Reseach methods:
Psydological enquiry

* Experimental method
The factors to bear in mind when
designing and running a psychology
experiment.

e Quasi-experiments
Studies that use the experimental
method with pre-existing groups or
natural situations.

e Correlational studies
Looking for links between various
factors.

* Naturalistic observation
Examining behaviour by watching it
take place naturally .

» Casestudies
Studying one individual over a
period of time.

* Interviews
Obtaining data from participants by
asking them questions.

e Discourse analysis
What people say is influenced by
the context in which they say it.

Dependent, independent, and
confounding variables
Choosing participants and settings
Cause and effect, replication
Laboratory vs. field experiments

Williams’ study of Canadian children
Adams and Adams’ Mount St Helens
study

Twin studies and the nature/nurture
question
Issues of causality and ethics

Brown et al.’s study of child language
development
Bales’ interaction process analysis

Allport’s and Skinner’s arguments

Freud’s case study of Dr Schreber

Coolican’s types of interview
Piaget’s clinical interviews

Potter and Wetherell’s definition
Curtis’s list of seven features

Note: Cross references to
“PIP” refer to the printed
version of Psychology:
An International

In common with other sciences, psychology is concerned with theories and with data.
A theory provides a general explanation or account of certain findings or data. It also
generates a number of experimental hypotheses, which are predictions or expectations about
behaviour based on the theory. For example, someone might propose a theory in which it is
argued that some people are more hostile than others. This theory could be used to produce
various hypotheses or predictions, such as the following: hostile people will express anger
more often than non-hostile ones; hostile people will react more strongly than non-hostile
onesto frustrating situations; hostile people will be more sarcastic than non-hostile people.

Perspective by Michael
W. Eysenck.

Key TERMS

Theory: a general explanation of
a set of findings; it is used to
produce experimental
hypotheses.

Experimental hypotheses: the
testable predictions generated by
a theory.
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2 Reseach methods

Key TERMS

Dependent variable: some
aspect of the participant’s
behaviour that is measured in a
study.

Independent variable: some
aspect of the experimental
situation that is manipulated by
the experimenter.

Confounding variables:
variables that are mistakenly
manipulated or allowed to vary
along with the independent
variable.

Psychologistsspend a lot of their time collecting data in the form of measuresof
behaviour. Data are collectedin order to testvarious hypothesesMost peopleassumethat
this data collection involves proper or true experimentscarried out under laboratory con-
ditions, and it is true that literally millions of laboratory experimentshave been carried
out in psychology However, psychologistsmake useof severalmethods of investigation,
eachof which has provided useful information about human behaviour.

As you read through the various methods of investigation, it is natural to wonder
which methods are the bestand the worst. In someways, it may be more useful to com-
pare the methods used by psychologiststo the clubs used by the golf professional. The
driver is not a better or worse club than the putter, it is simply usedfor a different pur-
pose.In similar fashion, eachmethod of investigation usedby psychologistsis very useful
for testing some hypotheses,but is of little or no use for testing other hypotheses.
However, aswe will see,the experimental method provides the bestway of being able to
make inferencesabout causeand effect.

EXPERIMENAL METHOD

The method of investigation usedmost often by psychologistsis the experimental method.
In order to understand what is involved in the experimental method, we will consider a
concreteexample.

Dependent and independent variables

Supposethat a psychologistwants to testthe experimental hypothesisthat loud noise will
have a disruptive effect on the performance of a task. As with most hypotheses,this one
refersto a dependentvariable, which is someaspectof behaviour that is going to be meas-
ured. In this case,the dependentvariable is some measureof task performance.

Most experimental hypothesesstate that the dependent variable will be affected
systematicallyby somespecifiedfactor, which is known asthe independentvariable. In the
casewe are considering, the independentvariable is the intensity of noise. More generally
the independentvariable is someaspectof the experimental situation that is manipulated
by the experimenter

We come now to the most important principle involved in the useof the experimen-
tal method: the independentvariable of interestis manipulated, but all other variablesare
controlled. 1t is assumedthat, with all other variables controlled, the one and only vari-
able that is being manipulated is the causeof any subsequentchangein the dependent
variable. In terms of our example, we might expose one group of participants to very
intensenoise,and a secondgroup to mild noise. What would we needto do to ensurethat
any differencein the performance of the two groups was due to the noiserather than any
other factor? We would control all other aspectsof the situation by, for example, always
using the sameroom for the experiment, keeping the temperature the same,and having
the samelighting.

Confounding variables

Another way of expressingthe essenceof the experimental method is that it is of funda-
mental importance to avoid any confounding variables These are variables that are
manipulated or allowed to vary systematicallyalong with the independentvariable. The
presenceof any confounding variables has grave consequencespecauseit prevents us
from being able to interpret our findings. For example, supposethat the participants
exposedto intensenoise performed the task in poor lighting conditions so that they could
hardly seewhat they were doing, whereasthose exposedto mild noiseenjoyedgood light-
ing conditions. If the former group performed much worse than the latter group, we
would not know whether this was due to the intense noise, the poor lighting, or some
combination of the two.
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Independent variable > Dependent variable
NOISE A PARTICIANTOS PERFORMANCE

Confounding variables
LIGHTING LEVELS
TEMPERAURE
TIME OF DAY

You might think that it would be easyto ensurethat there were no confounding
variables in an experiment. However, there are many well-known published experi-
ments containing confounding variables. Consider, for example, a study by Jenkinsand
Dallenbach (1924). They gavea learning task to a group of participants in the morning,
and then testedtheir memory for the material later in the day. The samelearning task was
given to a secondgroup of participants in the evening,and their memory was testedthe
following morning after a night@® sleep.

What did Jenkinsand Dallenbach find? Memory performance was much higher for
the secondgroup than for the first. They arguedthat this was dueto there being lessinter-
ferencewith memory when people are asleepthan when they are awake. Can you seethe
flaw in this argument?The two groups learnedthe material at different times of day, and
sotime of day was a confounding variable. Hockey, Davies, and Gray (1972) discovered
many yearslater that the time of day at which learning occursis much more important
than whether or not the participants sleepbetweenlearning and the memory test.

Participants and settings

Proper use of the experimental method requires careful
consideration of the ways in which the participants are
allocated to the various conditions. A detailed account is
given in the Researchmethods: Design of investigations
chapter so we will focus here only on experiments in
which there are different participants in each condition.
Supposethat the participants exposed to intense noise
were on averagemuch lessintelligent than those exposed
to mild noise. We would then be unable to tell whether
poorer performance by the former participants was due to
the intensenoiseor to their low intelligence. The main way
of guarding against this possibility is by means of ran-
domisation, in which the participants are allocated at ran-
dom to the two conditions.

Numerous studies are carried out using students as
participants. This raises the issue of whether students
are representativeof society asa whole. For example, it is
possiblethat studentswould be lessdistracted than other
people by intense noise becausethey are usedto studying 2
over long periods of time in conditions that can be noisy, suchas halls of residence.

The experimental method is used mainly in laboratory experiments. However, it is
also usedin field experiments which are experimentscarried out in natural settingssuch
as in the street, in a school, or at work. Some of the advantagesof the experimental
method are common to both laboratory and field experiments,whereasother advantages
and limitations are specific to one type of experiment. We will consider the common
advantagesnext, with more specificadvantagesand limitations being discussedafter that.

