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Introduction

Thank you for your interest in the 2017 Insights for Impact report from the Policy Research Group 
in the Department of Psychology at the University of Cambridge. As with our 2016 report, we 
have built this over several months with primary effort carried out by the early career profession-
als of the Junior Researcher Programme. For 2017, we were also thrilled to have contributors 
from one of the JRP partner institutions, the University of Francisco de Vitoria in Madrid, Spain.

Since our last report, there has only been continued interest in the role of psychological sci-
ence in major policy interventions. Unlike in 2016, where we had a universal focus on the field, 
the 2017 report highlights findings from work carried out by academics and affiliates from the be-
havioural, cognitive, social, and brain sciences in Cambridge, primarily within the Department 
of Psychology. The following pages highlight the diversity of those insights, with a shift in presen-
tation from public engagement to fundamental scientific value. The report includes the high-
ly-recognised work on major social dilemmas such as climate change and proenvironmental be-
haviour, as well as our traditional areas of impact in cognitive assessments for populations. 

Over 50 studies were submitted from over 20 research groups across the Department. The pag-
es that follow present a brief glimpse at some of the most compelling findings selected to high-
light for policy and other applications. We hope you find it an insightful and informative vol-
ume, and we look forward to launching further iterations of this report in the years to come.



Health and healthcare

PREVENTION
of Traumatic Memories

Administering Tetris shortly 
after a traumatic event 
competes for mental imagery 
resources and disrupts the 
development of intrusive 
memories. 

ASSESMENT
of Alzheimer’s Disease

CAREGIVERS
Support

Being a family caregiver in 
paliative home care is both 
physically and emotionally 

straining. Without guidance, 
caregivers suffer from 

psychological distress and  an 
increased mortality rate.

850,000
People diagnosed 
with dementia in 

the UK

£26.3B
Total cost of care 
for people with 
dementia in the UK

70%
People in care 
homes suffer from 
dementia or severe 
memory problems

10 minutes of Tetris was 
associated with nearly a

decrease in intrusive memories

CANTAB-test battery has been 
found to distinguish between AD 
patients and healthy individuals 
up to 3 years before a diagnosis

Playing Tetris up to six hours 
after a traumatic childbirth 
was associated with a 48% 
reduction in the number 
of intrusive memories the 
subsequent week. A similar 
approach could potentially be 
used on intrusive memories 
from long past events. 

Early detection of AD is 
associated with benefits in 
terms of both economic and 
patient outcomes.

Assessing and addressing 
caregivers’ direct emotional 
and informational needs has 
the potential to improve 
both the well-being of the 
caregivers and the care of the 
patients.  

50% 

CANTAB
TEST

BATTERY

The Carer Support Needs 
Assessment Tool can help 

identify support needs to find 
suitable solutions



Insights

Intrusive memories in the form of reoccurring mental images 
are central to clinical posttraumatic stress. Administering com-
puterised puzzles shortly after the traumatic event competes 
for mental imagery resources and disrupts the development 
of intrusive memories1,2. In such way, engagement with a com-
puterised puzzle reduces the recurrence of traumatic memo-
ries and can thereby prevent posttraumatic stress. Promising ex-
perimental results suggest that the same approach may also 
work for old memories, if they are recalled in a controlled way2.

Being a family caregiver in palliative home care is both physically 
and emotionally straining. Without proper guidance and support, 
caregivers suffer from psychological distress  and  increased mor-
tality-rate8. Screening  using caregivers’ direct emotional and in-
formational needs helps improve the well-being of the caregivers 
and the care of the Carer Support Needs Assessment Tool helps 
both the clinician and the carer to identify key areas of support 
needed. Assessing and addressing end-of-life home-patients9.

   Intrusive memories

Early detection of Alzheimer´s disease (AD) is crucial for effective 
treatment. Difficulties in visual and spatial processing are used as 
indicators of the early stages of AD. Using the CANTAB-test bat-
tery, we can predict and distinguish between future AD patients and 
healthy individuals up to three years before the diagnosis of AD3,4,5. 
Identifying AD patients at an early stage is associated with substan-
tial benefits in terms of both patient and economic outcomes6,7.

Screening for
Alzeheimers

Caregiver



Development

Behavioural 
adjustment

Family support Daily living skillsLanguage and 
cognition

SCHOOL READINESS
encompasses 4 domains:

PERSONAL RELATIVE 
SENSE OF DEPRIVATION

Originates from a sense of 
resentment stemming from social 
comparison. Physical and mental 
health outcomes, such as general 
health and depression, have been 
found to be better predicted 
by people’s personal sense of 
deprivation than by objective or 
subjective socioeconomic status 
(SES). 

SUSPICIOUS CHILDREN

Compared with their peers, 
suspicious children have indicated 
elevated rates of anxiety, low self-
esteem, aggression, and antisocial 
traits. Given the link between 
paranoia and social problems in 
adults, developing measures of 
mistrust could help identify and 
support children at risk of long-term 
negative outcomes. 



