Research Methodology in Social Psychology

The Scientific Method

· Same procedure used in other fields of science.

· Used to uncover lawful relationships among things.

Steps in the
Scientific Method

· Observe a social occurrence: such as a behavior, attitude, emotion, cognition, etc.

· Make a guess as to why that occurrence happened.

· Design an experiment that will either confirm or disconfirm  the hypothesis.  

Is There Room for Creativity in Scientific Experiments?

· Scientists look at the environment and try to organize it in a sensible and meaningful way.

· Artists reorganize the known environment in order to create something new.

· Social psychology experiments in particular frequently combine the two.

· Social psychology experiments deal exclusively with people, unlike other sciences.

· People are intelligent, curious, sophisticated, free-willed—and thus there are inherent challenges in studying them.
Designing a Social Psychology Experiment

· Real world observations must be brought into the laboratory where as many extraneous variables as possible can be controlled.

· Because people are smart and can outguess the experiment, a cover story often has to be concocted.

· The artificial aspects of the experiment is the most common criticism.

· Because the experiment is contrived, how well can it reflect the real world?
Comparing Two Different Approaches to Investigating the Same Situation

· Aronson & Mills (1959) hypothesized that people will come to like things for which they have suffered.

· College women agreed to participate in discussions on the psychology of sex.

· Participants were randomly assigned into 3 groups:  severe initiation, mild initiation, & no initiation. (IV)
Aronson & Mills (1959)

· Severe initiation—highly embarrassing; had to read aloud a list of highly obscene, vulgar, sexual words.

· Mild initiation—recite a list of words that were not obscene

· No initiation

· The participants then eavesdropped on a really boring conversation about the mating habits of animals.

· Afterward participants rated how interesting and worthwhile the conversation was (DV).

· Results supported the hypothesis.

· Women who went through the severe initiation rated it as very interesting.

· Challenges:  hours to create, wrote a script, hired actors, actors had to rehearse, pilot testing, actually do the experiment, then had to debrief each participant.
Looking at Real-life Initiations as an Alternative Way to Study It

· Interview members of fraternities.

· Have them rate the severity of the initiations.

· Have them rate how much they liked the fraternity.

· Would those who had more severe initiations like them better?
Random Assignment is the Key to Control

· Any variables not thoroughly controlled are distributed randomly among the experimental groups.

· This makes it extremely unlikely that such variables would affect the results.
Challenges of Social Psychology Experimentation

· When dealing with humans, there is a limit to what you can control.

· Differences among people are so subtle, even though social psychologist can make statements about what people in general do, it does not mean that it will hold true for ALL people.

· Too much control over the experiment can make it sterile.  For the experiment to have impact, i.e. to be effective and meaningful, the participants need to find the experiment interesting and absorbing so that their responses will be spontaneous.

· As control increases, impact decreases and vice versa.

· Social psychology experiments require a delicate balance of control and impact and often take considerable creativity and ingenuity.

· The experiment needs to have experimental realism  -- it has an impact on the participants and causes them to take it seriously and be engaged..

· Mundane realism – how similar is the experimental situation to the real world.
· Both types of realism are not necessarily essential.  (Remember this when we talk about the Stanley Milgram experiments).

· Milgram’s subjects took it very seriously, even though it involved a situation unlikely to have been encountered in the real world.
· To maximize experimental realism and to have an impactful, engaging experiment, it is often also necessary to disguise the true nature of the experiment with cover stories.

· Otherwise, people will naturally try to figure things out.

· Many will come up with their own hypothesis about what the study is about and behave in a manner consistent with their own hypothesis.
· Without experimental realism and a good cover story, there is a tendency to motivated to be seen by the experimenter in a good light or to try to “help out” by behaving how they think the experimenter would want them to behave
Ethical Problems in Social Psychology Experiments

· It is unethical to tell lies to people.

· If the participants don’t really know what the experiment is about, they really aren’t giving informed consent.

· Experimental procedures often entail unpleasant experiences, such as pain, anxiety or boredom.

· Ethical problems can arise even when deception is not involved.

· You can’t anticipate the reactions of every participant.

· Sometimes a participant will be affected by the most innocuous procedure, especially if the results cause them to confront some negative or unpleasant aspect of themselves.

· When deciding on the ethics of an experiment, do a benefit analysis.

· Do the benefits to society and science outweigh the costs to the participants.

· Ethics seem less problematic when the results of the experiment reveal something flattering about human nature than something unpleasant.