In many studies,useis made of pre-existing groups of people. For example, we might
compare the performance of males and females, or that of young and middle-aged

Key TERMS

Randomisation: the allocation
of participants to conditions on a
random basis.

Field experiment: a study in
which the experimental method
is used in a naturalistic situation.
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Can you think of examples of
situations in which a wrong
causal inference could be
made, i.e. y followed x, but x
did not cause y?

Key TERM

Replication: the ability to repeat
the findings obtained from an
experiment.

individuals. Do suchstudiesqualify asgenuineexperiments?The answeris ONoO.Use of
the experimental method requires that the independent variable is manipulated by the
experimenter but clearly the experimenter cannot decidewhether a given personis going
to be male or female for the purposesof the study!

Common advantages

Causal relationships

What is generally regarded as the greatestadvantageof the experimental method is that
it allows us to establish causeand effect relationships. In the terms we have beenusing,
the independentvariable in an experiment is often regardedas a cause,and the depend-
entvariable is the effect. Philosophersof sciencehavearguedabout whether or not causal-
ity can be establishedby experimentation. However, the generalopinion is that causality
canonly be inferred. If y (e.g. poor performance)follows x (e.g.intensenoise), then it is
reasonableto infer that x causedy.

We can seewhy findings from studies based on the experimental method do not
necessarilyestablish causality from the following imaginary example. An experiment on
malaria is carried out in a hot country. Half of the participants sleepin bedroomswith the
windows open, and the other half sleepin bedrooms with the windows closed. Those
sleepingin bedroomswith the windows openare found to be more likely to catch malaria.
It would obviously be wrong to argue that having the window open caused malaria.
Having the window open or closed is relevant to catching the disease,but it tells us
nothing directly about the major causalfactor in malaria (infected mosquitoes).

Replication

The other major advantage of the experimental method concerns what is known as
replication. If an experiment has beenconductedin a carefully controlled way, it should
be possible for other researchersto repeat or replicate the findings obtained from that
experiment. There have been numerous failures to replicate using the experimental
method, but the essentialpoint is that the chancesof replication are greater when the
experimental method is usedthan when it is not.

Laboratory vs. field experiments

Laboratory and field experimentsboth involve useof the experimental method, but they
differ in that field experimentsare carried out in more natural settings. As an example
of afield experiment, let usconsider a study by Shotland and Straw (1976; see PIR, p. 675).
They arranged for a man and a woman to stagean argument and a fight fairly closeto
a number of bystanders.In one condition, the woman screamed,Ol don®know youO.In
a secondcondition, she screamed,Ol don® know why | ever married you!O. When the
bystandersthought the fight involved strangers,65% of them intervened, against only
19% when they thought it involved a married couple. Thus, peoplewere lesslikely to lend
a helping hand when it was a OloversQuarrelOthan when it was not. The bystanderswere
convinced that the fight was genuine,aswas shown by the fact that 30% of the women
were so alarmed that they shut the doors of their rooms, turned off the lights, and locked
their doors.

The greatestadvantageof laboratory experimentsover field experimentsis that it is
generallyeasierto eliminate confounding variablesin the laboratory than in the field. The
experimenteris unlikely to be able to control everyaspectof a natural situation.

Another clear advantageof laboratory experimentsover field experimentsis that it is
much easierto obtain large amounts of very detailed information from participants in the
laboratory. For example, it is hard to seehow information about participantsCphysiolog-
ical activity or speedof performing a range of complex cognitive tasks could be obtained
in afield experimentcarried out in a natural setting. There are two main reasonswhy field
experimentsare limited in this way. First, it is not generally possibleto introduce bulky
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equipmentinto a natural setting. Second,the participants in a field experiment are likely
to realisethey are taking part in an experiment if attempts are made to obtain a lot of
information from them.

One of the advantagesof field experimentsover laboratory experimentsis that the
behaviour of the participants is often more #ypical of their normal behaviour. However,
the greatestadvantageof field experimentsover laboratory experimentsis that they are
lessartificial. The artificiality of laboratory experimentation was emphasisedby Heather
(1976, pp. 31D33):

Psychologists have attempted to squeeze the study of human life into a laboratory
situation where it becomes unrecognisably different from its naturally occurring
form ... Experiments in psychology ... are social situations involving strangers,
and it might be suggested that the main kind of knowledge gleaned from years of
experimentation with human subjects is information about how strangers inter-
act in the highly artificial and unusual setting of the psychological experiment.

The effects of being observed

An important reasonwhy laboratory experiments are more artificial than field experi-
mentsis becausehe participants in laboratory experimentsare aware that their behaviour
is being observed. As Silverman (1977) pointed out, OMrtually the only condition in
which a subject [participant] in a psychological study will not behaveas a subject [par-
ticipant] is if he doesnot know he is in one.OOne consequenceof being observedis that
the participants try to work out the experimenter®hypothesis, and then act accordingly.
In this connection, Orne (1962) emphasisedthe importance of demand characteristics

which are Othe totality of cues which convey an experimental hypothesis to the subjects.O

Orne found that the participants in one of his studieswere willing to spendseveralhours
adding numbers on random number sheetsand then tearing up each completed sheet.
Presumablythe participants interpreted the experiment as a test of endurance,and this
motivated them to keep going.

Another consequencedf the participants in laboratory experimentsknowing they are
being observedis evaluation apprehension Rosenberg(1965) defined this as Oanactive
anxiety-toned concernthat he [the participant] win a positive evaluation from the exper-
imenter or at leastthat he provide no grounds for a negativeone.O

Sgall et al. (1970) contrasted the effects of demand characteristics and evaluation
apprehension on thetask of copying telephone numbers. The experimenter told participants
doing the task for the second time that he expected them to perform it at a rate that was
actually sower than their previous performance. Adherence to the demand characteristics
would have led to dow performance, whereas evaluation apprehension and the need to be
capable would have produced fast times. The participants actually performed more quickly
than they had done before, indicating the greater importance of evaluation apprehension.

This conclusion was strengthenedby the findings from a secondcondition, in which
the experimenter not only said that he expectedthe participants to perform at a slower
rate, but alsotold them that thosewho rush are probably obsessive-compulsiveThe par-
ticipants in this condition performed the task slowly, becausehey wanted to be evaluated
positively.

Another way in which laboratory experiments tend to be more artificial than
field experiments was identified by Wachtel (1973). He used the term implacable
experimenter to describe the typical laboratory situation, in which the experimenter®
behaviour (e.g. instructions) affects the participant@ behaviour, but the participant®
behaviour does not influence the experimenter®behaviour. There are two serious prob-
lems with experiments using an implacable or unyielding experimenter First, because
the situation (including the experimenter)is allowed to influence the participant but the
participant isn®allowed to affect the situation, it is likely that the effectsof situations on
our behaviour are overestimated. Second,becausemuch of the richnessof the dynamic
interactions betweenindividual and situation hasbeenomitted, there is a real dangerthat
seriously oversimplified accountsof human behaviour will emerge.

In what type of investigations
might participants act in an
unnatural way?

What examples can you give
for an experiment that has
involved an implacable
experimenter?

