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Role of research in 
psychology

Overview

●	 Research is central to all the activities of psychologists as it is to modern life in general. A 
key assumption of psychology is that the considered and careful collection of research data 
is an essential part of the development of the discipline.

●	 Most psychology involves the integration of theoretical notions with the outcomes of 
research. Psychology characteristically emphasises causal explanations. Many psychologists 
adhere to the belief that a prime purpose of research is to test causal propositions, though 
this is far from universal.

●	 A frst-rate psychologist – researcher or practitioner – needs to be familiar with the way 
in which good research is carried out. This enables them to determine the adequacy and 
value of the fndings claimed from a particular study as well as to carry out their own 
research efectively.

●	 All psychologists need the skills and resources to enable them to understand research 
reports in detail, especially research studies reported in journals of psychological research. 
This requires an appreciation of the purposes, advantages and disadvantages of the diferent 
research methods used to investigate even the same issues.

●	 Very often research reports are concisely written and so assume a degree of knowledge of 
the topic and research methods. The study of research methods will help prepare students 
for this. Research reports become much clearer and easier to understand once the basics 
of psychological research methods are known.

●	 Psychologists have traditionally distinguished between true experiments and non-
experiments. True experiments are typical of laboratory studies in psychology, whereas 
non-experiments are more typical of more naturalistic studies in the field (community 
or other real-life settings).

CHAPTER 1
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 1.2 Reading

The best way of understanding psychological research methods is to read in detail about 
the studies which have been done and build on this. Few psychological textbooks give 
research in sufcient detail to substitute efectively for this. So developing a better under-
standing of how research is carried out in a particular area is greatly facilitated by reading 
at least some of the research work that lecturers and textbook writers refer to in its origi-
nal form. Admittedly, some psychologists use too much jargon in their writing, but ignore 
these in favour of the many others who communicate well wherever you can. University 
students spend only a small part of a working week being taught – they are expected to 
spend much of their time on independent study, which includes reading a great deal as 
well as independently working on assignments.

Glance through any textbook or lecture course reading list and you will see the work 
of researchers cited. For example, the lecturer or author may cite the work of Byrne 
(1961) on attraction and similarity of attitude. Normally a list of the ‘references’ cited is 
provided. The citation provides information on the kind of work it is (for example, what 
the study is about) and where it has been presented or published. The details are shown 
in the following way:

Byrne, D. (1961). Interpersonal attraction and attitude similarity. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 62, 713–715.

The format is standard for a particular type of publication. Details difer according to 
what sort of publication it is – a book may be referenced diferently from a journal article 
and an Internet source is referenced diferently still. For a journal article, the last name of the 

Some essential concepts in research
Cause Something which results in an efect, action or 
condition.

Data The information from which inferences are drawn 
and conclusions reached. A lot of data are collected in 
numerical form but it is equally viable to use data in the 
form of text for an analysis.

Randomised experiment This refers to a type of research 
in which participants in research are allocated at random 
(by chance) to an experimental or control condition. 
Simple methods of random assignment include fipping 
a coin and drawing slips of paper from a hat. The basic 
idea is that each participant has an equal chance of being 
allocated to the experimental or control conditions. The 
experimental and control conditions involve diferences in 
procedure related to the hypothesis under examination.  

So by randomisation, the researcher tries to avoid any sys-
tematic diferences between the experimental and control 
conditions prior to the experimental manipulation. Ran-
dom selection is covered in detail later (Chapter 13). In the 
modern research literature, the randomised experiment is 
often referred to as the randomised trial in some research 
contexts.

Reference In psychology, this refers to the details of the 
book or article that is the source of the ideas or data being 
discussed. The reference includes such information as the 
author, the title and the publisher of the book or the journal 
in which the article appears.

Variable A variable is any concept that varies and can 
be measured or assessed in some way. Intelligence, height, 
gender and social status are simple examples.

 Box 1.1 Key Ideas
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Important points to summarise in the abstract
Ideally, the following should be outlined in the abstract. 
Normally, subheadings are not used except in structured 
abstracts, though this rule may be broken if necessary. 
They are given here simply for purposes of clarity. They 
relate to the major subheadings of the report itself.

●	 Introduction This is a brief statement justifying the 
research and explaining the purpose, followed by a 
short statement of the research question or the main 
hypotheses. The justifcation may be in terms of the 
social or practical utility of the research, its relevance 
to theory, or even the absence of previous research. The 
research question or hypotheses will also be given. Prob-
ably no more than 30 per cent of the abstract will be 
such introductory material.

●	 Method This is a broad orientation to the type of 
research that was carried out. Often a simple phrase will 
be sufcient to orient the reader to the style of research 
in question. So phrases like ‘Brain activity was studied 
using PET (positron emission tomography) and FMRI 
(functional magnetic resonance imaging). . . ’, ‘A con-
trolled experiment was conducted . . . ’, ‘The interview 
transcripts were analysed using discourse analysis. . . ’ 
and ‘A survey was conducted. . . ’ suggest a great deal 
about the way in which the research was carried out 
without being wordy.

●	 Participants This will consist of essential detail about 
the sample(s) employed, for example ‘Interview data 
from an opportunity sample consisting of young car-
ers of older relatives was compared with a sample of 
young people entering the labour market for the frst 
time, matched for age.’

