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The naturalistic observation method has four characteristics:

1. Noninterference is of prime importance. Scientists using this method must not dis-
rupt the process or flow of events. In this way, they can see things as they really are,
without influencing the ongoing phenomenon.

2. This method emphasizes the invariants or patterns that exist in the world. For exam-
ple, if you could observe yourself in a noninterfering manner, you might conclude
that your moods vary with the time of day, particular weather patterns, or even
particular thoughts.

3. This method is most useful when we know little about the subject of our investiga-
tion. It is most useful for understanding the “big picture” by observing a series of
events rather than isolated happenings.

4. The naturalistic method may not shed light on the factors that directly influence the
behavior observed. The method provides a description of a phenomenon; it does not 
answer the question of why it happened.

Correlational Approach: What Goes With What
The correlational approach is designed to help us understand how specific factors are asso-
ciated with one another. As with much of human behavior, there are complex relationships 
between psychological variables and factors associated with them. The correlational approach 
helps us see what factors are related to one another. For example, you can ask if having friends 
is associated with better physical and psychological health or if negative experiences in one’s 
past are associated with becoming depressed. Thus, we ask if one aspect of a system is associ-
ated with another aspect. It should be noted that both the statistical methods used to deter-
mine the degree of association and the research designs used to research the relationship 
between variables use the same term: correlational.

How would you go about answering these questions? Let’s begin with the relationship 
between friends and health. You would first need to determine how you know how many 
friends someone has. One way is to ask them, or you could ask how many friends they have on 
their Facebook page. What about health? One approach is to determine the number of times the 
person went to the health center. If you did this with a number of individuals, you would have 
two numbers for each person—the number of friends 
and the number of health center visits.

What would you do with this data? One helpful 
technique is to create a scatterplot of the data. A scat-
terplot is a graph on which the data from each person 
is plotted. In this way, we would use the y-axis to dis-
play the number of friends on Facebook (e.g., 0–150) 
and the x-axis to display the number of visits to the 
health center during the past year (e.g., 0–20). We 
could then look at these measures for each person and 
plot that point on the graph. This scatterplot is shown 
in Figure 3.3. It is now possible to look at the graph and 
visually determine if there is a relationship.

Although humans are good at determining pat-
terns, a statistical technique would allow for better 
precision. Such a technique is the correlation coef-
ficient. The correlation coefficient gives both the 
strength of the relationship and its direction. If the 

correlational approach:  
a research method designed to 
measure how specific factors are 
associated with one another

In the Galápagos Islands, Charles Darwin used the naturalistic observation 
technique by carefully observing and describing animals in their natural 
habitat.

correlation coefficient:  
a statistic ranging from –1 to +1  
that indicates the degree of 
association between two variables
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