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Cognitive Psychology in Health 
Communication.
The Master in “Cognitive Psychology in 
Health Communication”, jointly offered by 
the Institute of Communication and Health 
of Università della Svizzera italiana (USI) 
and the Faculty of Psychology of Vita-Salute 
San Raffaele University of Milan (UNISR), 
presents a new joint Master’s programme 
through train ing in cognitive psychology, 
neuroscience and communication. The pro-
gramme focuses on the intersection between 
the theoretical bases of cognitive psychology 
and those of commu nication applied to the 
context of health. Students who choose this 
specialization will get a strong biological, 
methodological and statistical training, 
acquiring also knowledge in management. 
The specialization will familiarize students 
with the latest research and practice in 
cognitive psychology and provide a modern 
preparation to lead and infl uence change 
in health in today’s diverse communities.

Awarded Degree

Master of Science degree in Cognitive Psychology in Health Communication from 
Università della Svizzera italiana (USI) and Università Vita Salute San Raffaele (UNISR).
Application Deadline

April 30th / June 30th depending on the nationality of the applicant.
Tuition fees per semester 

Residents CHF 2’000.– / international CHF 4’000.–
Duration 

4 semesters (2 years) - 120 ECTS
Scholarships

Fondazione per le Facoltà di Lugano
CHF 4’000.–
Contacts/information

www.mphc.usi.ch
studyadvisor@usi.ch

The Master’s programme is designed to train 
students who will understand the causes of 
health-related behaviours and who will also be 
able to design new and effective interventions 
to prevent disease and promote health. The 
entire Master’s programme takes advan tage 
of synergies and complementarities between 
the two Universities, USI and UNISR, and 
offers excellent competences in teaching 
and research. This Master offers a high degree 
of innovation thanks also to the advanced 
technologies available on site in the two 
uni versities in terms of high-tech equipment, 
data centres, laboratories, and health facilities.

Joint programme with 
Università Vita Salute 
San Raffaele.
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A Degree Programme in Parternship 

with Vita-Salute San Raffaele 

University

After successful completion of their 
stud ies, the students will obtain the 
“Master of Science degree in Cognitive 
Psychology in Health Communication” 
from Università della Svizzera italiana and 
from Vita-Salute San Raffaele University.

Goals and Contents

The programme is organized into 4 units, 
called 'modules':
The fi rst module covers mainly classes 
in Health Communication and research 
methods; 
The second module covers topics in 
advanced cognitive psychology and 
Neurosciences; 
The third module covers topics in Manage-
ment, Strategy, and Consumer Behaviour. 
In the fourth semester students will study 
selected topics in health and organization-
al psychology and conduct a fi eld project 
(by companies, hospitals or by experimen-
tal labs) and write their Master Thesis 
under joint supervision of Faculties of 
UNISR/USI.
During the fall semesters (I and III), stu-
dents will attend classes taught at USI, 
whereas courses in spring semesters 
(II and IV) will be taught at UniSR. 
Over the two years, students will be 
supported by an active tutoring service 
and will cumulate extra credits partici-
pating in seminar activities, ongoing 
research projects, and laboratory 
activities.

Language

This programme is entirely held in English.
Applicants who are not native English 
speaker or whose fi rst degree was not 
taught in English, must supply an interna-
tionally recognised certifi cate to demon-
strate a B2 level on the Common Europe-
an Framework of Reference for language 
learning (CEFR).

Student profi le and admission 

requirements

The formal requirement for admission 
to the Master's degree in Cognitive 
Psychology in Health Communication 
is a Bachelor's degree in Psychology 
granted by a recognised university. Up 
to 30 students will be admitted to the 
master's programme. Admission depends 
on the fi nal grade of the bachelor's degree 
in Psychology. Further information for 
applicants graduating from a University of 
Applied Sciences is available online: 

www.mphc.usi.ch/admission

Career opportunities

Psychology in Communication and Health 
is a rapidly growing fi eld, which is in need 
of professionals to provide psychological 
services to those with medical illness. 
We anticipate that graduates from the 
programme will work in clinics and 
governmental health organizations, NGOs 
or other health domains. Furthermore, 
training in this Master programme is 
designed to produce students who can 
design novel and effective interventions to 
prevent disease and promote health.