●	 Procedure This should identify the main measures 
employed, for example ‘Loneliness was assessed using 
the shortened UCLA loneliness scale. A new scale was 
developed to measure social support.’ By stipulating the 
important measures employed, one also identifes the 

key variables. For an experiment, in addition it would 
be appropriate to describe how the diferent conditions 
were created (i.e. manipulated), for example ‘Levels 
of hunger were manipulated by asking participants to 
refrain from eating or drinking for 1 hour, 3 hours and 
6 hours prior to the experiment.’

●	 Results There is no space in an abstract for elabo-
rate presentations of the statistical analyses that the 
researcher may have carried out. Typically, however, 
broad indications are given of the style of analysis, for 
example ‘Factor analysis of the 20-item anxiety scale 
revealed two main factors’, ‘The groups were compared 
using a mixed-design ANOVA’ or ‘Binomial logistic 
regression revealed fve main factors which diferenti-
ated men and women’. Now these statistical techniques 
may be meaningless to you at the moment but they will 
not be to most researchers. They refer to very distinct 
types of analysis, so the terms are very informative to 
researchers. In addition, the major fndings of the sta-
tistical analysis need to be reported. Normally, this will 
be the important, statistically signifcant features of the 
data analysis. Of course, sometimes the lack of signif-
cance is the most important thing to draw attention to 
in the abstract. There is no need and normally no space 
to use the succinct methods of the reporting of statistics 
in the abstract. So things like [t(17) = 2.43, p < .05] are 
rare in abstracts and best omitted.

●	 Discussion In an abstract, the discussion (and con-
clusions) need to be confned to the main things that 
the reader should take away from the research. As ever, 
there are a number of ways of doing this. If you have 
already stated the hypothesis, then you need do little 
other than confrm whether or not this was supported, 
given any limitations you think are important concern-
ing your research, and possibly mention any crucial 
recommendations for further research activity in the 
feld.

 Box 5.2 Practical Advice

Although this does not apply to student research reports, the abstract (apart from the 
title) is likely to be all that potential readers have available in the frst instance. Data-
bases of publications in psychology and other academic disciplines usually include just 
the title and the abstract together, perhaps, with a few search terms. Hence, the abstract 
is very important in a literature search – it is readily available to the researcher, whereas 
obtaining the actual research report may require some additional efort. Most students 
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110 PART 1 THE BASICS OF RESEARCH

Layout of a brief paper from an American Psychological 
Association journal

Dickson, J. M., Moberly, N. J., & Kinderman, P. (2011). Depressed people are not less motivated by personal goals 
but are more pessimistic about attaining them. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 120, 975–980.

While this chapter has been largely about how, as a student, you should write up your reports of your research, the ulti-
mate aim is to develop research skills to a professional level. Professional researchers publish their research in research 
journals, of which there are many in psychology. Quite often, student research is of sufcient quality to be published – 
especially fnal-year research projects in psychology degrees, and the work of postgraduate students perhaps even more 
so. So you may well fnd that you are asked to prepare your work with your research supervisor for publication. Of 
course, such publications look extremely good in one’s c.v. The format of a journal article is exacting and writing your 
frst journal article (and your last) is a demanding activity. Here we will look at a published study in the light of the 
requirements of professional publication in journals.

The Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA) recommends how a research paper should 
be written and structured for publication in the journals published by the association. Many other psychological journals 
stipulate that the APA’s suggestions should be followed. APA journals often publish papers which are longer than 5000 
words and which typically describe a number of related studies rather than just one. Some of their journals, such as the 
Journal of Abnormal Psychology, permit the publication of brief reports, which should not be longer than 5000 words. 
This word limit includes everything such as the title, the references and any notes. The Publication Manual was last 
revised in 2010, so papers are expected to follow these latest recommendations.

The APA website has a Checklist for Manuscript Submission (http://www.apa.org/pubs/authors/manuscript-check.
aspx) which lists some of the requirements that a paper needs to meet before it is considered for publication. There is 
also a free tutorial which outlines the basics of the APA style (http://www.apastyle.org/learn/tutorials/basics-tutorial.
aspx). Not all of the requirements are explicitly listed in this checklist, so other sources need to be consulted. One of the 
checklist specifcations is that each paragraph should be longer than a single sentence but not longer than a double-spaced 
page (which is shorter than from the start of this box to here). The length of text on a page, of course, is governed by 
the size of the margins, the font style and the font size, so we need information on these in order to follow this guideline. 
The margin is specifed in the checklist as being at least 1 inch (2.54 cm) wide and in the Publication Manual (p. 229) 
as being all round. However, the font style and font size are not presented in the checklist. One font style recommended 
both in the ffth slide of the basics tutorial and in the Publication Manual is Times New Roman. The Publication Manual 
(p. 228) specifes the preferred font size as being 12-point.

The general structure of psychological quantitative research papers has remained fairly consistent over a number 
of decades. However, how authors write their paper and what journal editors and reviewers want in them vary, so 
how these papers are presented may also difer somewhat. Because the Publication Manual has recently been revised 
and because most students are going to write research reports of about 5000 words, a brief paper recently published 
in an APA journal has been selected as a research example. This study was carried out by Joanne Dickson and two 
collaborators and was published in 2011 in the Journal of Abnormal Psychology. You might like to download a copy 
via your university library.