Aronson’s 5 Ethical Guidelines

· If at all possible, avoid all procedures that cause intense pain or discomfort.

· Provide participants with the option of quitting if their discomfort is too intense for them.

· If you can use some alternative to deception, do so.

· Spend considerable time with each participant afterward debriefing them.   Make sure the participant leaves in good spirits with their dignity respected and with the feeling that their contribution was important.

· Before doing the experiment, be sure it is sound and worthwhile—that they are seeking to answer an important question in a careful and organized manner.

Moral Responsibility for what the Experiment Uncovers

· Social psychology experiments have revealed a variety of results that could be used or misused.

· Example—persuasion.

· It could be used to help people develop good habits and alleviate social ills, or… 

· It could also be used to sell products and sway elections.

· The social psychologist’s obligations are to help people understand these phenomena, the processes and consequences involved, and to then make decisions for themselves.
· There is always the chance someone could misuse this knowledge.

· The social psychologist must be vigilant against such abuses.
The Schools and Research

· Research in school psychology is growing, but so is the gap between research and practice.

· School psychology research often does not result in practical and respected pay-offs in dealing with real-life daily school problems.
· School psychology research often fragmented, lacks directions, and is atheoretical.

· Not a high priority for school administrators making support and funding difficult.

· Methodology overly traditional.
What Can School Research Learn from Social Psychology Research?

· Topics--Despite school being a social institution, very little research in the schools has dealt with social topics.

· Methods & Tools—school psychology research has typically just used 3 social psych research tools:  surveys, observational methods and content analysis.
· School psychology research using observation has typically involved obtrusive observation of discrete behavior rather than social behaviors.

· Other important social psychology methods such as interviews, unobtrusive observations, historical research, archival research and cross-cultural studies have rarely been used.
· School psychology research using observation has typically involved obtrusive observation of discrete behavior rather than social behaviors.

· Other important social psychology methods such as interviews, unobtrusive observations, historical research, archival research and cross-cultural studies have rarely been used.
Recognizing the Impact of “Experimental Roles”

· Goals & motivations of the research and subject as well as the setting can impact outcomes.

· Role of the “good subject”—discover the experimental hypothesis and assist the experimenter.

· Role of the “faithful subject”—carefully follows the experimenter’s requests and doesn’t concern himself with the reasons

· Role of the “apprehensive subject”—concerned with looking good in the eyes of the experimenter and maintaining self-esteem.

· “Experimenter expectancy effects”—experimenter unwittingly providing clues to subjects about the nature of the hypothesis.

Social Hypothesis Testing in School Research

· When testing theories of social behavior, there is a tendency to remember, seek, and use hypothesis confirming information rather than information that is discordant with the hypothesis.

· Of particular concern to school psychologists:  do we only look for information that is consistent with the reason for referral?

· Borgida & DeBono (1989) experts are less likely to engage in hypothesis-confirming behaviors when in their field of expertise, but outside of their field of expertise, they are as susceptible to cognitive bias as novices.

· Of particular importance for the novice school psychologist!

Illusory Causation

· Taylor & Fiske (1975)—subjects watched an interaction of two people, one they could see their face and one they couldn’t.  Subjects more likely to ascribe causation to the one whose face they saw.

· Caution to school psychologists:  there is a risk of illusory causation when you are observing a target child and comparing his behavior to a control student.

Illusory Correlation

· Erroneously perceiving correlation between unrelated events.

· Perceivers tend to extract information from their social environments that they consider useful, even when illusory correlation is the result.

· These perceptions then become difficult to contradict, even when there is evidence that there is no correlation.
Heuristics: 
shortcut decision rules

· Kahneman & Tversky (1973):  Subjects reviewed descriptions and were asked to rate the likelihood that the subject was an engineer or lawyer.  They were told that the number of lawyers (70) was more than double that of engineers (30).  Probability would be on the side of guessing lawyer.

· Subjects decided based on personality characteristics more than base rates.
· Fischhoff (1975) “Creeping determinism” or “hindsight bias” – the tendencies for subjects to over estimate the probability of events that have already happened.
Common Social Psychological Research Methods in Schools:  Observational Methods

· School psychologists tend to observe discrete behavior.

· Social psychologists more concerned with complex behavioral interactions, tracing the origins of behavior and looking for causal chains.
· Rational approach to behavior observation:  starts with a conceptual definition of the behavior and then specify how it will be measured.

· Empirical approach:  select the behavioral indicators and, after it is determined that something stable is being measured, attempt to determine what it is.
· Ethological approach:  not just observing, but being a participant observer.  The observer tends to modify or inhibit the behaviors of those being observed (the Hawthorne Effect).  