Key TERMS

Demand characteristics: cues
that allow participants to guess
the nature of the study.
Evaluation apprehension:
anxiety-toned concern felt by
participants to perform well and
please the experimenter.
Implacable experimenter: the
typical laboratory situation in
which the experimenter’s
behaviour is uninfluenced by
the participant’s behaviour.
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If Milgram’s study is an
example of experimental
realism, can you suggest an
example for mundane realism?

Why is it that participants
care about causing disruption
to an experimenter’s work?

Key TERMS

Mundane realism: the use of
an artificial situation that closely
resembles a natural situation.
Experimental realism: the use
of an artificial situation in which
the participants become fully
involved.

Inter nal validity: the validity of
an experiment in terms of the
context in which it is carried out.
External validity: the validity of
research findings outside the
research situation.

suit each example?

M Research activity: In small groups, devise a table to summarise the
advantages and limitations of the two different approaches: laboratory
experiments and field experiments. Choose a selection of topics that
psychologists might wish to investigate. Which approach would most

Artificiality
How much doesit matter that laboratory experimentsare artificial? As Coolican (1998)
pointed out, OIn scientific investigation, it is often necessary to create artificial circum-
stancesin order to isolate a hypothesisedeffect.OIf we are interestedin studying basic
cognitive processesuchasthoseinvolved in perception or attention, then the artificiality
of the laboratory is unlikely to affect the results. On the other hand, if we are interested
in studying social behaviour, then the issue of artificiality does matter. For example,
Zegoib et al. (1975) found that mothers behavedin a warmer and more patient way with
their children when they knew they were being observedthan when they did not.
Carlsmith, Ellsworth, and Aronson (1976) drew a distinction between mundane realism
and experimental realism. M undane realism refers to experiments in which the situation is
set up to resemble situations often found in everyday life. In contrast, experimental realism
refers to experiments in which the situation may be rather artificial, but is sufficiently
interesting to produce full involvement from the participants. Milgram® (1974) research
on obedience to authority is a good example of experimental realism (see PIR, Chapter 20).
The key point is that experimental realism may be more important than mundane realism
in producing findings that generalise to real-life situations.

Ethical issues

What we will do hereis to discussa few ethical issuesthat are of specialrelevanceto lab-
oratory or field experiments. So far as laboratory experimentsare concerned,there is a
dangerthat the participants will be willing to behavein a laboratory in ways they would
not behaveelsewhere.For example, Milgram (1974) found in his work on obedienceto
authority that 65% of his participants were preparedto give very intense electric shocks
to someoneelsewhen the experimenttook placein alaboratory at Yale University. In con-
trast, the figure was only 48% when the samestudy was carried out in a run-down office
building. Thus, participants are often willing to do what they would not normally do in
the setting of a prestigeful laboratory.

Another ethical issuethat applies especiallyto laboratory experiments concernsthe
participant@ right to withdraw from the experiment at any time. It is generalpractice to
inform participants of this right at the start of the experiment. However, participants may
feel reluctant to exercisethis right if they think it will causeserious disruption to the
experimenterresearch.

So far asfield experiments are concerned, the main ethical issue relates to the principle
of voluntary informed consent,which is regardedascentral to ethical human research.By
their very nature, most field experimentsdo not lend themselvesto obtaining informed
consent from the participants. For example, the study by Shotland and Straw (1976)
would have beenrenderedalmost meaninglessif the participants had beenaskedbefore-
hand to give their consentto witnessing a stagedquarrel! The participants in that study
could reasonablyhave complained about being exposedto a violent quarrel.

Another ethical issuewith field experimentsisthat it isnot possiblein most field exper-
iments to tell the participants that they have the right to withdraw at any time without
offering a reason.

Summary

Therespective strengths and weaknesses of laboratory experiments and field experiments can
be summed up with reference to two different kinds of validity: internal validity and external
validity. Internal validity refersto the validity of an experi-
ment within the confines of the context in which it is
carried out, whereas external validity refersto the validity
of an experiment outside the research Stuation itself.
Laboratory experimentstend to be high in internal validity
but low in external validity, whereas field experiments are
high in external validity but low in internal validity.
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QUASI-EXPERIMENTS

OrrueOexperiments based on the experimental method provide the best way of being able
to draw causal inferences with confidence. However, it is often the case that there are prac-
tical or ethical reasonswhy it issimply not possibleto carry out a true experiment. In such
circumstances, investigators often carry out what is known as a quasi-experiment. Quasi-
experimental designs Oresemble experiments but are weak on some of the characteristicsO
(Raulin & Graziano, 1994). There are two main ways in which quasi-experimentstend to
fall short of being true experiments. First, the manipulation of the independent variable
is often not under the control of the experimenter. Second, it is usually not possible to
allocate the participants randomly to groups.

There are numerous hypothesesin psychology that can only be studied by meansof
quasi-experimentsrather than true experiments. For example, supposethat we are inter-
estedin studying the effectsof divorce on young children. We could do this by comparing
children whose parents had divorced with those whose parents were still married. There
would, of course, be no possibility of allocating children at random to the divorced or
non-divorced parent groups! Studiesin which pre-existing groups are compared often
qualify as quasi-experiments.Examples of such quasi-experimentswould be comparing
the learning performance of males and females, or comparing the social behaviour of
introverted and extraverted individuals.

Natural experiments

The natural experimentis a type of quasi-experimentin which a researchermakesuse of
somenaturally occurring eventfor researchpurposes.An example of a natural experiment
is a study by Williams (1986) on the effects of television on aggressivebehaviour in
Canadian children agedbetween6 and 11 years. Three communities were compared: one
in which television had just beenintroduced, one in which there was only one television
channel,and one in which there were severalchannels.The children in the first commun-
ity showed a significant increasein verbal and physical aggressionduring the first two
yearsafter televisionwasintroduced, whereasthosein the other two communities did not.
This was not a true experiment, becausethe children were not allocated randomly to the
three conditions or communities.

Adams and Adams (1984) carried out a natural experiment following the eruption of
the Mount StHelensvolcano in 1980. As the volcanic eruption had beenpredicted, they
were able to assessthe inhabitants of the small town of Othello before and after it
happened.There was a 50% increasein mental health appointments, a 198% increasein
stress-aggravatedliness, and a 235% increasein diagnosesof mental illness.

Advantages and limitations

What are the advantages of natural experiments? The main one is that the participants
in natural experiments are often not aware that they are taking part in an experiment,
even though they are likely to know that their behaviour is being observed. Another
advantage of natural experimentsis that they allow us to study the effects on behaviour
of independent variables that it would be unethical for the experimenter to manipulate.
For example, Adams and Adams (1984) were interested in observing the effects of a
major stressor on physical and mental iliness. No ethical committee would have allowed
them to expose their participants deliberately to stressors that might cause mental ill-
ness, but they were able to take advantage of a natural disaster to conduct a natural
experiment.

What arethelimitations of natural experiments? The greatest limitation occurs because
the participants have not been assigned at random to conditions. As a result, observed dif-
ferencesin behaviour between groups may be dueto differencesin the types of participants
in the groups rather than to the effects of the independent variable. Consider, for example,
the study by Williams (1986) on television and aggression. The children in the community

Why would a study comparing
the learning performance of
males and females be a
quasi-experiment and not

a true experiment?