The title is expressed as a sentence which describes the main fnding. It consists of 16 words, which is slightly more 
than the 12 recommended in the checklist and the Publication Manual (p. 23). The title is ‘Depressed people are not less 
motivated by personal goals but are more pessimistic about attaining them’. A shorter alternative title might have been 
‘Depression and personal goal motivation’. This simply lists the main variables of the study and is appropriate for a non-
experimental study, which was the type of study carried out. This kind of title had been used by the frst author in two 
previous papers cited and illustrates its use. The title is written in upper and lower case with the frst letter of the major 
words capitalised (or in upper case) as described in the Publication Manual.

 Box 5.8 Research Example
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●	 A good rule-of-thumb is to present the results of calculations to no more than two deci-
mal places. This is what the APA recommends. There is a danger of spuriously implying 
a greater degree of accuracy than psychological data usually possess. Whatever you 
do, be consistent. You need to understand how to round to two decimals. Basically, if 
the original number ends with a fgure of 5 or above then we round up, otherwise we 
round down. So 21.4551 gives 21.46 rounded, whereas 21.4549 gives 21.45 rounded.
If the thing which you have calculated the value of can take a value of above one then 
values of it less than one should be written as 0.45, etc.If what you have calculated 
cannot have a value of greater than 1, then omit the fgure before the decimal point.
So a correlation coefcient would be written as .32 because it cannot have a value of 
greater than one.Again this is according to the APA Publication Manual.

●	 Psychological terms may not have a standard defnition which is accepted by all 
researchers. Consequently, you may fnd it necessary to defne how you are using terms 
in your report. Always remember that defnitions in psychology are rarely defnitive 
and they are often problematic in themselves.

●	 Regarding layout, normally the recommendation is to double-space your work and word-
process it. According to the APA, 12-point Times New Roman is preferable.However, 
check local requirements on these matters. Leave wide margins for comments. Use under-
lining or bold for headings and subheadings. The underlying assumption behind this is 
that the report is being reviewed by another person. A report that will not be commented 
upon might not require double spacing. Check the local rules where you are studying.

Avoiding bias in language
Racism, sexism, homophobia and hostility to minorities 
such as people with disabilities are against the ethics of 
psychologists. The use of racist and sexist language and 
other unacceptable modes of expression is to be avoided 
in research reports. Indeed, such language may result in the 
material being rejected for publication. We would stress 
that the avoidance of racist and sexist language cannot fully 
be reduced to a list of dos and don’ts. The reason is that 
racism and sexism can manifest themselves in a multiplicity 
of diferent forms and those forms may well change with 
time. For example, Howitt and Owusu-Bempah (1994) 
trace the history of racism in psychology and how the ways 
it is manifest have changed over time. While it is easy to see 
the appalling racism of psychology from a century ago, it is 
far harder to understand its operation in present-day psy-
chology. For detailed examples of how the writings of psy-
chologists may reinforce racism, see Owusu-Bempah and 
Howitt (1995) and Howitt and Owusu-Bempah (1990).

Probably the frst step towards the elimination of rac-
ism and sexism in psychological research is for research-
ers to undergo racism and sexism awareness training. 
This is increasingly available in universities and many 

work locations. In this way, not only will the avoidance 
of ofensive language be helped but, more importantly, the 
inadvertent propagation of racist and sexist ideas through 
research will be made much more difcult.

A few examples of avoidable language use follow:

●	 Writing things like ‘the black sample...’ can readily 
be modifed to ‘the sample of black people...’ or, if 
you prefer, ‘the sample of people of colour...’. In this 
way, the most important characteristic is drawn atten-
tion to: the fact that you are referring to people frst 
and foremost who also happen to be black. You might  
also wish to ask why one needs to refer to the race of 
people at all.

●	 Avoid references to the racial (or gender) characteris-
tics of participants which are irrelevant to the substance 
of the report, for example ‘Female participant Y was 
a black lone-parent...’. Not only does this contain the 
elements of a stereotypical portrayal of black people 
as being associated with father absence and ‘broken 
families’, but the race of the participant may be totally 
irrelevant to what the report is about.

 Box 5.1 Talking Point

C
O

N
FI

D
EN

TI
A
L:

 U
nc

or
re

ct
ed

 W
IP

 p
ro

of
, 

N
O

T 
fo

r 
ci

rc
ul

at
io

n 
or

 d
is

tr
ib

ut
io

n.
 ©

 P
ea

rs
on

 E
du

ca
ti
on

.

M05_HOWI4277_05_SE_C05.indd   92 09/06/16   9:10 am

Conclusion/Key points

Each chapter has a conclusion and set of key points to 
help summarise chapter coverage when you’re revising 
a topic

Activities

Each chapter concludes with activities to help you test 
your knowledge and explore the issues further

 CHAPTER 2 AImS AND HyPOTHESES IN RESEARCH 43

C
O

N
FI

D
EN

TI
A
L:

 U
nc

or
re

ct
ed

 W
IP

 p
ro

of
, 

N
O

T 
fo

r 
ci

rc
ul

at
io

n 
or

 d
is

tr
ib

ut
io

n.
 ©

 P
ea

rs
on

 E
du

ca
ti
on

.

