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AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY (AAAP)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Applied Psychology, Industrial and Organizational Psychology,

Clinical Psychology, Professional Ethics

1. Core Definition

The American Association of Applied Psychology (AAAP) was a pivotal, independent professional

organization founded in 1937, established by leading psychologists who felt that the existing

governing body, the American Psychological Association (APA), inadequately represented the

burgeoning practical and professional applications of psychological science. This schismatic "pro

enterprise," as it was sometimes termed, was born out of a desire among practitioners--including

consulting psychologists, technical experts, industrial specialists, and applied academics--to

institutionalize and standardize their professional activities outside the traditional, purely scientific

framework favored by the APA's established academic leadership. The formation of the AAAP

marked a crucial moment in the history of American psychology, symbolizing the definitive shift

toward recognizing psychology not merely as an experimental science confined to the laboratory,

but as a legitimate, necessary, and marketable profession critical to industry, education, and

clinical practice, necessitating distinct regulatory and ethical frameworks separate from those

governing basic research.

The association quickly served as a centralized forum for applied psychologists to address issues

of professional identity, standards of training, ethical conduct, and public recognition, which were

largely neglected by the APA during the 1930s. At its core, the AAAP aimed to elevate the status of

practitioners and solidify the legitimacy of fields like clinical, educational, and industrial psychology,

arguing that the challenges faced by those working outside university settings required a

specialized organizational structure. This included establishing accreditation guidelines for training

programs and defining the scope of practice for psychologists who provided direct services to the

public, steps that the research-focused APA hesitated to embrace due to concerns about

potentially diluting the scientific rigor of the discipline. The establishment of the AAAP was,

therefore, an institutional declaration that the interests of application and professional service were

distinct enough from those of academic inquiry to warrant an autonomous governing body capable

of defining and protecting the professional interests of its members.

2. Etymology and Historical Development: The Context of the 1930s

The genesis of the AAAP is inextricably linked to the economic and social changes occurring in the

United States during the Great Depression, which simultaneously boosted the need for practical

psychological solutions and exacerbated the structural tensions within the APA. As large numbers

of psychologists found employment in non-academic settings--ranging from personnel selection

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clinical_psychology
https://www.apa.org/
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=68497
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY (AAAP) 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

and efficiency consultation in private industry to mental health clinics and school systems--the

theoretical and experimental focus of the APA seemed increasingly detached from the professional

realities facing its membership. Prior to 1937, the growing cohort of applied psychologists felt

marginalized, as APA membership criteria heavily favored academics with research publications,

minimizing the role of clinical experience or practical contributions. This academic bias meant that

the APA failed to offer sufficient mechanisms for professional certification, ethical enforcement in

practice, or advocacy for applied interests, leading to widespread dissatisfaction among those

whose livelihoods depended on the public application of psychological knowledge.

This organizational friction reached a critical point where compromise seemed impossible between

the scientific purists, who feared that professionalization would compromise psychology's standing

as a serious science, and the professional advocates, who demanded recognition and regulatory

authority. The applied group initially attempted to foster change from within, but after years of

stalled progress on issues like professional standards and credentialing, a critical mass of leaders

decided that a separate organization was necessary to symbolize and actively champion the

applied focus. The structure of the AAAP was intentionally designed to counteract the perceived

deficiencies of the APA, creating specific divisions that mapped directly onto the major areas of

applied work--a structure that proved highly successful in uniting the disparate applied fields under

a single, professionally focused umbrella.

3. The Schism with the APA

The formal establishment of the AAAP in 1937 represented a decisive schism driven by

fundamental disagreements over the mission and identity of psychology itself. The core

disagreement revolved around the APA's inability or unwillingness to transition from a strictly

scientific society--modeled after organizations for physics or chemistry--to a professional

organization capable of managing the affairs of practitioners. Applied psychologists argued that

while adherence to scientific method was vital, the unique ethical and practical responsibilities

inherent in treating patients, consulting with corporations, or advising educational systems required

specialized institutional oversight that the APA refused to provide. Key figures involved in the

AAAP's founding, often influential academics who also engaged in consulting work, recognized

that without defined professional standards, the public was vulnerable to unqualified practitioners,

and the reputation of legitimate applied psychology was at risk.

The separation was fueled by institutional inertia within the APA, whose leadership, often

composed of prominent experimentalists, viewed attempts at professional regulation as a

dangerous move away from basic science. They feared that if the APA began licensing

practitioners or defining clinical standards, it would lose its intellectual legitimacy among the

broader scientific community. Conversely, the founders of the AAAP, including key figures like

Walter Bingham and Donald Paterson, realized that if psychology did not regulate its own applied
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sectors, external governmental or medical bodies would step in, potentially marginalizing qualified

psychologists. Thus, the AAAP was established not necessarily as an adversarial entity, but as a

necessary complement--an organization dedicated entirely to setting the technical, ethical, and

professional boundaries of the applied field, allowing it to grow robustly and responsibly without

being constrained by the academic conservatism of the parent association.

