eye tracking to 
measure how they plan their upcoming utterances. Again, this work is important for understanding 
why some children have difficulty using language. 
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References 
Rabagliati, H., & Robertson, A. (2017). How do children learn to avoid referential ambiguity? Insights 
from eye-tracking. Journal of Memory and Language, 94, 15-27. 

 
c) Linguistic and conceptual development (incl. relativity)  
How does learning a language affect how we think about the world, and how does our knowledge of 
the world affect our expectations as to how language should be used? For example, do children have 
different expectations for trait adjectives (like smart or nice) based on their gender and experiences? 
When adults talk, do they use different linguistic constructions to talk about different social groups?  

 
Skarabela, B., Rabagliati, H., & Srinivasan, M. (subm.).  The Development of a Generative Lexicon: 
Evidence from Instrument Verbs 

 
 

Dr Richard Shillcock 
 

Office: 4.24 (IF) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: rcs@inf.ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ppls.ed.ac.uk/people/richard-shillcock 

 
 
Hemispheric differences in the artificial grammar learning (AGL) task 
The student(s) will carry out an AGL task in which participants view a series of character strings on the 
screen, displayed vertically and very briefly to the right or left of fixation. After this ‘training’ session they 
are given a short distractor task and are then required to judge a number of subsequent strings as to 
whether or not they are ‘grammatical’ (i.e. obeying the same ‘rules’ as the strings in the training session). 
We will test the hypothesis that there are hemispheric differences in such judgements, with the right 
hemisphere being more inclusive (i.e. making more Yes responses). 
 
This experiment has already been successfully piloted. A well-executed version of this experiment and a 
successful outcome will have a lot of implications for the field of statistical learning and will be very 
publishable. This project will require acquiring facility with e-prime. It may be carried out as a joint project 
between two students. 

Relevant papers: 
Bellamy, K. J., & Shillcock, R. (2007). A right hemisphere bias towards false memory. Laterality, 12(2), 154-
166. 
 
P.S. If any student has an idea for a dissertation they would like to discuss, then my office hours are 9.00-
10.00 each weekday. 

 

 
Dr Sarah Stanton 

 
Office: S27 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: Sarah.Stanton@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sarah-stanton 

 
 

mailto:rcs@inf.ed.ac.uk
http://www.ppls.ed.ac.uk/people/richard-shillcock
mailto:Sarah.Stanton@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sarah-stanton
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Broadly, my research focuses on the cognitive and affective aspects of close relationships and their 
effects on behavior, physiology, and health and well-being. For the 2018-2019 academic year, I have four 
specific projects in mind (see below); however, you are welcome to contact me if you would like to discuss 
your own research ideas related to relationship science. 
 

 PROJECT 1: Do we experience schadenfreude when misfortune befalls our romantic partner? 
Feelings of schadenfreude (i.e., pleasure felt at another’s misfortune) are a common experience for 
most individuals. Prior research has identified three major circumstances in which feelings of 
schadenfreude tend to arise: First, observers typically experience schadenfreude when they benefit 
from the misfortune; Second, observers typically experience schadenfreude when they feel the 
misfortune is deserved; Third, observers typically experience schadenfreude when the misfortune 
befalls an envied person (for a review, see Smith et al., 2009). However, no research has examined 
the experience of schadenfreude in a romantic relationship context. Romantic partners tend to 
incorporate each other into their self-concepts (Aron et al., 1992), and intimate relationships are 
characterized by greater empathy and a tendency to respond more positively to upward vs. 
downward comparisons (Pinkus et al., 2008). For these reasons, it may be that feelings of 
schadenfreude are not experienced in romantic relationships, or that they exist only under specific 
conditions (e.g., in “I told you so” situations). 

 
This project will explore when and to what extent schadenfreude is experienced by partners in 
romantic relationships. This kind of work might appeal to students who are interested in affective 
processes and relationship dynamics, and who wish to gain hands-on experience in the lab. 