 2.7 Conclusion

It is almost a truism to suggest that the aims and hypotheses of research should be clear. 
This does not mean that the aims and hypotheses are obvious at the earliest stages of the 
research project. Since research is part of the ways in which psychological knowledge and 
ideas develop, it is almost inevitable that aims and hypotheses go through a developmental 
process. Reformulation of the aims and objectives of a study will commonly occur in the 
research planning stage, and sometimes after. All research is guided by aims, but hypoth-
eses are only universal in certain types of research – especially true experiments – where 
it is possible to specify likely outcomes with a great deal of precision. Hypotheses are 
best included wherever possible, since they represent the distillation of the researcher’s 
thoughts about the subject matter. Sometimes, for non-experimental studies, the formula-
tion of hypotheses becomes too cumbersome to be of value. Hence, many excellent studies 
in psychology will not include hypotheses.

The true experiment (for example, the laboratory experiment) has many advantages in 
terms of the testing of hypotheses: (a) its ability to randomise participants to conditions, 
(b) the requirement of manipulating the independent variable rather than using already 
existing variables such as gender, and (c) the control over variables. Although we have 
largely discussed the testing of a single hypothesis at a time, very little research in real life 
is so restricted. Remember, most research studies have several aims and several hypotheses 
in the same study, because we are usually interested in the way in which a number of 
diferent variables may be related to one another. It would also be more costly in terms of 
time and efort to investigate these hypotheses one at a time in separate studies.

In the penultimate section of this book on qualitative research methods, we will see that 
important research in psychology can proceed using a quite diferent approach to inves-
tigation in which the idea of specifed aims and hypotheses is something of an anathema. 
Nevertheless, much research in mainstream psychology either overtly or tacitly subscribes 
to hypothesis testing as an ideal. Later (Chapter 18) we present an overview of the theo-
retical basis to these diferent approaches to research.

●	 Research studies have diferent general aims. most seem to be concerned with testing causal propositions or 
hypotheses. Others may describe a phenomenon or intervention in detail, estimate how common a behaviour 
is in some population, evaluate the efects of interventions, or statistically summarise the results of similar 
studies. The aim or aims of a study should be clearly and accurately stated.

●	 Studies which test causal propositions should describe clearly and accurately what these propositions are.

●	 The research study should make a contribution to the topic. While research usually builds on previous research 
in an area, the contribution of the study should be original to some extent in the sense that the particular 
question addressed has not been entirely investigated in this way before.

●	 A hypothesis describes what the relationship is expected to be between two or more variables. The hypothesis 
should be stated in a causal form when the study is a true experiment. It should be stated in a non-causal 
form when the study is a non-experiment.

Key points

➔
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ACTIVITIES
1. Choose a recent study that has been referred to either in a textbook you are reading or in a lecture that you have 

attended. What kind of aim or aims did the study have in terms of the aims mentioned in this chapter? What were 
the specifc aims of this study? What kinds of variables were manipulated or measured? If the study involved testing 
hypotheses, were the direction and the causal nature of the relationship specifed? If the hypothesis was stated in a 
causal form, was the design a true (i.e. randomised) one?

2. you wish to test the hypothesis that we are what we eat. How could you do this? What variables could you measure?

●	 When suggesting that variables may be related to one another, we usually expect the variables to be 
related in a particular way or direction. When this is the case, we should specify in the hypothesis what 
this direction is.

●	 The variable thought to be the cause may be called the independent variable and the variable presumed to 
be the efect the dependent variable. Some researchers feel that these two terms should be restricted to 
the variables in a true experiment. In non-experiments, the variable assumed to be the cause may be called 
the predictor and the variable considered to be the efect the criterion.
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Introduction

Modern psychological research is a complex activity. The ffth edition of Research meth-
ods in psychology is one of a set of three books covering the major approaches to psycho-
logical research and analysis as currently practised. A single volume combining statistics 
and research methods to meet the needs of students and researchers is impractical, given 
the scope of modern psychology. Nowadays, the discipline is extremely varied in the 
styles of research it employs, and the methodological and statistical sophistication that it 
currently enjoys would have been undreamt of even just a few years ago. Good research 
requires thought, understanding and experience – it is not a simple rule-following exercise 
and to pretend that it is does students a disservice. To our minds, the incredible progress 
of modern psychology means that teaching resources must struggle to keep up to date 
and to cope with the variety of diferent educational experiences provided by diferent 
universities. At heart, each volume in our trilogy is modularly constructed. That is, we 
do not expect that all their contents will be covered by lecturers and other instructors. 
Instead, there is a menu of largely self-contained chapters from which appropriate selec-
tions can be made.