Key TERMS
Quasi-experiment: a type of
experiment resembling a “true”
experiment, but with some
aspects of the experimental
method omitted.

Natural experiment: a type of
quasi-experiment in which use is
made of some naturally

occurring event.
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What might be the practical
uses of results such as those
from the Mount St Helens
study?

QUASI-EXPERIMENTS

Limitations

® Participants not allocated at random to conditions

e Difficult to identify what aspects of the independent
variable have caused the effects on
behaviour

Advantages

® Participants behave naturally

® |nvestigates the effects of independent
variables that it would be unethical to
manipulate

Add these points to your summary table of advantages and limitations of laboratory and field experiments

for revision purposes (p. 6 of this chapter).

that had just been exposed to television might have been naturally more aggressive than the
children in the other two communities. However, the children in the three communities did
not differ in their level of aggression at the start of the study.

It is usually possibleto check whether the participants in the various conditions are
comparable.For example,they canbe comparedwith respectto variablessuchasage,sex,
socio-economic status, and so on. If the groups do differ significantly in some respects
irrelevant to the independentvariable, then this greatly complicatesthe task of interpret-
ing the findings of a natural experiment.

The other major limitation of natural experimentsinvolves the independentvariable.
In somenatural experiments, it is hard to know exactly what aspectsof the independent
variable have causedany effects on behaviour. For example, there is no doubt that the
eruption of Mount St Helenswas a major stressor It causedstressin part becauseof the
possibility that it might erupt again and produce more physical devastation. However,
social factors were also probably involved. If peoplein Othello observedthat one of their
neighbours was highly anxious becauseof the eruption, this may have heightenedtheir
level of anxiety.

Ethical issues

It can be argued that there are fewer ethical issueswith natural experimentsthan with
many other kinds of research.The reasonis that the experimenteris not responsiblefor
the fact that the participants have been exposedto the independentvariable. However,
natural experiments can raise various ethical issues.First, there can be the issue of
informed voluntary consent,in view of the fact that the participants are often not aware
that they are taking part in an experiment. Second,experimenterscarrying out natural
experiments need to be sensitive to the situation in which
the participants find themselves.Peoplewho have been
exposedto a natural disastersuchasa volcanic eruption

M Research activity: In groups of three, design a summary table to
illustrate the ethical issues involved in laboratory, field, and natural
experiments, with each group member taking one type of experiment

may resentit if experimentersstart asking them detailed
questions about their mental health or psychological

then reporting back to the group.

well-being.

KeY TERM
Correlation: an association that
is found between two variables.

CORRELAIONAL STUDIES

Supposethat we were interested in the hypothesis that watching violence on television
leadsto aggressivebehaviour. One way of testing this hypothesiswould be to obtain two
kinds of information from a large number of people: (1) the amount of violent television
they watched; and (2) the extent to which they behavedaggressivelyin various situations.
If the hypothesisis correct, then we would expect that those who have seenthe most
violence on television would tend to be the most aggressiveln technical terms, this study
would be looking for a correlation, or association,betweenwatching violent programmes
and being aggressive.Thus, the closer the link betweenthem, the greater would be the
correlation or association.

One of the best-known usesof the correlational approach is in the study of the role
of nature and nurture in intelligence. What is done is to assesshe intelligence of pairs
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of identical or monozygotic and fraternal or dizygotic twins. After that the degree of
similarity in intelligence within pairs is worked out by meansof a correlation. Identical
twins are more alike geneticallythan fraternal twins. As aresult, their levelsof intelligence
should be more similar than those of fraternal twins if heredity plays an important role in
determining intelligence. As predicted, the correlation indicating the degreeof similarity
in intelligence is nearly always higher for identical twins than for fraternal twins.
However, it has proved hard to provide a detailed interpretation of the findings.

Advantagesand limitations

Correlational designsare generally regardedas inferior to experimental designs,because
it is hard (or impossible)to establishcauseand effect. In our example, the existenceof an
associationbetweenthe amount of television violence watched and aggressivebehaviour
would certainly be consistentwith the hypothesisthat watching violent programmescan
causeaggressivebehaviour. However, there are other possibleinterpretations of the data.
The causality may actually operate in the opposite direction. In other words, aggressive
individuals may choose to watch more violent programmes than those who are less
aggressiveThere may be a third variable which accountsfor the associationbetweenthe
variables of interest, i.e. watching violent programmes and aggressivebehaviour. For
example, peoplein disadvantagedfamilies may watch more television programmesof all
kinds than those in non-disadvantagedfamilies, and their deprived circumstancesmay
also causethem to behaveaggressivelylf that were the case,then the number of violent
television programmeswatched might have no direct effect at all on aggressivebehaviour.

CORRELAIONAL STUDIES

Advantages Limitations
® Allows study of hypotheses that cannot ® Interpretation of results is difficult
be examined directly ® Cause and effect cannot be established
® More data on more variables can be collected ® Direction of causality is uncertain
more quickly than in an experimental set-up ® Variables other than the one of interest may
® Problems of interpretation are reduced be operating

when no association is found
® Even when strong correlations are found it
may be obvious that no causal relationship exists

In spite of the interpretive problems posed by the findings of correlational studies,
there are severalreasonswhy psychologistscontinue to usethis method.

First, many hypotheses cannot be examined directly by means of experimental
designs.For example, the hypothesisthat smoking causesa number of physical diseases
cannot be tested by forcing some people to smoke and forcing others not to smoke!
All that can be done is to examine correlations or associationsbetweenthe number of
cigarettessmoked and the probability of suffering from various diseases.

Second,it is often possibleto obtain large amounts of data on a number of variables
in a correlational study much more rapidly and efficiently than would be possible using
experimental designs.Use of a questionnaire, for example, would permit a researcherto
investigate the associationsbetween aggressivebehaviour and a wide range of activities
(such as watching violent films in the cinema; reading violent books; being frustrated at
work or at home).

Third, interpretive problems are much reducedif there is no associationbetweentwo
variables. For example, if it were found that there was no associationat all betweenthe
amount of violent television watched and aggressivebehaviour, this would provide fairly
strong evidencethat aggressivebehaviour is not causedby watching violent programmes
on television.

Fourth, the interpretive problems with associations or correlations between two
variables are often not asgreat asin the example of violent programmesand aggression.
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B Research activity: Choose an event to observe. This could be a video
recording of a scene from a television drama. Alternatively a group
could role-play a job interview or a heated debate. Observe the event
and individually record what you see, comparing notes afterwards.
Have you all recorded the same observations?

Suppose,for example, we discover a correlation between age and happiness,in which
older people are generally less happy than younger people. Although it would not be
possibleto offer a definitive interpretation of this finding, we could be entirely confident
that unhappinessdoesnot causeold age!

Ethical issues

Correlational analysesare usedvery widely. As a result, it is not possibleto identify any
particular ethical issuesthat apply to most studiesin which suchanalysesare carried out.
However, correlational analysesare often usedin socially sensitiveresearch,which raises
political and/or social issues.For example, considerthe correlational evidencesuggesting
that individual differencesin intelligence dependin part on geneticfactors. Somepeople
have argued mistakenly that this implies that race differencesin intelligence also depend
on geneticfactors. The key ethical issuehere (and in many other correlational studies)is
for the researcherto be fully aware of the social sensitivity of the findings that he or she
has obtained.

