
Mini Dissertation Project Topics 
BONNIE AUYEUNG 
Polycystic Ovary Syndrome (PCOS) in women with Autism and their mothers 

Polycystic Ovary Syndrome (PCOS) is caused by high levels of testosterone. It is characterized by 

irregular menstrual cycles, delayed onset of puberty (menarche), and hirsutism (excess bodily hair). 

A previous study found that women with Asperger Syndrome (AS) had elevated rates of PCOS, a 

result consistent with the idea that they may have elevated testosterone. That same study also 

found elevated rates of PCOS in mothers of children with autism or AS, possibly for genetic reasons, 

as an index of the broader autism phenotype. This project will retest this finding in a larger sample. 

The data will come from the Autism Research Centre website at www.autismresearchcentre.com.  
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KASIA BANAS 
Does social identity shape evaluations of food pleasantness? A conceptual replication. 

Recent studies (Hackel et al., 2018) have shown that social identification and identity salience 

influence people’s evaluations of foods. It seems that foods associated with a valued identity are 

perceived to be tastier than other foods. So, for example, someone who strongly identifies with 

Canada, is likely to perceive Canadian maple syrup as tastier than British golden syrup. A British 

person with a strong sense of national identity may have the opposite perception.  

In this project, we will conceptually replicate Study 2 from Hackel et al., (2018), looking at how 

British participants evaluate British food products. Students will have the opportunity to pilot a set 

of food items to be used in the study, to collect responses using an online survey engine, and to 

http://www.autismresearchcentre.com/


analyse data using linear mixed effects (note: this technique is not currently taught in RMS, but 

appropriate statistical support will be provided as part of supervision).  

Hackel, L. M., Coppin, G., Wohl, M. J., & Van Bavel, J. J. (2018). From groups to grits: Social identity 

shapes evaluations of food pleasantness. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 74, 270-280. 

 

TIM BATES 
What you can (and cant) change about ourselves? 

Many people say that they want to change a behavior, but struggle to do so. In this project, we will 

test how people can change behaviours. 

You’ll become aware of competing theories of personality, eudaimonia, motivation, self-efficacy, 

willpower/limited resource, conditioning, and mindset models that seek to explain self-control, 

change, and agency. 

We’ll measure "what people do” using the Behavioral Indicators of Conscientiousness scale, and test 

the short-term change of a behavior, and generalization of change predicted from giving people 

tools that encourage agency in their lives. 

You’ll have to recruit subjects, administer questionnaires, and record activities. You’ll also learn how 

to design a study, and how to analyse these data. 

Jackson, J. J., Wood, D., Bogg, T., Walton, K. E., Harms, P. D., & Roberts, B. W. (2010). What do 

conscientious people do? Development and validation of the Behavioral Indicators of 

Conscientiousness (BIC). J Res Pers, 44(4), 501-511. doi:10.1016/j.jrp.2010.06.005 

 

NIC CHEVALIER 
Do adults struggle to reason about false beliefs? 

Young children often struggle to attribute false beliefs to others and reason on that basis, often 

responding instead from their own perspective or what they know to be true. False-belief 

understanding and reasoning dramatically improve over the preschool years, contributing to the 

development of theory of mind during childhood. Unlike pre-schoolers, adults are thought to skilfully 

reason about false-beliefs. Yet, a thought-provoking study showed that, under some circumstances, 

even adults are prone to deficits in false-belief tasks similar to those encountered by young children. 

Specifically, adults’ own knowledge of an event’s outcome can bias how they reason about other 

people’s beliefs about that event (Birch & Bloom, 2007). The present mini-dissertation aims to 

replicate Birch and Bloom’s study. It will give you the opportunity to collect and analyse behavioural 

data and debate on the extent to which cognitive processes show continuity over the life-span. 

Birch, S. A. J., & Bloom, P. (2007). The curse of knowledge in reasoning about false beliefs. 

Psychological Science, 18(5), 383-386. 

 

 

 



CHRIS EGAN 
Visual illusions and motor performance 

Movements that require online control such as manual aiming and grasping are typically unaffected 

by visual illusions of target size, such findings have been used for support of the two-visual systems 

theory. Golf putting is affected by the Ebbinghaus illusion in terms of gaze fixation on the target and 

putting accuracy (Witt et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2013). Golf putting relies less on online control and 

more on visual information from the motor planning stage than manual aiming tasks. You will 

replicate the Wood et al. (2013) study or design a similar study to investigate the effects of context-

induced illusions on gaze behaviour and accuracy of a motor task that requires less online control 

than manual aiming tasks (e.g. dart throwing).  

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. 

 

ELENA GHERRI 
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.  
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PAUL HOFFMAN 
Maintaining coherence when speaking 

Although it often feels effortless to us, conversational speech involves complex cognitive processes. 