This is illustrated by the coverage of Research methods in psychology. This is unusual 
in that both quantitative and qualitative research are covered in depth. These are com-
monly but, in our opinion, wrongly seen as alternative and incompatible approaches to 
psychological research. For some researchers, there may be an intellectual incompatibility 
between the two. From our perspective, it is vitally important that students understand 
the intellectual roots of the two traditions, how research is carried out in these tradi-
tions, and what each tradition is capable of achieving. We believe that the student who is 
so informed will be better placed to make intelligent and appropriate choices about the 
style of research appropriate for the research questions they wish to address. On its own, 
the qualitative material in this ffth edition efectively supports much of the qualitative 
research likely to be carried out today. There is as much detailed practical advice and 
theory as is available in most books on qualitative research methods. (If more is required, 
the book by Dennis Howitt (2016), Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods in 
Psychology, Harlow: Pearson Education, will probably meet your requirements.) But 
this is in addition to the quantitative coverage, which easily outstrips any competition in 
terms of variety, depth and authority. We have tried to provide students with resources 
to help them in ways largely ignored by most other texts. For example, Chapter 7 on 
literature searches is extremely comprehensive and practical. Similarly, Chapter 8 on eth-
ics meets the most recent standards and deals with them in depth. Chapter 5 on writing 
research reports places report writing at the centre of the research process rather than as 
an add-on at the end. We would argue that a student requires an understanding of the 
nature of research in psychology to be able to write a satisfactory research report. How-
ever, we have included one chapter on a quantitative research report and a new chapter 
on a qualitative research report which illustrate many of the problems that are found in 
research reports in response to requests for such material. You will also fnd some discus-
sion of statistics in this book. For the most part, this is when dealing with topics which 
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are missing from the popular SPSS-based statistics textbooks, simply because SPSS does 
not cover everything useful in psychological research. Also new is a chapter on more 
controversial aspects of statistics to give some favour of the kinds of issues that are still 
being currently debated. Finally we have also included additional references to indicate 
when important concepts initially appeared to enter the literature to provide you with 
more of a chronological and evidential context for these ideas.

As far as is possible, we have tried to provide students with practical skills as well as 
the necessary conceptual overview of research methods in modern psychology. Neverthe-
less, there is a limit to this. The bottom line is that anyone wishing to understand research 
needs to read research, not merely plan, execute, analyse and write up research. Hence, 
almost from the start we emphasise that reading is not merely unavoidable but crucial. 
Without such additional reading, the point of this book is missed. It is not intended as a 
jumble of technical stuf too boring to be part of any module other than one on research 
methods. The material in the book is intended to expand students’ understanding of psy-
chology by explaining just how researchers go about creating psychology. At times this 
can be quite exciting as well as frustrating and demanding.

This is the ffth book the authors have written together. It is also the one that came close 
to spoiling a long friendship. What became very clear while writing this book is how emo-
tive the topic of research methods can be. We found out, perhaps for the frst time, how 
diferent two people’s thinking can be, even when dealing with seemingly dry topics. As a 
consequence, rather than smooth over the cracks, making joins when this was not possi-
ble, you will fnd that we have incorporated the diferences of opinion. This is no diferent 
from the disparity of positions to be found within the discipline itself – probably less so.

The main features of this book are:

●	 in-depth coverage of both quantitative and qualitative methods

●	 a range of pedagogic features including summaries, exercises, boxes and step-by-step 
instructions where appropriate

●	 analytic strategies provided for the research designs discussed

●	 detailed information about the structure, purpose and contents of research reports

●	 the use of databases and other resources

●	 suggestions about how to develop research ideas for projects and similar studies

●	 ethics as an integral feature of the work of all psychologists.

Research methods in psychology is part of the trilogy of books which includes Statistics 
in psychology using SPSS and SPSS essentials. In Research methods in psychology, we 
have tried to make the presentation both clear in terms of the text but with additional 
visual learning aids throughout the book. We have added SPSS and other computer pro-
gram instructions to the statistics book, though we have kept these instructions as short 
and to the point as possible. Students are well used to computers and so we have provided 
the major steps together with some screenshots just as a means of checking progress in 
the analysis. Anyone needing a quick and foolproof introduction to the use of SPSS will 
fnd this in SPSS essentials. We are determined to provide resources for students which 
are both user-friendly and professionally orientated. Increasingly, research is part of many 
of the diferent sorts of careers that psychology students enter – we simply hope that our 
books speed the user towards a considered, mature approach to research.

Education is a cooperative efort. So should you fnd errors then please let us know. 
These can be difcult to spot but easy to correct – some corrections can be made when a 
book is reprinted. Ideas and comments of any sort would be most welcome.
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➔

Role of research in 
psychology

Overview

●	 Research is central to all the activities of psychologists as it is to modern life in general. A 
key assumption of psychology is that the considered and careful collection of research data 
is an essential part of the development of the discipline.

●	 Most psychology involves the integration of theoretical notions with the outcomes of 
research. Psychology characteristically emphasises causal explanations. Many psychologists 
adhere to the belief that a prime purpose of research is to test causal propositions, though 
this is far from universal.

●	 A frst-rate psychologist – researcher or practitioner – needs to be familiar with the way 
in which good research is carried out. This enables them to determine the adequacy and 
value of the fndings claimed from a particular study as well as to carry out their own 
research efectively.

●	 All psychologists need the skills and resources to enable them to understand research 
reports in detail, especially research studies reported in journals of psychological research. 
This requires an appreciation of the purposes, advantages and disadvantages of the diferent 
research methods used to investigate even the same issues.

●	 Very often research reports are concisely written and so assume a degree of knowledge of 
the topic and research methods. The study of research methods will help prepare students 
for this. Research reports become much clearer and easier to understand once the basics 
of psychological research methods are known.