Another ethical issueis raised by the real possibility that the public at large will
misinterpret the findings from correlational studies. For example, the finding that there
was a correlation betweenthe amount of television violencewatched by children and their
level of aggressioned many influential peopleto arguethat television violencewas having
a damaging effect. In other words, they mistakenly supposedthat correlational evidence
can demonstrate a causal relation. Television companies may have suffered from such
over-interpretation of findings.

NATURALISTICOBSER/ATION

Naturalistic observation involves methods designedto examine behaviour without the
experimenter interfering with it in any way. This approach was originally developed
by the ethologists such as Lorenz and Tinbergen. They studied animals in their natural
habitat rather than in the laboratory, and discovered much about their behaviour. An
example of the useof naturalistic observation in human researchis the work of Brown,
Fraser and Bellugi (1964). They studied the language development of three children
(Adam, Eve, and Sarah)by visiting them at home about 35 times a year

One of the key requirements of the method of naturalistic observation is to avoid
intrusion. Dane (1994, p. 1149) defined this as Oanythingthat lessensthe participantsO
perception of an eventas natural.O There are various ways in which intrusion can occur.
For example, there will be intrusion if observations are
made in an environment that the participants regard
as a researchsetting. There will also be intrusion if the
participants are aware that they are being observed. In
many studies,the experimenteris in the sameroom asthe
participants, and sothey are almost certain to realisethey

are being observed.When this is the case the experimenter
may try to becomea familiar and predictable part of the situation before any observations
are recorded.

The participants in naturalistic observation often display a wide range of verbal and
non-verbal behaviour. How can observersavoid being overloaded in their attempts to
record this behaviour? One approach is to focus only on actions or eventsthat are of
particular interest to the researcher;this is known as event sampling. Another approach
is known astime sampling, in which observations are only made during specified time
periods (e.g. the first 10 minutes of each hour). A third approach is point sampling, in
which one individual is observedin order to categorisetheir current behaviour, after
which a secondindividual is observed.

In considering the data obtained from naturalistic observation, it is important to
distinguish betweenrecording and interpretation or coding. For example,an observermay
record that the participant has moved forwards, and interpret that movement as an
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aggressiveaction. In practice, however, observerstypically only focus on interpreting or
coding the participantsObehaviour. For example, Bales(1950) developedthe interaction
processanalysis, which allows observersto record inferred meaningsfor the forms of
behaviour shown by membersof a group (e.g. OofferssuggestionO).

There have beenvarious attempts to developways of categorisingpeople®behaviour
in naturalistic observation without interpreting it. For example, McGrew (1972) devised

a detailed and comprehensive recording system to place the social interactions of children

at nursery school into 110 categories.

Advantagesand limitations

What are the advantages of naturalistic observation? First, if the participants are unaware
that they are being observed, then it providesa way of observing people behaving naturally.
When this happens, there are no problems from demand characteristics, evaluation appre-
hension, the implacable experimenter, and so on. Second, many studies based on natu-
ralistic observation provide richer and fuller information than typical laboratory
experiments. For example, participantsCbehaviour may be observed in a range of different
social contexts rather than on their own in the laboratory. Third, it is sometimes possible
to use naturalistic observation when other methods cannot be used. For example, the
participants may be unwilling to be interviewed or to complete a questionnaire. In the
case of participants being observed at work, it may be impossible to obtain permission to
disrupt their work in order to carry out an experiment.

NATURALISTICOBSER/ATION

Advantages Limitations
® People tend to behave naturally ® Experimenter has no control over the situation
® Information that is gathered is rich and full ® Participants can be aware of being watched
® Can be used where other methods are not and this can affect behaviour
possible ® Problems of reliability due to bias or imprecise

categorisation of behaviour

® Problems of validity due to observers’ or coders’
assumptions

® Replication is not usually possible

What are the limitations of naturalistic observation? Theseare some of the major ones:

e The experimenter has essentiallyno control over the situation; this can make it very
hard or impossibleto decidewhat causedthe participants to behaveasthey did.

e The participants are often aware that they are being observed,with the result that their
behaviour is not natural.

e There can be problems of reliability with the observational measuresaken, becauseof
bias on the part of the observeror becausehe categoriesinto which behaviour is coded
are imprecise.Attempts to produce good reliability often involve the useof very precise
but narrow categories,leading to much of the participantsObehaviour simply being
ignored. Reliability can be assessedy correlating the observational records of two
different observers.This producesa measureof inter-rater reliability .

e The fact that observationsare typically interpreted or codedprior to analysiscan cause
problems with the validity of measurement.For example,it may be assumedinvalidly
that all instancesof one child striking another child representaggressiveacts, when
in fact many of them are only playful gestures.Thus, great care needsto be taken in
operationalisation, which is a procedure in which a variable (e.g. aggressiveact) is
defined by the operations taken to measureit.

e There are often problems of replication with studies of naturalistic observation. For
example,the observedbehaviour of children in a school may dependin part on the fact
that most of the teachersare very lenient and fail to impose discipline. The findings
might be very different at another school in which the teachersare strict.

Key TeErRM
Operationalisation: a procedure
in which variables of interest are
defined by the operations taken
to measure them.
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Key TERM

Case study: detailed
investigation of a single
individual.

Ethical issues

Naturalistic observation posesethical problems if the participants do not realise that

their behaviour is being observed.In those circumstancesthey obviously cannot give their

voluntary informed consentto beinvolved in the study. There can also be problems about

confidentiality. Suppose,for example, that naturalistic observation takes place in a par-

ticular school, and the published results indicate that many of the children are badly

behaved.Evenif the name of the schoolis not mentionedin the report, many peopleread-

ing it will probably be able to identify the school becausethey know that the researchers
made detailed observationsthere.

CASESTUDIES

The great majority of studiesin psychology have involved the use of experimental or
correlational methods on groups of participants. These approaches permit the use of
statistical techniquesproviding information about the extent to which the resultsobtained
from a given samplecan be generalisedto somelarger population.

There are often good reasonswhy it is not feasibleto use numerous participants in
a study. For example, a brain-damaged patient may have a very unusual pattern of
impaired performance, and there may not be other patients having the same pattern.
Another example might be a therapist who hasa patient with a rare mental disorder, but
there is no possibility of him or her collecting data from other patients with the same
disorder. In such circumstances,it can be very useful to carry out a casestudy, in which
one individual is investigatedthoroughly and over a period of time.

Someresearchershave argued that the study of individual casescan be more fruitful
than the study of groups of participants. One of the most convincing statementsof that
argument was put forward by Gordon Allport (1962):

Why should we not start with individual behaviour as a source of hunches ... and
then seek our generalisations but finally come back to the individual not for the
mechanical application of laws but for a fuller and more accurate assessment than
we are now able to give? ... We stop with our wobbly laws of generality and
seldom confront them with the concrete person.