Insights

School readiness

Recent work has highlighted the value of considering non-ac-
ademic factors such as family environment when assessing 
school readiness, thereby suggesting a need for a broader 
perspective of the concept. Brief Early Skills and Support In-
dex is an easy to administer school readiness tool that encom-
passes children’s personal characteristics, such as behaviour, 
language skills and daily living skills, as well as the family back-
ground. BESSI can help identify children at risk of falling be-
hind in school, including those with poor family support10,11.

Physical and mental health outcomes, such as general health 
and depression, are better explained by people’s personal  
sense  of  deprivation  than  by  objective  or subjective socio-
economic status (SES)12,13,14. Interventions aimed at improving 
physical and mental health need to address not only income 
inequality, but also people’s subjective feelings of injustice. 

Suspiciousness

Compared with their peers, mistrustful children report el-
evated rates of anxiety, low self-esteem, and aggressive 
behaviours. Mistrustful children are more likely to display 
high levels of mistrust in school than at home15. Address-
ing this issue is of extreme importance since suspicious-
ness or mistrust may signal vulnerability for future psycho-
sis and inadequate behaviours, such as partner abuse 15,16.

Deprivation



SCIENCE COMMUNICATION
The communication of scientific findings to the 
wider public is believed to be influenced by social 
judgments made on the basis of the scientist’s 

facial appearance.

Society and social challenges

CLIMATE CHANGE
There seems to be general agreement that hu-
man-caused climate change is a reality, but the 
general public has become polarised due to the 

influence of misinformation.

Warning people about the existence of vested 
interest groups that try to spread fake news has 
been found to make people less receptive to 

misinformation.

DECISION MAKING

People’s choices about two similarly attractive 
alternatives are  often influenced by the context 
in which they are presented. When faced with 
such choices, individuals with autistic spectrum 
conditions (ASC) have been found to experience 

reduced sensitivity to the context.

Individuals with ASC have been found to make 
more consistent decisions and to be less likely to 
be biased by contextual information. This could 
have various implications for their functioning 

within society.
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If the scientist appears competent, moral, 
and...

RECEPTIVENESS TO MISINFORMATION

attractive 

There tends to 
be more public 
interest in the 

research.

unattractive

 The research 
tends to be 

perceived as more 
high quality.

The effects of facial appearance on the public’s 
perceptions might introduce a potential source of 

bias in the public’s understanding of science.

CONSISTENT DECISIONS     



Insights

Climate change

The scientific community has reached a near-unanimous con-
sensus on the reality of human-caused climate change, but the 
general public has become increasingly polarised on the is-
sue, in part, due to the influence of fake news and disinforma-
tion campaigns. Preventatively warning people about the ex-
istence of vested interest groups that try to cast doubt on the 
public consciousness about climate science reduces polarisa-
tion, increases science acceptance, and makes people across 
the ideological spectrum less receptive to misinformation17.

The communication of scientific findings to the wider pub-
lic is affected by social judgments made on the basis of the 
scientist’s facial appearance. Scientists who appear compe-
tent, moral, and attractive create a stronger public interest 
in their work, whilst those who appear competent and moral 
but relatively unattractive and unsociable may create a stron-
ger impression of doing high-quality research. These effects of 
facial appearance on the public’s perceptions introduce a po-
tential source of bias in the public’s understanding of science18.

Science
communication

Decision
making

People’s choices about two similarly attractive alternatives are 
often influenced by the context in which they are presented. 
When faced with such choices, individuals with autistic spec-
trum conditions (ASC) experience reduced sensitivity to the 
context. This effect leads to more consistent decision-making 
at the price of failing to incorporate the potentially useful con-
textual information. This could likely have implications for the 
economic, social, and legal functioning of people with ASC19.



Comparative neuroscience

A series of studies indicates that ravens and 
monkeys might have comparable mental 
capabilities in: 

• Causal Reasoning

• Flexibility

• Imagination

• Prospection

Using a touch-screen platform to study the 
cognition of mice has been found to:

• Ensure simple testing
• Require less experimenter contact
• Facilitate the comparison of results 
• Enable multiple rodents to be tested 

simultaneously                                    

The tasks used are similar 
to those employed to test 
human cognition.

Monkeys’  brains have 
been found to weigh 
three times more than 
ravens’ brains but...

3x

...ravens’ brains have  
been found to have more 

neurons than monkeys’ brains.

A line of experiments on the complex mental 
capabilities of corvids (i.e. birds within the crow 
family) indicates that their cognition closely 
resembles—and  may even rival—primate cognition. 

Consequently, corvids represent a novel arena 
for animal research on executive functions, 
which could foster a better understanding 
of human brain and cognition 23, 24, 25.

Computerised tasks are increasingly used in 
human studies of cognition and have now been 
customised for rodents.  This platform has the 
potential to improve studies of rodent models 
of psychiatric diseases, as well as help advance 
the characterisation of their brains. Ultimately, 
this platform may facilitate the translation of 
animal studies to human clinical settings 20, 21, 22.

The use of animal models  can help us understand 
cognitive mechanisms. To translate the results 
to human models, the cognitive tasks and 
administration protocols would ideally be similar.

Comparative studies such as these have important implications in furthering our 
understanding of higher cognitive functions and for translation to human studies.

TOUCH-SCREEN PLATFORM  RAVENS VS. MONKEYS
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