 
References: 
Pinkus, R. T., Lockwood, P., Schimmack, U., & Fournier, M. A. (2008). For better and for worse: 
Everyday social comparisons between romantic partners. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 95, 1180-1201. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.95.5.1180 

 
Smith, R. H., Powell, C. A. J., Combs, D. J. Y., & Schurtz, D. R. (2009). Exploring the when and why of 
schadenfreude. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 3, 530-546. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00181.x 

 

 PROJECT 2: How do different partner-ideal discrepancies influence cardiovascular response? 
People hold images of their “ideal,” perfect romantic partner or thoughts of the qualities they want 
a potential or current romantic partner to possess (e.g., a partner who is attractive and supportive). 
According to the Ideal Standards Model (ISM; Fletcher et al., 1999; Simpson et al., 2001), romantic 
partners evaluate themselves and each other in order to assess the quality of their relationship. These 
evaluations may reveal partner-ideal discrepancies (i.e., perceptions that partners fall short of each 
other’s ideals) that can affect relationship dynamics. There are two distinct types of ideal 
discrepancies: (1) A PD-partner discrepancy occurs when one partner perceives that the other 
partner does not match his/her ideals (in other words, the partner is the cause of the discrepancy); 
(2) A PD-self discrepancy occurs when one partner perceives that he/she does not match the other 
partner’s ideals (in other words, the self is the cause of the discrepancy). PD-partner and PD-self 
discrepancies are both psychologically painful, but studies suggest they are subjectively unique 
experiences; for instance, PD-partner discrepancies are linked with dejection emotions and a focus 
on achieving more satisfying outcomes, whereas PD-self discrepancies are linked with agitation 
emotions and a focus on avoiding additional unsatisfying outcomes (Lackenbauer & Campbell, 2012).  

 
This project will explore the unique consequences of the two types of partner-ideal discrepancies for 
cardiovascular outcomes. This kind of work might appeal to students who are interested in 
perceptual and physiological processes and relationship dynamics, and who wish to gain hands-on 
experience in the lab. Please note that this project involves the use of a guided imagery exercise 
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designed to activate ideal discrepancies; thus, students must be comfortable walking participants 
through the exercise and reading potentially sensitive prompts aloud. 

 
References: 
Fletcher, G. J. O., Simpson, J. A., Thomas, G., & Giles, L. (1999). Ideals in intimate relationships. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 72-89. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.1.72 

 
Lackenbauer, S. D., & Campbell, L. (2012). Measuring up: The unique emotional and regulatory 
outcomes of different perceived partner-ideal discrepancies in romantic relationships. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 103, 472-488. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0029054 

 

 PROJECT 3: How does psychological flexibility help us have better romantic relationships? 
Psychological flexibility (i.e., a set of dynamic processes that unfold over time, including the ability to 
contact the present moment fully, and to bring behavior in line with values and goals, Hayes et al., 
2006; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010) plays an important role in living well. It is likely that, in romantic 
relationships, psychological flexibility buffers against negative processes and enhances positive 
processes; however, almost no research has examined psychological flexibility in a romantic 
relationship context. A pilot study in my lab suggests that psychological flexibility can enhance 
attachment security and promote better personal and relationship outcomes (e.g., greater self-
compassion and eudaimonic well-being). Given that psychological flexibility is a tractable marker of 
a happy and healthy life, a logical next step is to test the utility of an intervention designed to promote 
psychological flexibility. 

 
This project will explore simple but powerful methods to increase individuals’ psychological flexibility, 
and to test how experimentally-enhanced psychological flexibility might contribute to better 
relationships. This kind of work might appeal to students who are interested in cognitive processes 
and relationship dynamics, and who wish to gain hands-on experience in the lab. 