Contacts

USI Università della Svizzera italiana
Study Advisory Service
41 58 666 4795
studyadvisor@usi.ch

+

First semester USI Health Communication 6.0
Social Marketing 6.0
Research Methods in Health 3.0
Communication
Qualitative Research Methods  3.0
in Health Communication
Epidemiology and Experimental 6.0
Design
Learning and Communication 6.0

Second semester UNISR Advanced Topics in Cognitive  6.0 
Psychology
Judgment and Decision  12.0
Making in Health
Statistical Models for Social  4.0 
Sciences
Recent Advances in  9.0
Behavioral Neurosciences

Third semester USI Organizational Behavior  6.0
Corporate Strategy  6.0
Accounting  3.0
Electives  8.0

Fourth semester UNISR Health Psychology 6.0
Organizational Psychology 6.0
Thesis 18.0
Field Project/Laboratories 6.0

Study programme

Please be aware that 
slight changes in the 
study programme may 
occur.
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Health communication, as the study and application of communi-
cation theories in the fi eld of health, is nowadays recognised as a 
crucial domain to effi caciously inform and infl uence individual and 
community health-related decisions. In this course, students will 
study the most recent theoretical and practical developments in 
the area of health communication and how this information can be 
used to improve public health as well as individual behavior.

This course is designed to provide students with an understanding 
of the principles, practices, and evidence in social marketing. Social 
marketing focuses on creating social change and social innovation 
through behavior change communication, policy, and environmen-
tal changes. It addresses health, environment, political, sustainabil-
ity and other social issues. In this course, students gain under-
standing of social marketing from a theoretical perspective. 
Students also learn to apply what they learned, moving from theory 
to practice, gaining experience and competences in doing social 
marketing research and practice. Key concepts, conceptual 
frameworks, and theories in social marketing and their implications 
on social issues will be examined through a problem-centered 
approach to learning. Students will be faced with real-life social 
issues and will learn to use social marketing to address them. They 
will learn from theory and case histories to understand problems, 
identify strategies for improving these issues and develop critical 
thinking on social marketing principles and practices. Students will 
work both individually and in groups to critically analyze problems 
and potential solutions. Teams will share processes, challenges, 
changes in thinking, and outcomes throughout the course, and 
receive feedback from instructors and peer groups. 

In 1964, the Surgeon General of the United States issued his 
report based on 7.000 articles in which the Advisory Committee on 
Smoking and Health concluded that cigarette smoking is a cause 
of lung cancer in men and a probable cause of lung cancer in 
women and called for appropriate remedial action. Ever since, 
public health organizations and government agencies around the 
world have launched campaigns aimed at decreasing the preva-
lence of smoking. Still, it took forty-fi ve years for the Canton Ticino 
to institute a smoking ban in public buildings, and in 2006, it was 
still the case that 29 percent of Swiss males and 23% of Swiss 
females were regular smokers. Clearly, the success of the 
anti-smoking communication campaigns have enjoyed mixed 

success. In order to design effective health campaigns, we 
leverage our understanding of human cognition and behavior. 
However, we can speculate endlessly about the causes of behavior 
and how we can use communications to change it. Only through 
systematic study and evaluation can we learn whether or not our 
speculations are correct. In this course, we will introduce a variety 
of tools you can use to design and conduct communication 
research to gain behavioral insights.

In Miles and Huberman's 1994 book Qualitative Data Analysis, 
quantitative researcher Fred Kerlinger was quoted as saying: 
"There's no such thing as qualitative data. Everything is either 1 
or 0". To the extreme opposite lied Donald Campbell's argument 
that: "All research ultimately has a qualitative grounding". Taking as 
a starting point the "inextricably intertwined" (rather than compet-
ing) nature of the two major approaches to research, this course 
will illustrate the ways that qualitative inquiry – especially when 
used in conjunction with quantitative inquiry in multi-methodologi-
cal designscan contribute to the current challenges of health 
communication research. Students will acquire the knowledge 
and skills needed for "thinking qualitatively", that is, focusing on 
naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings and 
attempting to interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 
people bring to them. Most importantly, students will gain hands-on 
experience in various techniques of qualitative data collection and 
analysis, while designing and conducting their own qualitative 
research project related to a health communication topic of their 
preference.

