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that those individuals who had particular types of MEG activity would be those that later devel-
oped dissociative experiences.

It is also possible that a third unspecified variable actually may have influenced the two vari-
ables in a correlational study. For example, there is a strong correlation between eating ice cream 
and wearing bathing suits. However, in this case it is a third variable, the warm weather, which 
produces the relationship. In the case of health and friends, it could be genetic makeup or hav-
ing a job, both of which could influence the time one had for friends as well as health. Thus, the 
nature of a correlational study is to describe the relationships but not to suggest which variable 
influences which other variable.

It is often said that correlation does not imply causality. For example, a researcher might want 
to know whether a relationship exists between the type of food a child eats and the likelihood of 
the child having a particular mental disorder such as hyperactivity. One approach would be to 
examine the diets of children who show hyperactivity and those who do not. What if there was 
a high association between eating foods with sugar, for example, and hyperactivity? You could 
conclude little other than that there was an association or correlation between the two variables. 
There are at least three ways to understand this relationship. (1) It might be that sugar is associ-
ated with hyperactivity. (2) It might also be that those who are hyperactive seek sugar. (3) A third 
variable such as a specific gene or neurotransmitter or sleep pattern might lead to both eating 
foods with sugar and showing hyperactivity.

The association of two factors does not in itself imply that one influences the other. However, 
if there is a low correlation between the events, you can infer that one event does not cause the 
other. A high degree of association is always necessary for establishing that one variable influ-
ences another; a correlational study is often the first step to providing the needed support for later 
experimental research, especially in complex areas.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• What are four characteristics of the scientific approach? What are two additional key ingredients 
in psychological research?

•• What are the three stages of the scientific process?
•• Why has the case study been particularly valuable in psychopathology research?
•• What are the four characteristics of the naturalistic observation method?
•• If a research study reports that two variables are correlated, what do you know about their 

relationship? What don’t you know about their relationship?

The Experimental Method: Making It Happen
Just finding that a relationship exists between two events does not allow us to determine exactly 
what that relationship is, much less that one event actually caused the other to happen. If we 
want to state that one event produced another event, we need to develop a much stronger case 
for our position.

To do this, we could see how some single event over which we have control affects the 
phenomenon we are studying. In this way, we begin to interact with the phenomenon. We 
structure our question in this form: If I do this, what will happen? Numerous questions can be 
asked in this way, such as, Will people with depression learn words better in a foreign language 
if each word is of the same class (e.g., negative emotional words) than if they are from a variety 
of different classes (some emotional, some objects, some neutral words)?

As our knowledge grows, we may even get to the point of formulating specific predic-
tions. In particular, our questions are structured in this form: If I do this, I expect this will 
happen. Sometimes our predictions are more global, and we predict that one factor will be 
stronger than another. We might predict that more people are likely to help a stranger if they 

experimental method: scientific 
research technique in which 
the influence of an independent 
variable (IV) on a dependent 
variable (DV) is determined, using 
carefully structured conditions