 
References: 
Arriaga, X. B., Kumashiro, M., Simpson, J. A., & Overall, N. C. (2018). Revising working models across 
time: Relationship situations that enhance attachment security. Personality and Social Psychology 
Review, 22, 71-96. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1088868317705257 

 
Kashdan, T. B., & Rottenberg, J. (2010). Psychological flexibility as a fundamental aspect of health. 
Clinical Psychology Review, 30, 865-878. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00181.x 

 

 PROJECT 4: Do we seize opportunities for personal growth when our romantic partner’s 
responsiveness is salient? 
Psychologists have long studied how bad relationships foster bad outcomes, but less attention has 
been paid to how couples can enhance the strengths of their relationship to achieve personal and 
relational fulfillment (Gable & Haidt, 2005). One crucial relationship strength, and an organizing 
principle in relationship science, is partner responsiveness—the degree to which romantic partners 
care for, understand, and validate each other (Finkel, Simpson, & Eastwick, 2017; Reis, Clark, & 
Holmes, 2004; Reis & Gable, 2015). One way greater partner responsiveness may promote better 
relationships is by helping individuals grow. The potential for self-expansion (i.e., personal growth) 
via a relationship is characterized by diverse romantic behaviors and shared experiences (Mattingly 
& Lewandowski, 2014) and is an important predictor of individual happiness and relationship success 
(Fivecoat, Tomlinson, Aron, & Caprariello, 2015; Lewandowski & Ackerman, 2006). Links between 
partner responsiveness and self-expansion are supported by theoretical models of relationship 
dynamics, but little research has tested these links in empirical studies. 

 
This project will explore whether individuals will take advantage of opportunities for self-expansion 
following experimentally-induced salience of partner responsiveness. This kind of work might appeal 
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to students who are interested in behavioral processes and relationship dynamics, and who wish to 
gain hands-on experience in the lab. 

 
References: 
Fivecoat, H. C., Tomlinson, J. M., Aron, A., & Caprariello, P. A. (2015). Partner support for individual 
self-expansion opportunities: Effects on relationship satisfaction in long-term couples. Journal of 
Social and Personal Relationships, 32, 368-385. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0265407514533767 

 
Reis, H. T., & Gable, S. L. (2015). Responsiveness. Current Opinion in Psychology, 1, 67-71. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.01.001 
 

 
 

Dr Patrick Sturt 
 

Office: G29 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Patrick.Sturt@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/patrick-sturt 

 

 The causes of misinterpretation 
The psychology of language seeks to explain how we deploy a range of different types of information 
in real time, to arrive at the successful interpretation of language. However, what many existing 
theories fail to explain is why we often misinterpret sentences, even when they are quite simple. This 
project would involve examining misinterpretations experimentally, with the aim of testing 
theoretical claims about why they arise.  Three possible causes that could be investigated are (a) 
interference in memory retrieval processes; (b) the subconscious adjustment of expectations to allow 
for the possibility of errors in the input, and (c) shallow processing (i.e. some of the language input 
may not be fully analysed).  

 
Wagers, M., Lau, E., and Phillips, C. (2009). Agreement attraction in comprehension: Representations 
and process. Journal of Memory and Language 

 
Gibson, E., Bergen, L. & Piantadosi, S. (2013). The rational integration of noisy evidence and prior 
semantic expectations in sentence interpretation. Proceedings of the National Academy of Science, 
110(20), 8051-8056,Sanford,  

 
Sanford, A.J.,Leuthold,J.,Bohan,J.,& Sanford,A.(2011). Anomalies at the borderline of awareness: an 
ERP study. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 23(3), 514–523 

 