The fi rst part of the course introduces the basic concepts of 
epidemiology and biostatistics as applied to public health prob-
lems, clinical issues and areas of health services such as genetic 
counseling. Emphasis is placed on the principles and methods of 
epidemiologic investigation, appropriate summaries and displays of 
data, and the use of classical statistical approaches to describe the 
health of populations. The course will focus also on principle of 
multivariate medical statistics, hypothesis testing, multivariate 
regression and ANOVA. The second part will be dedicated to 
Epidemiological Study design. 
In particular:
Epidemiological Measures – Rate, ratio, proportion, Incidence and 
prevalence , Relative risk, Risk ratio, Odds ratio;
Reliability and validity of screening and diagnostic tests, ROC 
analysis;
Development of research tools;
Protocol preparation;
Proposal writing;
Report writing and publishing;
Critical review of research report and journal article.
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Memory is a behavioural change induced by experience and this 
fundamental mental process is possible because brain synapses 
are associative machines. We learn every day, in multiple contexts 
and the brain integrates all stored information. Words, ideas, 
images, sounds, old and more recent events, positive and negative 
experiences, etc. are associated and stored with one another. 
This very complex associative process strongly infl uences many 
different aspects of our life including our beliefs, our perceptions, 
our emotions, our decisions, therefore it is much more pervasive in 
the brain than we might think. The purpose of this course is to give 
students a solid, comprehensive introduction to the issue of how 
neuronal cells communicate, learn and remember. We will begin 
by introducing the morphology and the characteristics of brain 
synapses revealing the mechanisms that lead to the formation of 
functional synaptic circuits. The initial goal is to describe how do 
brain synapses transfer information between nerve cells, including 
the effect on this process of drugs, external factors and diseases. 
Next, we will address how can synapses associate prior and future 
events discussing in details what is known today about the cellular 
and molecular mechanisms of synaptic plasticity and its rules. In 
other words, since a change in the synaptic transmission effi cacy 
or in the number of functional synaptic units are considered to 
be the mechanism of information storage, we will discuss what is 
known today about the different forms of plasticity and their 
specifi c requirements for particular patterns of synaptic usage 
or stimulation. At this point we will be able to introduce the type 
of changes occurring in the brain when a synaptic memory is 
formed and stored, including the genetic and epigenetic determi-
nants. Using a multi-level comparative approach, we will integrate 
insights from basic research with cognitive theory to understand 
the basic connections between the workings of the synapse and 
the human behaviour. Since there are many different kinds of 
memory and since equivalent plastic changes are occurring in 
many different brain areas, we will concentrate on the specifi c 
changes found in the Hippocampus, Amygdala and Prefrontal 
Cortex. Furthermore, because many important questions in this 
fi eld remain to be answered, and studies concerning these issues 
are in progress, an important challenge in this course would be 
to familiarize students with the most recent and advanced 
experimental techniques that could be used in the near future 
to address some of the yet unsolved issues.
 

La psicologia cognitiva studia i processi mentali coinvolti nell'ac-
quisizione e nella processazione delle informazioni (p.es. percezio-
ne, attenzione, memoria, pensiero e ragionamento). Questi 
processi sono alla base di ogni forma di comunicazione e sono 
fondamentali in particolare nell’area della comunicazione 
non-verbale. Durante questo corso, verranno esaminati in maniera 
approfondita alcuni aspetti di questi processi e il ruolo che essi 
hanno nella comunicazione. Per questo motivo, il corso si 
incentrerà sulle teorie contemporanee relative al rapporto fra 
percezione, attenzione, memoria, pensiero e ragionamento. Oltre a 
ciò, verranno analizzati aspetti riguardanti la "social cognition". 
Inoltre, saranno presentate e discusse le implicazioni pratiche nei 
contesti di salute, come ad esempio la comunicazione tramite i 
media di informazioni di carattere medico, la prevenzione del 
rischio e la comunicazione in ambito clinico. 

Il corso mira a fornire i contenuti necessari alla conoscenza delle 
principali teorie e degli aspetti metodologici legati all’ambito del 
Judgment e Decision Making (JDM) nell’uomo utilizzando un 
approccio fortemente radicato nella ricerca comportamentale. 
Gli obbiettivi principali del corso possono essere riassunti nei 
seguenti punti: 
Fornire una dettagliata e recente rassegna delle evidenze 
scientifi che attualmente disponibili nella letteratura internazionale 
nell’ambito del JDM; 
Fornire gli strumenti che portino ad una migliore comprensione 
dei modelli normativi e descrittivi attraverso i quali saranno spiega-
ti i processi fondamentali del JDM nell’uomo nell’ottica di fornire le 
conoscenze necessarie a migliorare alcuni processi legati al JDM; 
Fornire agli studenti una prospettiva che li aiuti a comprendere e 
riconoscere la rilevanza e l’importanza che gli aspetti legati al JDM 
hanno nei contesti di salute e che permetta loro di sviluppare ed 
implementare progetti di ricerca innovativi nell’area nel JDM 
applicato ai contesti di salute; 
Fornire una dettagliata e recente rassegna della letteratura 
inerente i modelli probabilistici del JDM e la Game Theory; 
Fornire una rassegna dei principali modelli teorici che sono stati 
applicati e sviluppati per comprendere gli aspetti cognitivi ed 
emotivi disfunzionali nell’ambito di diverse condizioni psicopatolo-
giche. I modelli di funzionamento del "cervello patologico" 
vengono spiegati ed utilizzati come guida per la comprensione dei 
processi JDM non patologici; 
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Riconoscere i processi disfunzionali relativi al JDM in patologie 
neuropsichiatriche (e.g. demenze, dipendenza da sostante) e nei 
soggetti sani;
Svolgimento del corso; 
Il corso si avvarrà prevalentemente di articoli scientifi ci. In prepara-
zione alle lezioni, verranno assegnati una serie di letture (articoli) 
che saranno presentati dagli studenti ed in seguito discussi in 
dettaglio in classe. I docenti forniranno inoltre una panoramica dei 
modelli teorici, degli aspetti metodologici e delle evidenze 
scientifi che attualmente disponibili nella letteratura internazionale 
nell’ambito del JDM.
 
