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Through careful observation, psychologists around the world study 

the connections between our mind, behavior, and surrounding 

environment. Recognized independently from philosophy since the 

late 19th century, the field of study has quickly established itself as 

one of the broadest scientific disciplines. From researching unusual 

behaviors to helping athletes harness their peak performance, 

psychologists work in a wide-range of settings. This variety is likely the 

reason psychology is one of the fastest growing fields in the U.S., with 

careers available in many of its subsections. 

In this guide, you’ll learn about 16 select disciplines within psychology, 

career options, and famous psychologists or scientific discoveries from 

each. With all the information available, it will be much easier for you to 

determine which type of psychologist you want to be.
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ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY

Abnormal psychology dedicated to patients who display abnormal behavior or thinking. 

Abnormal behavior is considered 

conduct that doesn’t comply with 

societal norms, which can include 

mental illnesses such as bulimia or 

schizophrenia. Psychologists in this 

field try to understand what causes 

unusual behaviors in people, 

whether it stems from a biological 

origin (nature) or learned through 

experiences (nurture). 

A 2010 BMC Psychiatry study found that 

women who eat fish three to four times 

per week saw a 53 percent decrease in 

psychotic symptoms compared with women 

who never ate fish, confirming several 

studies on how diet affects behavior.
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BEHAVIORAL PSYCHOLOGY

Psychologists who study the connection between the mind and subsequent behaviors are 

behavioral psychologists. Behavioral psychologists counsel, diagnose and treat patients 

with behavioral disorders. By better understanding behaviors, the psychologists hope to 

better predict how people will behave in different situations. Behavioral psychologists study 

how habits form in people, and how the mind plays a role in a physical response. 

An early founder of behavioral psychology, John B. Watson is arguably best 

known for the Little Albert experiment. During this experiment, a toddler 

dubbed Little Albert was trained to expect a loud, jarring noise whenever 

he played with fluffy objects. This experiment for the learning process 

known as classical conditioning, the idea that animals can be conditioned 

to expect a certain outcome when presented with a specific situation. The 

study of classical conditioning can explain how people develop phobias or 

other irrational fears or beliefs.
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CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Clinical psychology relates to psychologists directly providing comprehensive healthcare to 

patients who are suffering from mental illness. Clinical psychologists interact with patients 

through observations, interviews and 

tests before making a diagnosis and 

coming up with a plan to deal with 

the symptoms of a mental illness. 

Many psychologists in this field use 

psychoanalysis, a psychological 

theory and form of therapy for treating 

mental disorders in patients. Over the 

course of multiple visits, psychologists 

delve into the emotions and 

experiences of a patient to provide 

insight into the illness.

Dr. Barbara Roberts, a clinical 

psychologist, became one of the first 

psychologists to treat players in the 

National Football League (NFL) after 

reading about how a player’s night of 

drinking ended in a car crash. Now, 

Roberts works with players across the 

league who are at risk of using or are 

currently using drugs.
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COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

Concerned with mental processes, cognitive psychologists study the human thought 

process and how people obtain, process, and store information in the brain. These 

psychologists conduct experiments and research to study memory, perception, and 

learning. They work to better understand the mind and find solutions to memory loss, 

learning disabilities, and 

other cognitive issues. 

While many cognitive 

psychologists work 

mainly in researching 

and studying the brain, 

some provide therapies 

to patients, such as 

those who suffer from 

dementia.

Prospect theory, developed by psychologists Daniel 

Kahneman and Amos Tversky, attempts to explain how 

individuals decide between two alternatives where risk 

is involved, and the outcomes are unknown. Kahneman 

and Tversky found that contrary to classic economic 

theory, which assumed subjects would always make 

rational decisions, people were more likely to choose 

a potential outcome with certainty over one with more 

risk. For example, a person is more likely to accept $50 

with no or little risk involved than if they were offered a 

50 percent chance at $100.
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COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGY

Patients who are suffering through stressful moments in life could be advised to see a 

counseling psychologist. Counseling psychologists treat patients who are experiencing 

an emotional strain caused by social or physical factors. This differs from clinical 

psychologists, who treat 

and diagnose patients with 

mental disorders. Marriage 

and grief counselors would 

be considered part of 

counseling psychology. The 

counselors assess patients 

and then advise them with 

a personalized plan to 

improving their well-being 

and decreasing stress.

The theory of learned helplessness, developed 

by well-known psychologist Martin Seligman, 

states that people and animals who have been 

conditioned to expect negative responses assume 

there will be another negative response waiting for 

them, even in a different situation, and are unlikely 

to attempt to change their situation. This landmark 

theory has helped doctors and psychologists better 

understand how depression forms. Seligman’s later 

work on happiness has also been used extensively 

by counseling psychologists

Abnormal Psychology   /   Behavioral Psychology   /   Clinical Psychology   /   Cognitive Psychology 

Counseling Psychology   /   Developmental Psychology   /   Educational Psychology   /   Experimental Psychology 

Forensic Psychology   /   Health Psychology   /   Human Factors Psychology   /   Industrial - Organizational Psychology 

Personality Psychology   /   School Psychology   /   Social Psychology   /   Sports Psychology

EXPLORE CAREER OUTLOOK



THE MAJOR BRANCHES OF PSYCHOLOGY PAGE 8

DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Developmental psychologists have helped us better understand how people mature over 

the course of their lives, both emotionally and physically, studying human development 

from birth until old age. Specifically, psychologists take an in-depth look at biological 

growth of the body, cognitive expansion and emotional maturity, among other areas of 

study. When working with patients, developmental psychologists assess and diagnose to 

treat various issues, such 

as developmental delays 

in children. Some of these 

delays are common, and 

a psychologist could 

diagnose therapy to help 

the child catch up or just 

observation to see how 

the child improves on his 

or her own.