 Processing of structured information across cognitive domains 
In daily life, human cognition often requires the processing of information that has a hierarchical 
structure: in other words, the recognition of a complex object requires the recognition of its 
component sub-parts.  For example, in mathematical cognition, to calculate 2 x 3 + 4, we need to 
compute 2 x 3, and add the result to 4, while to calculate 2 + 3 x 4, we need to add 2 to the result of 
multiplying 3 x 4. Understanding language also requires the recognition of hierarchical structure. The 
most sensible interpretation of “organic coffee dealer” (a dealer of organic coffee) requires 
combining the complex expression “organic coffee” with “dealer”, while the interpretation of 
“wealthy coffee dealer” (a coffee dealer who is wealthy) requires combining “wealthy” with the 
complex expression “coffee dealer”.  The recognition of hierarchical structure has also been proposed 
to play a role in other cognitive domains, such as visual scene perception, event and action 
understanding, and music.  This project will address questions such as: How do we go about 
processing these structures in different domains. Are the processes or mental representations shared 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.01.001
mailto:Patrick.Sturt@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/patrick-sturt
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across cognitive domains?  The details of the study will be agreed between the student and the 
supervisor, and methods could potentially include eye-tracking, reaction time recording, or priming 
techniques.  

 
Scheepers, C., & Sturt, P. (2014). Bi-directional syntactic priming across cognitive domains: From 
arithmetic to language and back. Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, 67(8), 1643-1654..  

 
Scheepers, C., Sturt, P., Martin, C., Myachykov, A., Teevan, K., and Viskupova, I. (2011). Structural 
Priming across cognitive domains: From simple arithmetic to relative clause attachment. 
Psychological Science 22:1319-3126  

 
Schneider E, Maruyama M, Dehaene S, Sigman M. (2012). Eye gaze reveals a fast, parallel extraction 
of the syntax of arithmetic formulas. Cognition 125(3):475-90.  

 
Projects 3 and 4 
In addition to the above projects, I would be happy to supervise any project within a wide range of topics 
in cognitive psychology. I am best qualified to supervise projects in the psychology of language, but would 
also be able to discuss possible projects in other areas such as musical cognition.  I would also be happy 
to supervise replication study of an existing published piece of research.   

 
 

Prof Caroline Watt 
 

Office: S39 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Caroline.Watt@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/caroline-watt 

 

 Is there replicable evidence for extrasensory perception? Individual differences in ganzfeld ESP task 
performance (up to 4 projects) 
The ganzfeld is a mild sensory isolation procedure that parapsychologists have been using since the 
1970s to test for hypothesised extrasensory perception (ESP). Meta-analyses of this work have mostly 
found results consistent with the ESP hypothesis (Hyman, 1985; Honorton, 1985; Bem & Honorton, 
1993; Milton & Wiseman, 1999; Storm, Tressoldi & di Risio, 2010), leading some parapsychologists 
to claim that they have found replicable evidence for ESP using the ganzfeld method. However, the 
retrospective nature of these meta-analyses (as with most meta-analyses) allows the possibility of 
researcher bias to operate (Watt & Kennedy, 2017). Therefore there is still debate over the evidence 
for or against the ESP hypothesis. To help resolve this debate, I have posted a prospective meta-
analysis of ganzfeld ESP studies on the Koestler Parapsychology Unit Study Registry (Watt, 2016). The 
proposed projects would contribute to this effort by conducting pre-registered trials testing ESP using 
the ganzfeld method. The projects would vary in terms of the other variables that could also be 
implemented as possible predictors of task performance (e.g., unselected participants vs participants 
selected on factors such as practice of a mental discipline, paranormal belief/disbelief, absorption, 
artistic ability, extraversion/introversion), according to students' interests. 

 
While priority will be given to the above topic, I am also prepared to consider supervising student-
led experimental projects on other parapsychological topics. 

 
References 
Storm, L., Tressoldi, P. E., & Di Risio, L. (2010). Meta-analysis of free-response studies, 1992-2008: 
Assessing the noise reduction model and parapsychology. Psychological Bulletin 136, 471-485. 

 

mailto:Caroline.Watt@ed.ac.uk
http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/caroline-watt
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Watt, C. (2016). A prospective meta-analysis of pre-registered ganzfeld ESP studies. 
https://koestlerunit.wordpress.com/study-registry/registered-studies/ 

 
Watt, C., & Kennedy, J. E. (2017). Options for prospective meta-analysis and introduction of 
registration-based prospective meta-analysis. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 2030. 