4. Organizational Structure and Divisions

The organizational design of the American Association of Applied Psychology was highly

systematic and reflected the practical nature of its membership, immediately establishing

specialized divisions that gave focused representation to distinct professional areas. Unlike the

monolithic structure of the pre-war APA, the AAAP was divided into four primary sections: the

Clinical Section, the Consulting Section, the Educational Section, and the Industrial Section. This

divisional structure was revolutionary for the time, providing tailored support and dedicated forums

for professionals whose needs were vastly different--from those administering intelligence tests in

schools to those advising factory managers on personnel selection, or treating mental health

issues in clinics.

Each division within the AAAP operated with significant autonomy, developing specialized ethical

codes, training recommendations, and membership standards relevant to their specific domain.

The Clinical Section, for instance, took early steps toward defining the competencies necessary for

clinical practice, laying foundational groundwork that would later influence postwar clinical

psychology training models, such as the scientist-practitioner model. Similarly, the Industrial

Section focused heavily on standardizing psychometric tools used in business and ensuring ethical

practices in employee selection and management consulting. This segmented, yet unified,

organizational approach allowed the AAAP to effectively manage the heterogeneity of applied

psychology and rapidly address the diverse professionalization needs of its members, attracting

nearly 1,000 members shortly after its founding.

5. Key Objectives and Functions

The AAAP pursued several key objectives centered on the professionalization and standardization

of applied psychology. Foremost among these was the establishment of professional qualifications.

Recognizing the lack of consistent standards, the AAAP initiated processes for certifying applied

psychologists, often involving rigorous review of academic background, supervised experience,

and ethical compliance. This focus on credentialing was critical for protecting both the public and

the profession itself, ensuring that practitioners possessed demonstrable competence and

preventing the field from being overrun by unqualified individuals during a period of rapid public

interest in psychological services.
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A second major function was the publication and dissemination of applied research and

professional news. The AAAP launched publications specifically dedicated to the concerns of

practitioners, ensuring that theoretical knowledge was effectively translated into practical tools and

techniques. Furthermore, the organization served a vital function in professional advocacy, working

to improve the public image of applied psychology and lobbying for the inclusion of psychologists in

various governmental and institutional settings, particularly concerning mental hygiene and military

applications. Through these concerted efforts, the AAAP effectively created a professional identity

for applied psychologists that was distinct from--though complementary to--the identity of the

academic research psychologist.

6. Significance and Impact on Professionalization

Although the AAAP existed for less than a decade (1937-1945), its impact on the long-term

professionalization of American psychology was profound and enduring. By successfully creating a

structure that catered specifically to practitioners, the AAAP proved empirically that applied

psychology required, and could sustain, its own sophisticated organizational oversight. The

standards, ethical guidelines, and divisional structure pioneered by the AAAP provided the

blueprint for the modern structure of the consolidated APA. The AAAP effectively forced the larger

psychological community to acknowledge the legitimacy and importance of professional practice,

paving the way for psychology to be recognized as a healthcare and consulting profession, rather

than strictly a scientific discipline confined to the university setting.

Crucially, the organization's existence coincided with the onset of World War II, a conflict that

dramatically increased the demand for applied psychological services, particularly in areas like

personnel selection, training, and clinical treatment for returning soldiers. The AAAP was ideally

positioned to mobilize the profession to meet these wartime demands, providing standardized

technical expertise to the military and government. This demonstrated utility during a national crisis

solidified the public and institutional recognition of applied psychology, validating the AAAP's

founding premise that applied work was essential and deserving of dedicated professional

organization. This wartime success catalyzed the eventual reconciliation with the APA, as the

parent organization realized the strategic necessity of incorporating and managing the powerful

professional forces that the AAAP had successfully organized.

7. The Reintegration of 1945

The successful performance and proven organizational capability of the AAAP during the war

years ultimately led to a realization within both organizations that fragmentation was no longer

beneficial. The need for a unified voice for American psychology--capable of lobbying the

government, regulating practice, and promoting the science--became paramount in the planning

stages for the postwar era. Negotiations for reintegration began in earnest, recognizing that the
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APA needed the professional infrastructure developed by the AAAP, and the AAAP needed the

academic authority and history of the APA.

In 1945, the American Association of Applied Psychology officially dissolved and merged back into

the American Psychological Association. This merger was not a defeat for the applied

psychologists, but a fundamental restructuring of the APA itself, which adopted the professional

model championed by the AAAP. The resulting organization embraced a new divisional structure

mirroring the AAAP's successful model, creating specific divisions dedicated to clinical, consulting,

industrial, and other applied fields. This pivotal reunification transformed the APA from a primarily

academic society into the powerful, multifaceted scientific and professional association it remains

today, cementing the legacy of the AAAP as the necessary institutional catalyst for the modern

professionalization of psychology.
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