Some of those who have favoured single-casestudies have been of an anti-scientific
persuasion.However, a prominent experimentalist who advocatedthe use of single-case
studies was the behaviourist B.F Skinner In a discussionof researchon operant condi-
tioning, Skinner (1966) argued, Oinsteadof studying a thousand rats for one hour each,
or a hundred rats for ten hours each, the investigator is likely to study one rat for
a thousand hours.O

There are severaltypes of casestudies, and they are carried out for various reasons,
someof which will be consideredhere.One reasonis to testa current theory. For example,
Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968) argued that information only entersthe long-term memory
store via the short-term memory store (seePIR Chapter 9). As a result, a brain-damaged
individual with impaired short-term memory should also have impaired long-term mem-
ory. Evidencethat seemedo be inconsistentwith this theory was reported in a casestudy
on KF, who was involved in a motorcycle accident(Shallice& Warrington, 1970). He had
very poor short-term memory for words and digits, but his long-term learning and recall
were unaffected.

Casestudies can also be usedto refine theories. Baddeleyand Hitch (1974) argued
that people possessan articulatory loop which is used in the rehearsal of verbal
information (seePIR Chapter 9). It usedto be assumedthat rehearsalwithin the articula-
tory loop requires useof the speechmuscles.However, Baddeleyand Wilson (1985) car-
ried out a casestudy on a student, GB. He suffered from anarthria, which meant that he
could not use his speechmusclesand was unable to speak.In spite of this disorder, GB
was able to make useof the articulatory loop.
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Developing new theories

Case studies are also of value in the development of new theories. For example, Sigmund Freud
carried out a case study on Dr Schreber, a lawyer who suffered from paranoia (a mental disorder
involving delusions). Freud was puzzled by the fact that Dr Schreber and other paranoid patients
had a number of apparently unrelated delusions. These included a jealous feeling that their
spouses or lovers had been unfaithful to them, the belief that others were plotting against
them, the belief that several members of the opposite sex were in love with them, and delusions
of grandeur.

Freud’s discussions with Dr Schreber led him to an analysis of paranoia. According to Freud,
homosexual desires underlie paranoia. However, because homosexuality was viewed with
disfavour by society at that time, Freud felt that these desires remain unconscious and become
distorted in various ways. One such distortion is for a male paranoiac to think his wife or lover
loves another man, which produces jealousy. Delusions of grandeur were accounted for by
assuming that the male paranoid individual’s thought “I love a man”, turns into “I love
no-one”, and then into “I love no-one but myself”. This analysis led Freud to develop a new
(but implausible) theory of paranoia.

Why use case studies?

1. Can you spot any problems with the case study on Dr Schreber? | To test current theories |
2. Is there any way in which we could test Freud’s proposed interpretation of the case study? I

| To refine existing theories |

Somecasestudies are basedon very unusual individuals. For example, there was Chris I
Sizemore,who was the central character in the film The Three Faces of Eve (seePIR
p. 109). Someof the time shewas Eve White, a well-behaved and inhibited woman. At
other times, shewas Eve Black, who was promiscuousand impulsive. At still other times, I

shewas Jane,who was more stable than either of the other two personalities. The exis- | To test usual assumptions |
tence of individuals with multiple personalitiesraisesissuesabout our usual assumption

| To develop new theories |

that everyonehas one personality and one self.

Advantagesand limitations

What are the advantagesof casestudies?First, as we have seen,a single-casestudy can
provide good evidencethat a particular theory is in error. Of course,it is then desirable
to find and test other individuals to checkthe findings from the first casestudy. Second,
a casestudy can help to refine our theoretical understanding. Third, casestudies can
provide rich information that is used by the researcheror therapist to develop new
theoretical ideas. An example of this is the caseof Dr Schreber which was discussed
earlier. Fourth, casestudiescan provide information about exceptional typesof behaviour
or performancethat had beenthought to be impossible.

What are the limitations of casestudies?The greatestlimitation is their typically low
reliability . The findings that are obtained from one unusual or exceptional individual are
unlikely to be repeatedin detail from another individual. Thus, it is often very hard to
generalisefrom a single-casestudy. Second,many casestudiesinvolve the useof lengthy,
fairly unstructured, interviews. Such casestudiessharethe limitations that are identified
for interviews in the next section. Third, researchersgenerally only report some of the
data they obtained from their interviews with the participant. They may be unduly selec-
tive in terms of what they chooseto report or to omit.

Ethical issues

Case studies with clinical patients can pose important issues about confidentiality.
A therapist suchas Sigmund Freud may want to publish details of his casestudiesbecause
they seemto support his theoretical position. However, the patient may be very unwilling
for personal information about him or her to be published. Case studies with brain-
damagedpatients can poseethical issuesabout voluntary informed consent.For example,
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patients with severelanguageimpairments may find it hard to understand what will be
involved in a casestudy, and so they cannot give proper informed consent.

INTERVIEWS

As Coolican (1994) pointed out, there are various kinds of interview which vary enor-
mously in terms of the amount of structure they contain. In what follows, we will make
useof his categorisation of different types of interview.

Non-dir ective interviews

Non-directive interviews possessthe least structure, with the person being interviewed
(the interviewee) being free to discussalmost anything he or shewants. The role of the
interviewer in non-directive interviews is to guide the discussion and to encourage
the interviewee to be more forthcoming. This type of interview is used very often in
psychotherapy but haslittle relevanceto research.

Informal interviews

Informal interviews resemble non-directive interviews, in that the interviewer listens
patiently and focusesmainly on encouraging the interviewee to discussissuesin more
depth or detail. However, informal interviews differ in that there are certain generaltopics
that the interviewer wishesto explore. One of the best-known examplesinvolving infor-
mal interviews was a large-scalestudy of workers at the Hawthorne works of Western
Electric. The aim of this study wasto explore industrial relations via a seriesof interviews.
What emergedfrom informal interviews was that the relatively minor issuesinitially
raised by the workers generally reflected deeper and more serious worries (Roethlisberger
& Dickson, 1939; seep. 20 of the Researchmethods: Design of investigations chapter).

Guided interviews

Informal but guided interviews possessa little more structure than informal interviews.
The interviewer identifies beforehand the issuesto be addressed,but how and when to
raisethoseissuesis decidedduring the courseof the interview. Structured but open-ended
interviews usea formal procedurein which all intervieweesare asked preciselythe same
questionsin the sameorder. Sucha procedure preventsthe interviewee from side-tracking
the interview and taking control of it away from the interviewer. The interviews are open-
ended, in the sensethat the questionsthat are asked allow plenty of scopefor various
kinds of answers(e.g. OHow do you seeyour careerdeveloping?0).