When people tell a story or have a conversation, they must plan and monitor the content of their 

speech so that it remains coherent and easy to follow. This regulation of speech is thought to involve 

high-level executive control processes but the exact mechanisms involved have rarely been 

investigated. In a recent study, we found that the ability to select the most relevant information 

from knowledge retrieved from memory is important for regulating speech. People who were skilled 



at this kind of selection were more likely to remain focused and on-topic when speaking about 

everyday subjects (Hoffman, Loginova, & Russell, Preprint). 

In this project we will try to replicate and extend these findings. Specifically, we will test whether 

varying the instructions given to people affects the content of their speech. Are people more likely 

to remain on-topic if we ask them to be informative vs. if we ask them to be entertaining? As part of 

the project, you will develop skills in experimental design, transcribing and working with speech 

samples, and using custom R functions to run analyses on the speech data. 

Hoffman, P., Loginova, E., & Russell, A. (Preprint). Poor coherence in older people's speech is 

explained by impaired semantic and executive processes. 

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2018/08/28/320473 

 

BILLY LEE 
Exploring Lived Experience 

The aim of the project will be to explore and to understand a particular lived experience chosen by 

the group. You will use Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), a qualitative method that 

attempts to get close to what it is like to live through, or have lived through, a particular experience. 

As part of the project, you will learn to interview participants, transcribe audio recordings, analyse 

transcripts, and write up the themes. This method has been used to study experiences of health, 

sexuality, gender, and identity. IPA is inductive, rather than hypothesis driven. It avoids prior 

assumptions and illuminates human experiences as they are lived by people and the meanings they 

assign to their experiences. A recent theme has been men's wellbeing, masculinity, and ageing, and 

it is likely that this project will continue to draw participants from this demographic.  
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STEVE LOUGHNAN 
Perceptions of women and men online 

Increasingly people are constructing and distributing online profiles (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, etc). 

These profiles can be rich sources of information about what a person is like, and their composition 

and content can tell us about the underlying individual and their perception of the audience. 

Objectification Theory has long argued and shown that some people are prone to focusing on how 

their body looks rather than more internal characteristics such as personality, aspirations, and ideas. 

This is particularly likely to occur in domains of gender and sex. Despite this, most work linking 

online profiles with concepts in self-objectification uses Facebook, MySpace, and other platforms 

not specifically linked to either sex or gender. This project will focus on online dating platforms, 

specifically Tinder. Do Tinder profiles conform or deviate from the predictions made by 

Objectification Theory? How about the predictions from research on print media/advertising and 

gender (e.g., face-ism)? Put simply, do our existing theories of objectification fit a 21st century online 

world?  

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2018/08/28/320473


In this project we will start by reviewing the work on self-objectification and portrayals of men and 

women in print media. The group will look for concrete predictions about online profiles which can 

be made based on these findings. We will then collect a range of profiles, potentially across a range 

of nations, and construct a coding scheme to test whether those hypotheses hold.  

Fredrickson, B., & Roberts, T.A. (1997). Objectification theory: toward understanding women's lived 

experiences and mental health risks, Psychology of Women Quarterly. 21 (2): 173–206.  

Archer et al., (1983). Face-ism: Five studies of sex differences in facial prominence, Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology. 45 (4): 725–735. 

SARAH MACPHERSON 
The role of executive functioning in creativity  

Creativity is thought to result in ideas or work that are novel, high quality, and relevant to the 

immediate task. Creativity has been associated with executive functioning where creative individuals 

are thought to find it easier to inhibit dominant responses and switch to other strategies (i.e., the 

disinhibition hypothesis; Eysenck, 1993; Martindale, 1999). Therefore, it is predicted that individuals’ 

creativity can be improved if they are asked to perform a secondary task occupying their inhibitory 

attention while performing a creative task. In this project, you will examine creativity using the 

alternate uses task where individuals should generate as many alternative uses for a given object as 

they can. At the same time, individuals will be asked to perform an inhibition task. The project 

attempts to examine whether participants significantly improve in terms of their creative ability 

under dual-task conditions in an attempt to better understand the role of inhibition in creativity. 

Benedek, M., Franz, F., Heene, M., & Neubauer, A.C. (2012).  Differential effects of cognitive 

inhibition and intelligence on creativity. Personality and Individual Differences, 53, 480–485.  

Radel, R., Davranche, K., Fournier, M., & Dietrich, A. (2015). The role of (dis)inhibition in creativity: 

Decreased inhibition improves idea generation. Cognition, 134, 110-120. 

 

CRISTINA MARINHO 
Language and interaction in political interviews 

Since the mid-1980s, political interviews and more generally news broadcast interviews have been 

approached by conversation analysts and discursive psychologists as interactional encounters, 

produced for a general audience, and, with interviewers and interviewees managing different, and 

often contrary, roles and interests (Clayman & Heritage, 2002; Hutchby, 2005). Thus, studies in this 

tradition have shown that although political interviews typically follow a more or less pre-

determined question-answer format (Clayman, 1988), with interviewers asking questions and 

politicians responding, these encounters are difficult for both participants. For example, interviewers 

seek to phrase challenging questions as neutral (Clayman, 1988) and pursuit evasive answers 

(Clayman & Heritage, 2002), while politicians tend to present their own (subjective) views as factual 

(Dickerson, 1997) and resist answering difficult questions (Clayman, 2001; Clayman & Heritage, 

2002).  