 

 
 

 

Dr Alex Weiss 
 

Office: B18 (7GS) 
 

Preferred Method of Contact: Alex.Weiss@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/alexander-weiss 

 
Students choosing me as their dissertation supervisor will be required to devise their own dissertation 
project. I am willing to supervise feasible dissertations that focus on topics such as human or nonhuman 
animal personality, animal behaviour, evolutionary psychology, health psychology, and aging. Please 
see me before you decide to select me as it is important that we discuss the potential feasibility of a 
project or any pitfalls. 

 

 
Dr Sue Widdicombe 

 
Office: UF35 (7GS) 

 
Preferred Method of Contact: S.Widdicombe@ed.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.ed.ac.uk/profile/sue-widdicombe 

 
1. Surviving war: accounting for the experience of armed conflict 

Kellezi, Reicher and Cassidy (2009) found that some Kosovo Albanians survivors of the armed 
conflict in 1999 described the war in positive terms, as affirming their identity. A discursive study of 
Lebanese accounts of conflicts reached similar conclusions. Kellezi et al argue that such accounting 
practices may be an important coping strategy for dealing with extreme events. This project will 
develop these ideas further, by collecting accounts (e.g. through the internet) and taking a 
discursive psychological approach. 
 
Kellezi, B., Reicher, S. and Cassidy, C. (2009), Surviving the Kosovo Conflict: A Study of Social 
Identity, Appraisal of Extreme Events, and Mental Well-Being. Applied Psychology, 58: 59–83. 
 

2. Making class relevant 
Discursive psychologists argue that we should treat categories and identities as situated practices, 
as things we do not things we are. This project could consider how this insight could contribute to 
an understand of class membership. It would extend the study by Scharff (2008) by using naturally 
occurring data and asking when is social class made relevant, for what purposes, how. 

 
C. M. Scharff (2008) Doing class: A discursive and ethnomethodological approach, Critical Discourse 
Studies, 5:4, 331-343, DOI: 10.1080/17405900802405247 

 
Antaki, C. & Widdicombe, S. (1998) (eds.) Identity as an Achievement and as a tool, Ch. 1 in 
Identities in Talk. London: Sage. 
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Or Widdicombe, S. (2017). Some relevant things about gender and other categories in discursive 
psychology. In C. Tileaga & E. Stokoe (eds) Discursive Psychology: Classic and contemporary issues. 
Routledge. 

 
An alternative topic could be ‘Are you a feminist?’: a discursive psychological analysis of the 
variety of ways in which people construct and use the category ‘feminist’ as a resource in 
interaction. 

 
 
3. Insults, identity and intergroup relations. 

Insults are commonly used and serve a variety of functions. They often make relevant particular 
social identities or stereotypical characteristics of the intended recipient and thereby reinforce 
social divisions of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. Research on playground interaction has shown how in 
insulting, pre-adolescent boys draw on gender, ethnicity, social class and economic status 
differences, but they do not explore the contribution that the study of insults could make to our 
understanding of prejudice, intergroup relations and the everyday use of social categories. This 
project could make use of one or more of a variety of sources of data: graffiti, ‘live’ TV (e.g. Big 
Brother), internet chatrooms, or verbal interaction. It could use discursive psychology to show how 
insults are done and how responded to and to examine in detail the kinds of descriptions of persons 
they employ. 

 
Reference 
Evaldsson, A-C. (2005) Staging insults and mobilizing categorizations in a multiethnic peer 
group. Discourse & Society, 16(6), 763-786. 

 
 

An alternative to this would be to examine identity and intergroup relations in talk about the FIFA 
World Cup 2018 (‘Should ‘we’ stay or should ‘we’ go?’) 

 
 