Clinical interviews

The clinical interview or clinical method resemblesthe structured but open-endedinter-
view. In essenceall of the intervieweesor participants are askedthe samequestions, but
the choice of follow-up questions dependson the answersthat are given. Piaget made
much useof the clinical method in his researchon cognitive developmentin children (see
PIR Chapter 15). Piagetunderstood that children might perform poorly on atask because
they did not understand fully what the experimenterwanted them to do. One way of try-
ing to avoid this problem was by giving the experimenter the flexibility to ask questions
in various ways. In spite of this, critics of Piagethave arguedthat the children he studied
often failed to solve problems becauseof the complex languageusedby the experimenter

Fully structured interviews

Finally, there is the fully structured interview. In this type of interview, a standard set of
guestionsis askedin the samefixed order to all of the interviewees,and they are only
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allowed to choosetheir answersfrom a restricted set of possibilities (e.g. OYesO;0NoO;
ODon©knowO). As Coolican (1994, pp. 121D122)pointed out, Othisapproach is hardly
an interview worth the nameat all. It is a face-to-facedata-gatheringtechnique, but could
be conducted by telephoneor by post.O

Advantagesand limitations

What are the advantagesof the interview method? As
might be expected,the preciseadvantagesdependon the | g Research activity: Using one of the types of interviews listed, design
type of interview. Relatively unstructured interviews have | a scenario and role-play the interview with a partner, recording their
the advantagethat they are responsiveto the personality, responses. What changes would you make if you were able to try the
interests,and motivations of the interviewee. In principle, | 2<UVity again?

they can perhapsreveal more about the intervieweethan | ®Non-directive interview

L . . . ® Informal interview

is likely to be the casewith more structured interviews. | o g ided interview

One of the advantagesof fairly structured interviews iS | e Clinical interview

that it is easyto comparethe responseof different inter- ® Fully structured interview

viewees, all of whom have been asked the same ques-
tions. Another advantageis good reliability, in that two different interviewers are likely to
obtain similar responsesfrom an interviewee when they ask exactly the samequestions
in the sameorder. A further advantageis that there is a reasonableprobability of being
able to replicate or repeatthe findings from a study using structured interviews. Finally,
structured interviews have the advantagethat it is usually fairly easyto analysethe data
obtained from them.

What are the limitations of the interview method? So far as unstructured interviews are
concerned, thereisthe problem that the kinds of information obtained from different inter-
vieweesvary in an unsystematic way. Asaresult, the data from unstructured interviewstend
to be hard to analyse. A further limitation with unstructured interviews is that what the
interviewee says is determined in a complex way by the interaction between him or her and
the interviewer. In other words, the personality and other characteristics of the interviewer
typically influence the course of the interview, and make it hard to work out which of the
interviewee® contributions are and are not affected by the interviewer. Finally, the fact that
the information obtained from interviewees in unstructured interviews is influenced by the
interviewer means that the data obtained can be viewed as unreliable.

One of the main limitations with structured interviews is that what the interviewee
saysmay be somewhat constrained and artificial becauseof the high level of structure
built into the interview. Another limitation is that there is little or none of the flexibility
associatedwith unstructured interviews.

Finally, we needto consider three limitations that are common to all types of inter-
view. First, there is the issue of social desirability bias. Most people want to presenta
favourable impression of themselvesto other people, and this may lead them to distort
their answersto personal questions.For example, people are much more willing to admit
that they are unhappy whenfilling in a questionnaireanonymously than when beinginter-
viewed (Eysenck, 1990). Second,interviews can only extract information of which the
interviewee is consciouslyaware. This is a significant limitation, becausepeople are often
unaware of the reasonswhy they behavein certain ways (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Third,
there is the limitation that many interviewers lack some
of the skills necessaryto conduct interviews successfully
Good interviewers are able to make an interview seem
natural, they are sensitiveto non-verbal cues, and they
have well-developedlistening skills (Coolican, 1994).

M Research activity: Using the list of interview types given on

p. 14 of this chapter, in small groups decide which areas of
psychological investigation are best suited to each approach. What
advantages and limitations of each type have affected your choices?

Ethical issues

Interviews (especially clinical interviews) are often concerned with personal issues about
which the interviewee is sensitive. This clearly raises the issue of confidentiality. There
arevariouswaysin which confidentiality can be broken. For example, Coolican (1994) dis-
cussed a study by Vidich and Bensman (1958) in which direct quotationsfrom interviewees
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Key TERM

Discourse analysis: a qualitative
form of analysis applied to
language productions in spoken
or written form.

in Springdale in the United Sates were published. Made-up names were used, but the
people of Springdale were able to identify the actual individuals on the basis of what
they said.

Confidentiality can also be broken if a detailed written account or video recording of an
interview falls into the wrong hands. Finally, of course, the interviewer himself or herself
may disclose sengitive personal information about the interviewee to other people.

There is another ethical issuethat is of particular importance with structured inter-
views. Intervieweesmay be aware that severalother intervieweesare being askedthe same
questions, and that their answerswill be compared. As a result, some intervieweesmay
feel that they must answer embarrassingquestionsin order not to spoil the experiment.

DISCOURSEANALYSIS

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987), discourseanalysisis concernedwith Oallforms
of spoken interaction, formal and informal, and written texts of all kinds.O The basic
underlying assumptionis that the ways in which we uselanguageare greatly affected by
the social context. Thus, for example, when politicians give speechesit would be naive to
assumethat what they say simply reflects their genuine beliefs and views. It is generally
acceptedthat what they sayis designedto have certain effectson their audience,on other
politicians, and on the public.

There is much evidence to indicate that people do adjust what they say or write to fit
the circumstances. For example, consider studies using the bogus pipeline. The participants
are wired up to an impressive-looking machine (the bogus pipeling), and informed that it
can detect any lies they produce. M ost white participants express more negative attitudes
towards black people when wired up to the bogus pipeline than under standard conditions.
The implication is that the attitudes that people express normally are constructed so asto
be socially acceptable to other people.

Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) carried out a discourseanalysisbasedon interviews with
34 scientists. The importance of social factors in discoursewas revealedby comparing
what these scientists said during the interviews with their academic publications. The
generalpattern was for scientiststo be much more confident about the meaning of their
findings when interviewed than they were in their writings.

As Curtis (1997, p. 24) pointed out, OTheidea that there is one way to perform
discourseanalysisis both naive and illusory.O Nevertheless,he identified sevenfeatures
that are often found in discourseanalysis:

1. Selectsomewritten or spokenmaterial that is relevantto the issuesyou want to study.
2. Reador listen to the discourse severaltimes, trying to decide how it has been con-
structed. Account needsto be taken of the social context in which it was produced.

(M Lerribly sorry,
[m afraidg [ MZ
2, [ike cabbige.
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3. Develop a qualitative coding systemfocusing on the functions or purposesthat seem
to be servedby the discourse.

4. Produce some tentative hypothesesabout the purposesservedby the discourse, but
be willing to modify thesehypothesesif subsequentanalysisindicates that they are
inadequate.

5. How hasthe personproducing the discoursetried to legitimise or make persuasivehis
or her version of events?

6. Examinethediscoursefor evidence of extreme case for-
mulations. People often use extreme terms (e.g. always,
never) to maketheir preferred interpretation seem more
persuasive.

7. Examine the discourse carefully to seewhether the
purposesor functions it servesvary from one part to
another.

M Research activity: Choose either a role-played conversation, a
newspaper interview, or a clip from a popular television programme.
Using the seven features that are often found in discourse analysis,
try to highlight the most important features of your chosen text.

Advantagesand limitations

One of the advantagesof discourseanalysisis that it is basedon the correct assumption
that our useof languageis often much influenced by the social context. This is true of how
we remembereventsin our livesaswell asour expressedattitudes and beliefs. As Coolican
(1994, p.178) pointed out:

When we remember and atiribute in real life, as opposed to the psychology exper-
iment, our accounts attend to blame, defence, accountability, explanation and so
on. What we often do is to present rememberings as facts when they are really
constructions.