●	 Psychologists have traditionally distinguished between true experiments and non-
experiments. True experiments are typical of laboratory studies in psychology, whereas 
non-experiments are more typical of more naturalistic studies in the field (community 
or other real-life settings).

CHAPTER 1
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4 PART 1 BAsiCs Of REsEARCH

●	 Many psychologists believe that true experiments (laboratory studies) in general provide 
a more convincing test of causal propositions. Others would dispute this, primarily on the 
grounds that such true experiments often achieve precision at the expense of realism.

●	 Conducting one’s own research is a fast route to understanding research methods. increas-
ingly, research is seen as an integral part of the training and work of all psychologists irre-
spective of whether they are practitioners or academics.

 1.1 Introduction

Research is exciting – the lifeblood of psychology. To be sure, the subject matter of 
psychology is fascinating, but this is not enough. Modern psychology cannot be fully 
appreciated in the absence of some understanding of the research methods that make 
psychology what it is. Although initially psychology provides many intriguing ideas 
about the nature of people and society, as one matures intellectually, the challenges and 
complexities of the research process that helped generate these ideas are increasingly 
part of one’s understanding of psychology. Psychological issues are engaging: for exam-
ple, why do some relationships last? Is there a purpose behind dreaming? What causes 
depression and what can we do to alleviate it? Can we improve our memory to make us 
study more efciently and, if so, how? Why are we aggressive and can we do anything 
to make us less so? What are the rules which govern everyday conversation? Diversity 
characterises psychology’s subject matter and ensures that our individual interests are 
well catered for. It also means that research methods must be equally diverse in order 
to address such a wide range of issues. Psychology comes in many forms and so does 
good psychological research.

Students often see research methods as a dull, dry and difcult topic which is tol-
erated rather than enjoyed. They much prefer their other lecture courses on exciting 
topics such as child development, mental illness, forensic investigation, brain structure 
and thought. What they overlook is that these exciting ideas are created by active and 
committed researchers. For these psychologists, psychology and research methods are 
intertwined – psychology and the means of developing psychological ideas through 
research cannot be diferentiated. For instance, it is stimulating to learn that we are 
attracted to people who have the same or similar attitudes to us. It is also of some 
interest to be given examples of the kinds of research which support this idea. But 
is this all that there is to it? Are there not many more questions that spring to mind? 
For example, why should we be attracted to people who have similar attitudes to our 
own? Do opposites never attract? When does similarity lead to attraction and when 
does dissimilarity lead to attraction? The answer may have already been found to such  
questions. If not, the need for research is obvious. Research makes us think hard – which 
is the purpose of any academic discipline. The more thinking that we do about research, 
the better we become at it.

Box 1.1 contains defnitions of various concepts such as ‘variable’ and ‘correlation’ to 
which you may need to refer if you are unfamiliar with these terms.
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 1.2 Reading

The best way of understanding psychological research methods is to read in detail about 
the studies which have been done and build on this. Few psychological textbooks give 
research in sufcient detail to substitute efectively for this. So developing a better under-
standing of how research is carried out in a particular area is greatly facilitated by reading 
at least some of the research work that lecturers and textbook writers refer to in its origi-
nal form. Admittedly, some psychologists use too much jargon in their writing, but ignore 
these in favour of the many others who communicate well wherever you can. University 
students spend only a small part of a working week being taught – they are expected to 
spend much of their time on independent study, which includes reading a great deal as 
well as independently working on assignments.

Glance through any textbook or lecture course reading list and you will see the work 
of researchers cited. For example, the lecturer or author may cite the work of Byrne 
(1961) on attraction and similarity of attitude. Normally a list of the ‘references’ cited 
is provided. The citation provides information on the kind of work it is (e.g. what the 
study is about) and where it has been presented or published. The details are shown in 
the following way:

Byrne, D. (1961). Interpersonal attraction and attitude similarity. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 62, 713–715.

The format is standard for a particular type of publication. Details difer according to 
what sort of publication it is – a book may be referenced diferently from a journal article 
and an Internet source is referenced diferently still. For a journal article, the last name of the 

Some essential concepts in research
Cause Something which results in an efect, action or 
condition.

Data The information from which inferences are drawn 
and conclusions reached. A lot of data are collected in 
numerical form but it is equally viable to use data in the 
form of text for an analysis.

Randomised experiment This refers to a type of research 
in which participants in research are allocated at random 
(by chance) to an experimental or control condition. 
Simple methods of random assignment include fipping 
a coin and drawing slips of paper from a hat. The basic 
idea is that each participant has an equal chance of being 
allocated to the experimental or control conditions. The 
experimental and control conditions involve diferences in 
procedure related to the hypothesis under examination.  

So by randomisation, the researcher tries to avoid any sys-
tematic diferences between the experimental and control 
conditions prior to the experimental manipulation. Ran-
dom selection is covered in detail later (Chapter 13). In the 
modern research literature, the randomised experiment is 
often referred to as the randomised trial in some research 
contexts.

Reference In psychology, this refers to the details of the 
book or article that is the source of the ideas or data being 
discussed. The reference includes such information as the 
author, the title and the publisher of the book or the journal 
in which the article appears.

