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This book is dedicated to the spirit and memory of my mom,
Dottie Pelham.
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Preface

About ten years ago, I came to a very painful conclusion: Most undergraduate
students dread courses in research methods. In one of my pre-course evalua-
tions, one frank and articulate student summarized this sentiment by writing that
“few things could be more boring, useless, intimidating, or impenetrable than
research methods.” I was disturbed by this sentiment because I had agreed to
teach a course in experimental research methods. I was also shocked because I
firmly believed that few things could be more interesting, useful, inviting, or
intuitive than research methods. If this belief strikes you as strange, it will be my
goal in this book to convince you that most people’s distaste for research meth-
ods has a lot more to do with the way research methods are typically written
about than it does with the nature of research methods per se.

To make this point in a different way: I suspect that, with a little effort, I
could write a boring, useless, intimidating, and impenetrable book about sky-
diving, juggling, or romantic trysts. The key to doing so, I think, would involve a
heavy focus on the rules and technical details of skydiving, juggling, or trysting
without much focus on the experience of these inherently interesting activities. In
my opinion, this common approach to writing about research methods is one
of the major reasons that this topic has such a bad reputation. The approach
adopted in this book is a hands-on, practical approach that should give you a feel
for what it is like to actually conduct research in psychology. Perhaps more
important, it should also allow you to apply some of your familiar intuitions to
the topic of research methods. In other words, if you can choose an outfit for
yourself, play a board game, or recommend a good restaurant, you probably
have the capacity to become an expert in research methods. In fact, if you are
one of those rare people who does not have these mundane skills, I suspect that
it is because you have been reading too many books on research methods! Per-
haps this book can help you translate your technical expertise into some simple
skills you can use in your daily life. For the rest of you, the crux of the approach
adopted in this book will be to help you translate your familiar but sophisticated
life skills into the skills that can make you a proficient experimenter.

Because I happen to study social psychology, another important thing that
I have tried to do in this text is to emphasize what is social about psychological
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Xiv PREFACE

research methods. Being a good experimental psychologist requires the use of
the same methodological rules that apply to all other scientific disciplines.
However, the fact that people are social beings generates some practical dilem-
mas that are not likely to plague researchers in astrophysics, metaphysics, or
psychophysics (a branch of perceptual psychology). The most ubiquitous of
these problems is that when people know that their behavior is being studied,
they often behave unnaturally. The challenge of experimental psychology is to
study “natural” behavior in unnatural (laboratory) situations. It is the clever
solutions psychologists have developed to deal with this problem that make
experimental research methods in psychology a little different, and perhaps a
little more interesting, than experimental research methods in general. My
point is that good experimental psychology is not just good science; it is a com-
bination of good science and good art. It takes a good scientist to generate tests
of psychological theories, but it takes a good artist (and occasionally a good
con artist) to translate these tests into laboratory experiences that are psycho-
logically real to research participants. I hope that what you enjoy most about
this book is learning how psychologists go about the difficult business of
studying realistic behavior in unrealistic situations.
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A Brief Note to Students

For both aesthetic and pedagogic reasons, I have not included any definitions
in the margins of this text. However, to help you identify crucially important
theoretical and technical terms, I have printed these terms in boldface (like
this) throughout the text. In addition, you will notice that when introducing
the crucial terms, 1 always provide an explicit definition, description, or sum-
mary of the term. These explicit definitions of key terms are summarized more
formally in the Glossary that appears at the end of the book. Theoretical and
technical terms that are important but secondary to the crucial terms are typi-
cally printed in italics (like #his), and they, too, are almost always accompanied
by an explicit definition. Finally, to help you organize your knowledge of
research methods, I have organized the material in each chapter of the text by
using major and minor headings. Paying attention to these headings should
help you to organize your knowledge around the major themes I have sug-
gested in each chapter.
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