For example, the way you describe eventsin your life is likely to vary dependingon  /f Coolican is correct in saying
whether you are talking to your parents, to your bestfriend, or to an acquaintance. that rememberings are more
Another advantageis that discourseanalysis focuseson the ways in which language /<€ constructions than facts,
. - . X . . R . what impact could this have
is usedin real-life settings.As such, it avoids much of the artificiality of mostexperiments. ., . testimony of an
In addition, the claims of thosewho favour discourseanalysisthat languageis the primary  cye-witness?
mode of communication among human beingsare correct.
There are severallimitations of discourseanalysis, many of which were discussedby
Burman and Parker (1993). A major limitation is that the validity of discourseanalysisis
open to considerabledoubt, and that proceduresfor assessingvalidity are lacking. For
example,if two researcherdnterpret a given pieceof discoursein very different ways, we
cannot be sure which of them has produced the more valid interpretation.
A further limitation is that we often have little information about the reliability or
consistencywith which the discourseanalysishas beencarried out. When such informa-
tion is available, it frequently indicatesthat reliability is low (Coolican, 1994).
Another limitation is that what emergesrom discourseanalysismay be unduly influ-
enced by the views and beliefs of the researcheks Human (1992) expressed it, discourse
analysisis sometimessimply Oaresearcheideaswith examples.QA key reasonwhy this
can happenis becausethere are so few constraints on the researcheras he or shetries to
make senseof any given written or spokendiscourse.
A final limitation is that discourseanalysisis basedsolely on the analysisof language
in its various forms. However, languageis by no meansthe only meansof communication
opento people. Account needsto be taken of non-verbal communication of various kinds
(e.g. body language).

Ethical issues

It is often important for the researcher to make sure that anyone whose discourse isto be
analysed has given their permission for it to be used for that purpose. However, that ethical
issue may not arise if the discourse is in the public domain (e.g. a speech or television
interview given by a politician).
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There can also be ethical issues if the researcher@ pro-

M Research activity: Which method would you choose to investigate posed interpretation islikely to offend those who provided
the following? the discourse. For example, Wetherell and Potter (1988)
e The relationship between hours spent watching violent television carried out discourse analysis on interviews with white
programmes and aggressive behaviour New Zealanders. They concluded that those interviewed
® Attitudes towards racial issues had racist attitudes towards the M aoris, although they did
® The effect of caffeine on memory . | inthei . h i
® The differences in personality of identical twins separated at birth nOt C_"reCt y say sointheinterviews. Ir.\ suc Cl_rcumgances’
® Gender-typed play in young children it isimportant for the researcher to discuss his or her pro-

posed interpretation with the participants before the results
of the study are published or made generally available.

A final ethical issuestemsfrom the fact that discourseanalysisoften involves detailed
analysisof an individual® discourse.As a result, it is sometimesimpossible to adhereto
the ethical principles that the information provided by participants should be confidential
and that individuals should not be identifiable.

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

e One of thekey developmentsin psychology over the past 50 years has been the gradual
increasein the range of research methods used by psychologists. Indeed, the change has
been so marked that it ishard to believe that much research used to consist of studying
rats in mazes and Skinner boxes! Some psychologists have tried to start a controversy
between QtraditionalO researchers and those who favour the newer methods such
as discourse analysis. My view is that both approaches have significant advantages:
the key issue is to use whatever research method is best suited in the particular cir-
cumstances.

SUMMARY

Experimental method The key principle of the experimental method is that the independentvariable is manip-
ulated (with all other variablescontrolled) in order to observeits effecton somedepend-
ent variable. In other words, it is important to avoid confounding variables. The
experimental method is usedin laboratory and field experiments. Use of the experimen-
tal method allows usto infer causality, and it often permits replication. Laboratory exper-
iments have various advantagesover field experiments:it is usually easierto eliminate
confounding variables,and to obtain detailed behavioural and physiological information.
The greatestadvantageof field experimentsover laboratory experimentsis that they are
less artificial, and suffer lessfrom factors such as demand characteristics, evaluation
apprehension,and the implacable experimentet

Quasi-experiments Quasi-experimentsfall short of true experiments either because the experimenter has not
manipulated the independent variable or because the participants are not allocated at
random to conditions. Natural experiments are quasi-experiments involving some natu-
rally occurring event. Advantages of natural experiments include the possibility that the
participants will not be aware they are taking part in an experiment and the opportu-
nity to study the effects of very stressful events. Limitations include problems of inter-
preting the findings dueto alack of randomisation or to the use of complex independent
variables.

Correlational studies Correlational designsare inferior to experimental designs,becausethey do not permit
inferencesabout causality However, many issuescan only be studied by assessingorre-
lations or associationsbetweenvariables. It is often possibleto obtain large amounts of
data very rapidly in correlational studies. The problems of interpretation are much
reducedif there is no correlation or associationbetweentwo variables.
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Naturalistic observation involves the use of methods designed to assess behaviour without ~ Naturalistic observation
the experimenter interfering in any way. M ethods of data collection include event sampling,

time sampling, and point sampling. We should distinguish between data recording and

interpretation or coding. Naturalistic observation can provide rich and full information

from peoplewho are unawarethat they are being observed. However, the experimenter has

essentially no control over the situation, the participants are often aware they are being

observed, and there can be problems with the reliability and validity of measurement.

A single individual is investigated thoroughly in a case study. Case studies can be carried  Case studies
out to test a current theory, to refine a theory, to permit the development of new theoret-

ical ideas, and to reveal the exceptional characteristics of certain individuals. Case studies

generally have very low reliability, and this makesit hard to generalise from a single-case

study. Case studies based on interviews often suffer from the limitation that what the

participant says is determined in part by the interviewer or researcher, who may then be

too selective in what he or she reports of the interview.

There are several types of interview ranging from the unstructured to the totally struc-  Inferviews
tured. Unstructured interviews are responsive to the personality, interests, and motivations

of the interviewee, but the data obtained tend to be unreliable. In contrast, structured

interviews permit comparisons among interviewees, and they tend to be fairly reliable, but

what the interviewee says can be constrained and artificial. All types of interviews can

produce problems due to social desirability bias, and interviewees can only provide infor-

mation of which they are consciously aware.

Discourseanalysisis basedon the assumptionthat our useof languageis much affected  Discourse analysis
by the social context. It involves a careful analysisto identify the underlying purposesof

the personwho produced the discourse,using a qualitative coding system.Limitations of
discourseanalysisinclude low validity and reliability, and the dangerthat the views of the

researchemwill influence the findings too much. Ethical issuesarise unlessthe permission

of anyone providing discoursefor analysisis obtained, and it can be hard to maintain

confidentiality of the data.

FURTHER READING

® A book that coversmost researchmethodsin an accessiblevay is H. Coolican (1994),
Research methods and statistics in psychology, London: Hodder & Stoughton.
Another usefultextbook is J.J.Fosterand J. Parker (1995), Carrying out investigations
in psychology: Methods and statistics, Leicestey UK: BPSBooks.

REVISION QUESTIONS

Sample questions on research methods are given at the end of the Research methods: Data analysis chapter.
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