Variable A variable is any concept that varies and can 
be measured or assessed in some way. Intelligence, height, 
gender and social status are simple examples.

 Box 1.1 Key ideas
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author is given frst, followed by the year in which the reference was published. After this 
comes the title of the work. Like most research in psychology, Byrne’s study was published 
in a journal. The title of the journal is given next, together with the number of the volume 
in which the article appeared and the numbers of the frst and last pages of the article. These 
references are generally listed alphabetically according to the last name of the frst author 
in a reference list at the end of the journal article or book. Where there is more than one 
reference by the same author or authors, they will be listed according to the year the work 
was presented. This is known as the Harvard system or author–date system. It is described 
in much more detail later in this part of the book in the chapters about writing a research 
report (Chapters 5 and 6). We will cite references in this way in this book. However, we 
will cite very few references compared with psychology texts on other subjects, as many of 
the ideas we are presenting have been previously summarised by other authors (although 
usually not in the same way) and have been generally accepted for many years.

Many of the references cited in lectures or textbooks are to reports of research that has 
been carried out to examine a particular question or small set of questions. Research stud-
ies have to be selective and restricted in their scope – it is impossible to design a study to 
study everything. As already indicated, the prime location for the publication of research 
is journals. Journals consist of volumes which are usually published every year. Each 
volume typically comprises a number of issues or parts that come out, say, every three 
months, but this is variable. The papers or articles that make up an issue are probably 
no more than 4000 or 5000 words in length, though it is not uncommon to fnd some of 
them 10,000 words long. Their shortness necessitates their being written concisely. As 
a consequence, they are not always easy to read and often require careful study in order 
to master them. In order to understand them, you may also have to read some of the 
other studies for details that you do not know and which will give you a better and more 
complete understanding of it.

An important aim of this book is to provide you with the basic knowledge which is 
required to read these papers – and even to write them. Often there appear to be obstacles 
in the way of doing the necessary reading. For example, there are many diferent psychol-
ogy journals – too many for individual libraries to stock – so they subscribe to a limited 
number of them. A book which is not available locally at your university may be obtained 
from another library. Almost invariably, nowadays, university libraries subscribe to digi-
tal versions of journals, so many papers are readily available in electronic fles (usually 
in Portable Digital Format, pdf) which can easily be accessed via your university library 
over the Internet and then even circulated to others as an e-mail attachment. The chapter 
on searching the literature (Chapter 7) suggests how you can access publications which 
are not held in your own library. The point of this means that often you can download 
to your computer articles which otherwise would not be available at your university. This 
is remarkably convenient and there are no overdue fnes.

One of the positive things about psychology is that you may have questions about a 
topic that have not been addressed in lectures or textbooks. For example, you may wonder 
whether attraction to someone depends on the nature of the particular attitudes that are 
shared. Are some attitudes more important than others and, if so, what are these? If you 
begin to ask questions like these while you are reading something, then this is excellent. 
It is the sort of intellectual curiosity required to become a good researcher. Furthermore, 
as you develop through your studies, you probably will want to know what the latest 
thinking and research are on the topic. If you are interested in a topic, then wanting to 
know what other people are thinking about it is only natural. Your lecturers will certainly 
be pleased if you do. There is a great deal to be learnt about how one goes about fnding 
out what is happening in any academic discipline. Being able to discover what is currently 
happening and what has happened in a feld of research is a vitally important skill. The 
chapter on searching the literature (Chapter 7) discusses how we go about searching for 
the current publications on a topic.
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 1.3 Evaluating the evidence

So psychology is not simply about learning what conclusions have been reached on a par-
ticular topic. It is perhaps more important to fnd out and carefully evaluate the evidence 
which has led to these conclusions. Why? Well, what if you have always subscribed to 
the old adage ‘opposites attract’? Would you suddenly change your mind simply because 
you read in a textbook that people with similar attitudes are attracted to each other? 
Most likely you would want to know a lot more about the evidence. For example, what 
if you checked and found that the research in support of this idea was obtained simply 
by asking a sample of 100 people whether they believed that opposites attract? In this 
case, all the researchers had really established was that people generally thought it was 
true that people are attracted to other people with similar attitudes. After all, merely 
because people once believed the world was fat did not make the world fat. It may be 
interesting to know what people believe, but wouldn’t one want diferent evidence in 
order to be convinced that attraction actually is a consequence of similarity of attitudes? 
You might also wonder whether it is really true that people once believed the world to be 
fat. Frequently, in the newspapers and on television, one comes across startling fndings 
from psychological research. Is it wise simply to accept what the newspaper or television 
report claims, or would it be better to check the original research in order to evaluate 
what the research actually meant?

We probably would be more convinced of the importance of attitude similarity in 
attraction if a researcher measured how attracted couples were to each other and then 
showed that those with the most similar attitudes tended to be the most attracted to one 
another. Even then we might still harbour some doubts. For example, just what do we 
mean by attraction? If we mean wanting to have a drink with the other person at a pub, 
then we might prefer the person with whom we might have a lively discussion, that is, 
someone who does not share our views. On the other hand, if willingness to share a fat 
with a person were the measure of attraction, then perhaps a housemate with a similar 
outlook to our own would be preferred. So we are beginning to see that the way in which 
we choose to measure a concept (or variable) such as attraction may be vital in terms of 
the answers we get to our research questions. Notice that the stance of a researcher is 
somewhat sceptical – that is, they need to be convinced that something is the case.