One of the most famous developmental psychologists 

is Jean Piaget. The Swiss professor’s theory on 

cognitive development in children has been put into 

practice across the world. Piaget theorized that children 

learn best through experience, actively exploring 

and discovering new items and outcomes to save in 

their memory banks and use as building blocks for 

more exploration in the future. In contemporary times, 

Piaget’s theory has led to more interactive classrooms 

and museums to increase childhood learning.
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EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY

Educational psychologists study factors that impact learning, including learning methods 

and how information is processed and absorbed. Memory, concepts, and individual 

differences all affect how a person learns. In researching these processes, psychologists 

apply theories of human development to better understand how to improve the 

instructional process. Educational 

psychologists, who can work in a wide 

range of settings including in primary 

and secondary schools as well as 

universities, could provide counsel to 

students who struggle to learn with 

disorders such as Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or 

Dyslexia. ADHD can affect a student’s 

focus on important classwork while 

dyslexia can affect reading fluency, 

comprehension and spelling, among 

other symptoms.

In the early 1900s, John Dewey 

argued that education and learning 

are fundamentally social and 

interactive processes. He believed that 

comparing what students had learned 

in class to their past experiences 

created a stronger bond in the brain’s 

memory bank. Dewey’s writings and 

theories of education are still being 

used in schools across the nation.
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EXPERIMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Experimental psychologists conduct investigations into basic psychological processes, 

such as attention, perception, memory, and reasoning. Arguably, many psychologists 

could be considered experimental 

in that research impacts much of 

this field. However, the sole mission 

of experimental psychologists is 

conducting and publishing research 

on either human or animal behaviors. 

Their findings often contribute to work 

across many branches and builds on a 

larger conclusion.

Ernst Heinrich Weber conducted 

landmark research on sensation 

and touch that led him to the “just-

noticeable difference,” or the idea that 

people begin to notice a difference 

between two objects when it becomes 

relative, not absolute. In action, Weber 

found that on average a blindfolded 

person could not tell the difference 

between holding two weights until 

the weight in one hand changed by as 

much as 10 percent.
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FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGY

Forensic psychologists work in the intersection of the legal system and the field 

of psychology. They often conduct evaluations and research that help guide legal 

proceedings. This can include evaluating a defendant for competency to stand trial or 

helping train police officers and 

first responders on how to properly 

handle criminals and crime scenes. 

While many forensic psychologists 

work within the legal system, some 

work in threat assessment, which 

is the scientific approximation of 

whether a person will become a 

threat in the future

Margaret Bull Kovera determined that 

victims are more likely to make an 

identification in a police lineup if an officer 

who was involved in the case conducts the 

lineup. Kovera found that non-verbal cues 

from the officer often trigger identification 

and could lead to false identifications
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HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY

In 1977, George L. Engel developed the biopsychosocial model, or the idea that biological, 

psychological, and social factors influence disease and illness. In time, this has become 

the model used by health psychologists to study how and why people get sick. These 

psychologists help people make choices 

that have a positive impact on their 

health, as well as that of their families and 

communities. Their patients range from 

those with genetic disorders to substance 

abuse issues. Health psychologists also 

treat psychosomatic illnesses, such as 

emotional eating.

One of the leading voices on the 

fight against obesity is health 

psychologist Kelly Brownell. 

Brownell’s research and published 

works have encouraged higher taxes 

on unhealthy food and drinks to 

discourage consumption.
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HUMAN FACTORS PSYCHOLOGY

Human factors psychologists use research to improve transportation, consumer products, 

telecommunication, technology – nearly anything and any system with which humans 

interact. Their goal is to create safer 

and more effective systems by better 

understanding people’s expectations 

and how they interact with products and 

technology. These psychologists conduct 

research and consult with companies 

on how to ensure a safe working 

environment for employees.

Human factors psychologist Dawn 

Shaikh works for Google. Shaikh 

and her team of computer engineers 

research and design fonts that are 

globally appealing and easy to read 

in multiple languages.
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INDUSTRIAL - ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY

Industrial-Organizational Psychology, also known as I/O psychology, serves to study 

how human behavior impacts industry and organizations. I/O psychologists evaluate a 

work situation and develop a plan for the optimal performance and work-life balance 

in that situation for 

the employees. 

I/O psychologists 

specialize in designing 

and executing research 

done on workplace 

setups as well as 

studying decision-

making theories. 

One of the most famous I/O psychologists is Anita Woolley. 