· Role playing:  script a scenario, assign subjects to the various roles, observe and records subjects’ responses.
· The greater breadth of interest in behavior of the social psychologists often employs video and taping in the observation so that the records could be more carefully replayed and scrutinized.

· Specimen records:  highly detailed descriptions of naturally occurring behaviors.

· Sign analysis:  generating pre-specified lists of behavior categories and indicating which occur over time. 
Common Social Psychological Research Methods in Schools:  Survey Research

· Self-report measures, questionnaires, and interview procedures.

· Benefits of questionnaires:  experimenter doesn’t need to be present, can mail them to subjects, inexpensive, can be done in group setting or individual, and responses can be anonymous.

· When mailed though, response rte is lower—only 30-40% are returned. 
· Good questionnaires:  relevant, of value and do not require a lot of time.

· Open-ended when possible answers do not neatly fit into just a few categories.

· Closed-ended questions when response categories are few and distinct, variables are well-defined, when quantifying data is important.
· Questions should not inquire about two things at once.

· Response sets should be considered:  social desirability—respondent answers untruthfully to appear socially desirable 

· Consistently responds affirmatively or negatively.
· Randomly ask a sensitive question and the same kind of question worded negatively.

· Short questions perceived as more threatening than longer questions.

· Should start with broad questions first and then get more specific.

· Easy-to-answer questions at the beginning and open-ended or sensitive questions toward the end.
· Questionnaires should be pretested for wording, redundant information, etc.

· Cover letter should be included explaining how data will be used, ensuring confidentiality, and offer of results to subject upon completion.
· Rating Scales:  used by much of the social psychology research done in schools.

· Children asked to rate or rank order others in their peer group in terms of various characteristics:  attractiveness, leadership, etc.

Common Social Psychological Research Methods in Schools:  Archival Research

· Using already existing data to answer questions, e.g. Census records, school records, etc.

· Less chance of introducing new bias.

· No control of the accuracy of the original data.
· Three types:  statistical records—data collected by organizations such as US Census Bureau.

· Survey archives—data collected by polling agencies, such as Gallup.

· Written records—diaries, letters, speeches, newspapers, books, etc.
· Subtype:  content analysis—quantitative and qualitative methods of understanding the content of communication, media e.g. analyzing and categorizing verbal interchanges in small groups, etc.
Common Social Psychological Research Strategy in Schools:  Naturalistic Inquiry

· A research Strategy rather than a method.

· Can utilize any methods (survey, interviews etc.).

· Traditional research involves stating in advance how research will be conducted, specifying a problem, forming a hypothesis, gathering data etc.
· In naturalistic inquiry, the design of the research is not pre-specified and emerges and unfolds in the context of the research.

· The research design and data collection process is dynamic and can change in the course of the research.

10 Stages of Naturalistic Inquiry:

· 1.  Determine a focus for inquiry—establishes the boundaries of inquiry and determines what data to include.

· 2.  Determining fit of paradigm to focus—how intrusive will research be?  Is deception warranted?

· 3.  Determining the fit of the paradigm to the theory—if the topic of research already is conceptualized to have particular theoretical assumptions, it is not a good fit for naturalistic methods.

· 4.  Determining where and from whom the data will be collected—use maximum sampling variation, do extensive interviews and assessments of a relatively small number of participants rather than a limited assessment of large samples.

· 5.  Determining successive inquiry phases—three phases: 1.  exploration of the situation to determine what needs to be followed up, 2. focused exploration and in-depth assessment, 3.  writing a case study and submitting it for review.

· 6.  Determining instrumentation—people are the primary data gathers, but they need to be well-trained.

· 7.  Planning data collection—typically proceeds from unstructured, general interviews to structured interviews with specific questions.

· 8.  Planning data analysis—not waiting until the end, but analyzing data as it comes in so that new questions may be explored or new instruments utilized.

· 9.  Planning the logistics—scheduling contacts, developing and monitoring budget, debriefing, delegating responsibilities, etc.

· 10.  Establishing trustworthiness—less of an emphasis on internal and external validity, but greater emphasis on persuading the audience that the findings are worthy of attention.

· To ensure data trustworthiness, the researcher attempts to ensure that the data is credible to those who will be suing it, that the data can be transferred and applied to the proper context, and that the findings care dependable and can be confirmed.

· This is accomplished through prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and using multiple sources and methods and looking for a convergence of the data.
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