In this project, students will select, transcribe and analyse political interviews using techniques 

developed by conversation analysis and discursive psychology. The focus of this qualitative study will 

depend on the data but students will analyse discursive devices used by politicians/interviewees 



within these contexts, either by looking in detail at how politicians manage issues of stake and 

identity (Dickerson, 1997, 1998) or evade difficult questions (Clayman, 2001). 

Clayman, S. E. (2001). Answers and evasions. Language in Society, 30(3), 403–442. 
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ROB MCINTOSH 
Prism adaptation and spatial representation 

Unilateral neglect is a disabling disorder in which people fail to pay attention to one side of space, 

usually the left, following damage to the right hemisphere of the brain. If you ask a patient with 

neglect to judge the middle of a horizontal line, they usually go too far to the right. Twenty years 

ago, Rossetti and colleagues (1988) discovered that a brief period of adaptation to a shifted visual 

field, using prism glasses, could improve the symptoms of neglect. Colent and colleagues (2000) 

subsequently found that prism-adaptation could also cause small shifts in spatial judgements in 

healthy people. Recently, some authors have claimed that the treatment works differently for 

different people, depending on their initial spatial bias (e.g. Schintu et al, 2017). It has been 

suggested that people who are initially biased leftward will be shifted to the right by a prism 

adaptation, and people who are initially biased rightward will be shifted to the left. This is 

interesting, but there is a problem with this idea, or at least with the current evidence for it. The 

problem is a statistical artefact known as ‘regression to the mean’. In this project, we will think 

about how regression to the mean might explain some previous results, and design an experiment 

that effectively controls for this artefact. Then we will run (some version of) that experiment. 

Colent, C., Pisella, L., Bernieri, C., Rode, G., & Rossetti, Y. (2000). Cognitive bias induced by visuo-
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ALEXA MORCOM 
False memories: Gist-based processes in normal ageing 

It is well known that memory declines in normal, healthy ageing. Episodic memory – for specific 

events – is particularly affected. What is less certain is the degree to which older people are more 

prone to recall events that never happened, and the factors contributing to such increases (see 

Devitt & Schacter, 2016, for review). Tun, Wingfield, Rosen and Blanchard’s (1998) landmark study of 

false memory and ageing found that older adults only showed greater false recognition than the 

young when the task encouraged general, or gist, processing by blocking the related words together 

in time when people studied them. This finding is important because it suggests that this reliance on 

gist may be amenable to behavioural modification. It is also important because in the Deese-

Roediger-McDermott (DRM) paradigm which the researchers used, false memories are frequent, 

vivid and convincing. try to replicate influential findings. In this project, we will build on a successful 

conceptual replication study by last year’s Mini Dissertation group which found a null (non-



significant) effect of age on false recognition. As a group you will decide on one of two options for a 

follow-up 

Tun et al.’s (1998) study has been cited 215 times (Google Scholar, September 2017), but has never 

been replicated. There is a current controversy about failures to replicate some findings in 

Psychology, and a resultant move to make our methods more robust (for review see Laws, 2016). It’s 

therefore a great time to study to consolidate and interpret their finding. We will (like last year) 

preregister the study on the Open Science Framework, which increases transparency and improves 

the chances of publishing in the event of a null result (http://help.osf.io/m/registrations/l/546603-

enter-the-preregistration-challenge). Before deciding, and running the experiment, you will conduct 

a literature review evaluating the significance of Tun et al.’s study and the evidence for age-related 

increases in false recognition.  

Devitt, A. L., & Schacter, D. L. (2016). False memories with age_ neural and cognitive underpinnings. 
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Laws, K. R. (2016). Psychology , replication & beyond. BMC Psychology, 2–9. 
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Tun, P. a, Wingfield, A., Rosen, M. J., Blanchard, L., & Tun, A. (1998). Response latencies for false 
memories: gist-based processes in normal aging. Psychology and Aging, 13(2), 230–241. 
http://doi.org/10.1037/0882-7974.13.2.230 

 

ALEX WEISS 
Personality and semen quality in the Vietnam Experience Study cohort 
 
For this project you will be analyzing data on a subset of the 4462 participants of the Vietnam 
Experience Study. The participants are Vietnam-era veterans who have been assessed on a large 
number of background and health variables, cognitive ability measures, and on the Minnesota 
Multiphasic Personality Inventory. The subset that you will investigate are the 400-500 participants 
who have also provided semen samples and who were not vasectomized. Your goal is to test for 
associations between measures of sperm quality and measures of personality, to test for possible 
reasons for these associations, and to test whether these associations are independent of the effects 
of cognitive ability. The study should be of interest to students who are interested in personality 
research, evolutionary psychology, and health psychology. 
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