It is possibly even more difcult to get a satisfactory measure of attitudes than it is 
to measure attraction. This is partly because there are many diferent topics that we can 
express attitudes about. So, for example, would we expect attraction to be afected in the 
same way if two people share the view that there is life on Mars than if two people share 
the same religious views? Would it matter as much if two people had diferent tastes in 
music than if they had diferent views about openness in relationships? That is, maybe 
some attitudes are more important than others in determining attraction – perhaps simi-
larity on some attitudes is irrelevant to the attraction two people have for each other. One 
could study this by asking people about their attitudes to a variety of diferent topics and 
then how important each of these attitudes is to them. (Sometimes this is called salience.) 
Alternatively, if we thought that some attitudes were likely to be more important than 
others, we could focus on those particular attitudes in some depth. So it should be clear 
from all of this that the process of evaluating the research in a particular feld is not a 
narrow, nit-picking exercise. Instead, it is a process by which new ideas are generated as 
well as stimulating research to test these new propositions.

These various propositions that we have discussed about the relationship between 
attraction and similarity are all examples of hypotheses. A hypothesis is merely a supposi-
tion or proposition which serves as the basis of further investigation, either through the col-
lection of research data or through reasoning. The word hypothesis comes from the Greek  
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word for foundation – perhaps confrming that hypotheses are the foundation on which 
psychology develops. Precision is an important characteristic of good hypotheses. So, 
our hypothesis that similarity of attitudes is related to attraction might beneft from 
refnement. It looks as if we might have to say something more about the attitudes that 
people have (and what we mean by attraction for that matter) if we are going to pursue 
our questions any further. If we think that the attitudes have to be important, then the 
hypothesis should be reformulated to read that people are more attracted to those with 
similar attitudes on personally important topics. If we thought attraction was based on 
having a similar attitude towards spending money, we should restate the hypothesis to say 
that people are more attracted to those with similar attitudes towards spending money.

The evaluation of research evidence involves examining the general assertion that 
the researcher is making about an issue and the information or data that are relevant to 
this assertion. We need to check whether the evidence or data supports the assertion or 
whether the assertion goes beyond what could be confdently concluded. Sometimes, in 
extreme cases, researchers draw conclusions which seem not to be justifed by their data. 
Any statement that goes beyond the data is speculation or conjecture and needs to be 
recognised as such. There is nothing wrong with speculation as such since hypotheses, for 
example, are themselves often speculative in nature. Speculation is necessary in order to 
go beyond what we already know. However, it needs to be distinguished from what can 
legitimately be inferred from the data.

 1.4 Inferring causality

The concept of causality has been important throughout most of the history of psychol-
ogy. Other disciplines might consider it almost an obsession of psychology. The meaning 
of the term is embodied in the phrase ‘cause and efect’. The idea is that things that happen 
in the world may have an efect on other things. So when we speak of a causal relationship 
between attitude similarity and attraction, we mean that attitude similarity is the cause 
of attraction to another person. Not all data allow one to infer causality with confdence. 
Sometimes researchers suggest that their research demonstrates a causal relationship when 
others would claim that it demonstrates no such thing – that there may be a relationship 
but that one thing did not cause the other. In strictly logical terms, some claims of a causal 
relationship can be regarded as an error since they are based on research methods which 
by their nature are incapable of establishing causality with certainty. Frequently, research 
fndings may be consistent with a causal relationship but they are, equally, consistent with 
other explanations.

A great deal of psychology focuses on causes of things even though the word ‘cause’ 
is not used directly. Questions such as why we are attracted to one person rather than 
another, why people become depressed and why some people commit violent crimes are 
typical examples of this. The sorts of explanation that are given might be, for example, 
that some people commit violent crimes because they were physically abused as children. 
In other words, physical abuse as a child is a cause of adult violent crime. There may be a 
relationship between physical abuse and violent crime, but does this establish that physi-
cal abuse is a cause? To return to our main example, suppose a study found that people 
who were attracted to each other had similar attitudes. Pairs of friends were compared 
with pairs of strangers in terms of how similar their attitudes were (see Figure 1.1). It 
emerged that the friends had more similar attitudes than pairs of strangers. Could we 
conclude from this fnding that this study showed that similar attitudes cause people to 
be attracted towards one another? If we can conclude this, on what grounds can we do 
so? If not, then why not?
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There are at least three main reasons why we cannot conclude defnitively from this 
study that similar attitudes lead to people liking each other:

●	 Attraction, measured in terms of friendship, and similarity of attitudes are assessed once 
and at precisely the same time (see Figure 1.2). As a consequence, we do not know which 
of these two came frst. Did similarity of attitudes precede friendship as it would have 
to if similar attitudes led to people liking each other? Without knowing the temporal 
sequence, defnitive statements about cause and efect are not possible (see Figure 1.3).

 FiguRE 1.1 looking for causal relationships

 FiguRE 1.2 Cross-sectional study: measures taken at the same point in time

 
FiguRE 1.3

 no time lag between the measurement of attitude similarity and attraction: 
no evidence of causality
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