Woolley has spent her career researching and publishing 

papers on the idea of collective intelligence, or the shared 

intelligence from a group that arises from collaborative 

efforts. Woolley’s research found that when more women 

are added to a team, collective intelligence rises.
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PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY

Personality psychologists work to explain why people display certain types of behavior, 

such as aggression, and study the differences between disorders. Psychologists in this 

branch study individual differences 

in personality characteristics, such as 

conscientiousness, as well as how 

personality characteristics interact 

to create a personality. Additionally, 

personality psychologists study the 

influence of expressed genes and how 

that affects personality. Although mainly 

working in research, they can provide 

treatment to people with personality 

disorders.

Following the work of Freud and 

others in the field of psychology, Erik 

Erikson developed a theory to help 

explain how a personality is formed 

across an entire life. Erikson theorized 

that people suffered eight crises 

in eight stages of their lives, and 

successfully navigating them would 

lead to a positive personality.
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SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY

Creating a safe and healthy school environment is the goal of every school psychologist. 

These psychologists focus on helping find the best environment for student learning 

as well as helping teachers or 

students find their optimal learning 

space. They study social, behavioral, 

emotional, and academic factors to 

find the best situation for students. 

They also conduct research on the 

best practices for school policy and 

make recommendations for school 

administrators to adopt.

Considered to be the first African 

American school psychologist, 

according to the American 

Psychological Association, Albert 

Sidney Beckham founded the first 

psychology lab at Howard University 

and later in life studied the effect of 

school counseling on high school 

students. Beckham also published 

papers on childhood behavior 

problems and intelligence testing
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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Social psychologists strive to understand individual behaviors and personalities within 

a social context. Psychologists in this branch study the social factors that influence how 

people act and the condition in which those actions occur. Most social psychologists 

research and observe social 

influence, group processes, 

prejudice or discrimination, and 

stereotypes. Over the years, 

social psychologists have helped 

better the understanding of 

people’s attitudes, willingness to 

conform to a group, and social 

decision-making.

In 1924, Floyd Henry Allport’s “Social 

Psychology” provided the backbone for the 

contemporary study of social psychology. In the 

book, Allport argued that social behavior was a 

result of interactions with other people and not 

a predetermined aspect of one’s personality, 

which was then the major theory at the time.

Abnormal Psychology   /   Behavioral Psychology   /   Clinical Psychology   /   Cognitive Psychology 

Counseling Psychology   /   Developmental Psychology   /   Educational Psychology   /   Experimental Psychology 

Forensic Psychology   /   Health Psychology   /   Human Factors Psychology   /   Industrial - Organizational Psychology 

Personality Psychology   /   School Psychology   /   Social Psychology   /   Sports Psychology

EXPLORE CAREER OUTLOOK

https://www.socialpsychology.org/social-figures.htm
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2005-09575-002
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2005-09575-002


THE MAJOR BRANCHES OF PSYCHOLOGY PAGE 18

SPORTS PSYCHOLOGY

Sports psychologists help athletes achieve optimal performance on the field. Psychologists 

in this subset study how sports affect human psychology and vice versa. In applied 

settings, sports psychologists 

work with athletes (from youth 

to adults), parents, coaches, 

and more regarding injuries 

and rehabilitation, positive 

communication, and team 

building.

A former Olympic gold medalist, JoAnn Dahlkoetter 

went back to school following her athletic career and 

became one of the leading voices in sports psychology. 

Dahlkoetter has published books and works with 

Olympic athletes as well as others in high-stress jobs 

on how to succeed through the mental and physical 

pressures they face on a daily basis.
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CAREER OUTLOOK

With more people interested than ever in learning about how the mind interacts with the 

body, it’s no wonder that psychology is one of the fastest-growing careers in the U.S. The 

Bureau of Labor Statistics reported in 2017 that the field is growing at twice the national 

average, a 14 percent rate, with 23,000 new jobs expected to be added to the work force 

by 2026. The BLS reported that psychologists across the board earn a median average 

income of $77,030. 

There’s a wide range of employment options for psychologists, including:

• Private practice and consulting

• Universities and schools

• Government agencies 

• Hospitals and healthcare facilities

• Research facilities

• Business and nonprofits

There are many benefits to becoming a psychologist. In addition to the salary figures, 

psychologists often work with patients one-on-one and assist in improving their conditions 

with treatment and interventions, which creates a positive impact on their lives. 

166,000 professional psychologists and growing

More psychologists are entering the work force every year. Nearly all psychology jobs require 

an advanced degree, such as a doctorate, so it’s imperative to learn the fundamentals of 

psychology. Though many bachelor’s degrees are acceptable for admittance to a master’s or 

doctoral program, the most frequently earned degree is a bachelor’s degree in psychology. 

The National Science Foundation found that nearly two-thirds (64 percent) of people who 

earned an advanced psychology degree in 2014 had a bachelor’s degree in psychology. 

Your bachelor’s in psychology provides the foundation for your psychology career. Build that 

foundation today with King University’s online BS in psychology. Designed for adult learners 

like you, King’s online program gives you flexibility to balance your education with your busy 

life. With qualified transfer credits, you can complete King’s program in as little as 16 months. 
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