Questo corso si propone di ampliare e arricchire la conoscenza 
e comprensione della metodologia statistica con particolare 
riferimento alle tecniche multivariate utilizzate nelle scienze 
sociali. Il corso ha come obiettivo quello di aiutare gli studenti 
a sviluppare le capacità necessarie per l’applicazione di tali 
metodologie nella pratica. Attraverso lezioni frontali e sessioni di 
laboratorio, il corso fornirà agli studenti le conoscenze relative ai 
principali metodi per l'analisi multivariata, evidenziandone utilità 
e rilevanza nell’ambito della ricerca sociale. A partire dai modelli 
lineari generalizzati, il corso sarà dedicato alla presentazione di 
tecniche multivariate quali l’analisi delle componenti principali e 
l’analisi fattoriale, come tecniche per la riduzione della dimensio-
nalità dei dati e lo studio di costrutti latenti. Saranno illustrate le 
tecniche di cluster analysis. Verranno presentati i principi generali 
e gli ambiti di applicazione dei modelli multilivello. Oltre alle lezioni 
teoriche, il corso prevede delle sessioni presso il laboratorio 
informatico in cui verrà utilizzato il software R. 

Le lezioni e le attività pratiche di questo corso affronteranno 
tematiche molto complesse ed  avanzate nel campo delle neuro-
scienze comportamentali. Il target sarà rappresentato dal 
comportamento animale e umano, dalle modalità di analisi, 
dalle sue basi neurali, dalle sue alterazioni in specifi che patologie. 
Questo richiederà di approfondire le conoscenze anatomiche 
neurofi siologiche sulle aree cerebrali coinvolte e sui relativi circuiti 
cerebrali utilizzando le teorie e le informazioni più recenti tra quelle 
disponibili in letteratura. Lo studio delle neuroscienze comporta-
mentali partirà affrontando le scoperte della neurobiologia e della 
neurofi siologia per poi passare agli studi sull’uomo. Tra gli argo-
menti che verranno affrontati, il linguaggio, le afasie, le decisioni, 
il ragionamento, i meccanismi attentivi, le emozioni, l’ansia e lo 
stress, la dislessia, i meccanismi di ratifi cazione e piacere. Gli 
studenti impareranno ad apprezzare il metodo scientifi co delle 
neuroscienze e della psicologia, a comprendere ed analizzare 
lavori scientifi ci nel campo. 

Organizational behavior is a course in applied behavioral and 
social science that examines the factors infl uencing individual, 
group, and fi rm behavior. Topics covered include preferences, 
motivation, incentives, social networks, social infl uence, 
intergroup collaboration and confl ict, and organizational 
structure and change. The general objective of the course is to 
provide the conceptual tools for enhancing managerial judgment 
and for supporting strategic thinking about a wide variety of 
individual and team decisions within organizations.

This course focuses on business strategy, examining issues 
central to long and short-term competitive position. We will 
explore a variety of conceptual frameworks and models to 
analyse and gain insight into how to achieve or sustain competi-
tive advantage. This journey starts by analysing the impact 
of the internal context (resources and capabilities) on fi rm 
performance and subsequently analysing the external environ-
ment infl uence on a fi rm's performance. After covering both 
the external and internal perspectives, we bring these concepts 
together to discuss fi rm level competitive advantage. This fi rst 
part of the course focuses on single business or business unit 
strategy and will take up the fi rst ten weeks. The fi nal weeks 
explore corporate or multi-business strategy and international 
strategy.

The course introduces the foundations concerning accounting 
nature, purposes and methods in public and no-profi t sectors. 
Key topics are: professional accounting terminology, basics of 
budgetary accounting – with respect to preparation, interpretation 
and use of budgets and offi cial reports – basics of fi nancial 
accounting – with respect to preparation, interpretation and use of 
standard fi nancial statements. Most concepts are also applicable 
to NGOs and international organizations.
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