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MODULE 2 

METHODS IN PSYCHOLOGY 

 

 The major research methods used in the field of Psychology are mentioned below.  

2.1: ARCHIVAL RESEARCH 

Research in which existing data, such as census documents, college records, and 

newspaper clippings, are examined to test a hypothesis. 

 In archival research, existing data, such as census documents, college records, and 

newspaper clippings, are examined to test a hypothesis. For example, college records may be 

used to determine if there are gender differences in academic performance (Sullivan, Riccio, 

& Reynolds, 2008). 

 Archival research is a relatively inexpensive means of testing a hypothesis because 

someone else has already collected the basic data. Of course, the use of existing data has several 

drawbacks. For one thing, the data may not be in a form that allows the researcher to test a 

hypothesis fully. The information could be incomplete, or it could have been collected 

haphazardly (Riniolo et al., 2003; Simonton, 2000a; Vega, 2006). Most attempts at archival 

research are hampered by the simple fact that records with the necessary information often do 

not exist. 

2.2: NATURALISTIC OBSERVATION 

Research in which an investigator simply observes some naturally occurring behavior 

and does not make a change in the situation. 

 In naturalistic observation, the investigator observes some naturally occurring behavior 

and does not make a change in the situation. The important point to remember about naturalistic 

observation is that the researcher simply records what occurs, making no modification in the 

situation that is being observed (Moore, 2002; Rustin, 2006; Schutt, 2001). 

 Although the advantage of naturalistic observation is obvious—we get a sample of what 

people do in their “natural habitat”—there is also an important drawback: the inability to 

control any of the factors of interest. Because naturalistic observation prevents researchers from 

making changes in a situation, they must wait until the appropriate conditions occur. 

Furthermore, if people know they are being watched, they may alter their reactions and produce 

behavior that is not truly representative. 
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2.3: SURVEY 

Research in which people chosen to represent a larger population are asked a series of 

questions about their behavior, thoughts, or attitudes. 

 In survey research, a sample of people chosen to represent a larger group of interest (a 

population) is asked a series of questions about their behavior, thoughts, or attitudes. Survey 

methods have become so sophisticated that even with a very small sample researchers are able 

to infer with great accuracy how a larger group would respond. 

 However, survey research has several potential pitfalls. For one thing, if the sample of 

people who are surveyed is not representative of the broader population of interest, the results 

of the survey will have little meaning. Consequently, researchers using surveys strive to obtain 

a random sample of the population in question, in which every voter in the town has an equal 

chance of being included in the sample receiving the survey (Dale, 2006; Daley et al., 2003). 

 In addition, survey respondents may not want to admit to holding socially undesirable 

attitudes. And in some cases, people may not even be consciously aware of what their true 

attitudes are or why they hold them. 

2.4: CASE STUDY 

An in-depth, intensive investigation of an individual or small group of people. 

 A case study is an in-depth, intensive investigation of a single individual or a small 

group. Case studies often include psychological testing, a procedure in which a carefully 

designed set of questions is used to gain some insight into the personality of the individual or 

group (Addus, Chen, & Khan, 2007; Gass et al., 2000). 

 When case studies are used as a research technique, the goal is often not only to learn 

about the few individuals being examined but also to use the insights gained from the study to 

improve our understanding of people in general. Sigmund Freud developed his theories through 

case studies of individual patients. Similarly, case studies of terrorists might help identify 

others who are prone to violence. 

 Case study has some drawbacks too.  If the individuals examined are unique in certain 

ways, it is impossible to make valid generalizations to a larger population. Still, they sometimes 

lead the way to new theories and treatments for psychological disorders. 
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2.5: CORRELATIONAL RESEARCH 

Research in which the relationship between two sets of variables is examined to determine 

whether they are associated, or “correlated.” 

 In correlational research, two sets of variables are examined to determine whether they 

are associated, or “correlated.” The strength and direction of the relationship between the two 

variables are represented by a mathematical statistic known as a correlation (or, more formally, 

a correlation coefficient), which can range from +1.0 to –1.0. 

2.5.1: Positive Correlation 

 A positive correlation indicates that as the value of one variable increases, we can 

predict that the value of the other variable will also increase. For example, if we predict that 

the more time students spend studying for a test, the higher their grades on the test will be, and 

that the less they study, the lower their test scores will be, we are expecting to find a positive 

correlation. The correlation, then, would be indicated by a positive number, and the stronger 

the association was between studying and test scores, the closer the number would be to +1.0. 

2.5.2: Negative Correlation 

 A negative correlation tells us that as the value of one variable increases, the value of 

the other decreases. For instance, we might predict that as the number of hours spent studying 

increases, the number of hours spent partying decreases. Here we are expecting a negative 

correlation, ranging between 0 and –1.0. More studying is associated with less partying, and 

less studying is associated with more partying. The stronger the association between studying 

and partying is, the closer the correlation will be to –1.0. For instance, a correlation of –.85 

would indicate a strong negative association between partying and studying. 

2.5.3: Zero Correlation 

 It’s quite possible that little or no relationship exists between two variables. For 

instance, we would probably not expect to fi nd a relationship between number of study hours 

and height. Lack of a relationship would be indicated by a correlation close to 0. For example, 

if we found a correlation of –.02 or +.03, it would indicate that there is virtually no association 

between the two variables; knowing how much someone studies does not tell us anything about 

how tall he or she is. 

 It is a serious point to consider that finding that two variables are correlated does not 

mean that there is a causal relationship between them. 
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2.6: EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH 

The experiment is a research method in which the investigator manipulates a variable 

under carefully controlled conditions and observes whether any changes occur in a 

second variable as a result. 

 The experiment is a relatively powerful procedure that allows researchers to detect 

cause and effect relationships. Psychologists depend on this method more than any other. The 

purpose of an experiment is to find out whether changes in one variable cause changes in 

another variable. A well-designed experiment must take into account a number of factors that 

could affect the clarity of the results. 

2.6.1: Independent Variable 

An independent variable is a condition or event that an experimenter varies in order to 

see its impact on another variable. 

 The independent variable is the variable that the experimenter controls or manipulates. 

It is hypothesized to have some effect on the dependent variable, and the experiment is 

conducted to verify this effect. 

2.6.2: Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable is the variable that is thought to be affected by manipulation of 

the independent variable. 

 In psychology studies, the dependent variable is usually a measurement of some aspect 

of the participants’ behavior. The independent variable is called independent because it is free 

to be varied by the experimenter. The dependent variable is called dependent because it is 

thought to depend (at least in part) on manipulations of the independent variable. 

 

2.6.3: Extraneous Variable 

Extraneous variables are any variables other than the independent variable that seem 

likely to influence the dependent variable in a specific study. 

 The logic of the experimental method rests on the assumption that the experimental and 

control groups are alike except for their treatment in regard to the independent variable. Any 

other differences between the two groups can cloud the situation and make it impossible to 

draw conclusions about how the independent variable affects the dependent variable. 
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 Instead, experimenters concentrate on ensuring that the experimental and control 

groups are alike on a limited number of variables that could have a bearing on the results of the 

study. These variables are called extraneous, secondary, or nuisance variables. 

2.6.4: Confounding Variable 

A confounding of variables occurs when two variables are linked together in a way that 

makes it difficult to sort out their specific effects. 

 When an extraneous variable is confounded with an independent variable, a researcher 

cannot tell which is having what effect on the dependent variable. Unanticipated confounding 

of variables has wrecked innumerable experiments. That is why so much care, planning, and 

forethought must go into designing an experiment. One of the key qualities that separates a 

talented experimenter from a mediocre one is the ability to foresee troublesome extraneous 

variables and control them to avoid confounding. 

2.6.5: Experimental Group and Control Group 

 In an experiment the investigator typically assembles two groups of subjects who are 

treated differently with regard to the independent variable. These two groups are referred to as 

the experimental group and the control group. 

 The experimental group consists of the subjects who receive some special 

treatment in regard to the independent variable. The control group consists of similar 

subjects who do not receive the special treatment given to the experimental group. 

 It is crucial that the experimental and control groups in a study be alike, except for the 

different treatment that they receive in regard to the independent variable. This stipulation 

brings us to the logic that underlies the experimental method. If the two groups are alike in all 

respects except for the variation created by the manipulation of the independent variable, any 

differences between the two groups on the dependent variable must be due to the manipulation 

of the independent variable. In this way researchers isolate the effect of the independent 

variable on the dependent variable. 

 Experimenters use a variety of safeguards to control for extraneous variables. For 

instance, subjects are usually assigned to the experimental and control groups randomly. 

Random assignment of subjects occurs when all subjects have an equal chance of being 

assigned to any group or condition in the study. When experimenters distribute subjects into 

groups through some random procedure, they can be reasonably confident that the groups will 

be similar in most ways. 
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