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perceive the environment to be safe than if they think it is dan-
gerous. At other times, however, we may know enough about an 
area to make a more precise prediction or point prediction. For 
example, we might predict that 3 months of exercise will lead 
to a drop in self-reported depression on a standard scale. These 
approaches, in which we interact directly with the phenomenon 
we are studying, are examples of the experimental method.

Definitions in the Experimental Method
What if we want to know if exercise affects depression? The 
hypothesis, or idea being tested, is that exercising would influence 
depression. To test the hypothesis, we could have one group exer-
cise and another not exercise. The group that performs the exer-
cise is called the experimental group. The group that does not 
is called the control group. A control group is one that is treated 
exactly like the experimental group except for the factor being 
studied. In this case, the factor being studied is exercise and its 
influence on depression.

Depression can be viewed on a number of different levels, 
so we need to have a definition of what depression means in our 
study. These representations of psychological events in the physical 
world are called operational definitions. An operational definition 
defines events in terms of the operations required to measure them 
and thus gives our idea a concrete meaning. Depression could be 
defined as the score received on a measure of depression such as the 
Beck Depression Inventory (BDI).

The idea that watching violence on television or playing video games with violent content 
increases aggression is certainly a reasonable and potentially important notion. The popular 
press has often tried to link violent video games with those who carry out school shootings. 
Yet before we can test this idea, we must define exactly what is meant by violence on television 
or in video games. Is a program with an unseen murder more violent than an exciting boxing 
match? Should violence be rated by how many minutes it appears on the screen, by the par-
ticular type of act, by how much blood is shown, or by a combination of all three? Likewise, to 
perform this research we need to devise some measure of aggression. We would have to adopt 
operational definitions.

An operational definition takes a general concept, such as depression or aggression or effec-
tiveness, and places it within a given context. That is, it redefines the concept in terms of clearly 
observable operations that anyone can see and repeat. For example, we might define aggression as 
the number of times a child hits a toy after watching a violent video.

In an experimental study, we want to know how one variable that we manipulate affects 
another variable. Think of a study in which you want to know if drinking coffee improves 
your memory. Whether or not someone drank coffee is the manipulated variable. This is also 
called the independent variable (IV). Memory in this example is the variable influenced by 
the coffee and is called the dependent variable (DV). That is, it depends on or is influenced 
by the IV.

What other factors could influence a memory test? If we suspect that some unintended 
factor may also be operating, then the truth or validity of the experiment is seriously threatened. 
Thus, the conclusion that the IV influenced the DV could be questioned. In the memory experi-
ment, if the control group was run in the morning and the experimental group in the afternoon, 

To test a hypothesis that exercise affects depression, we 
could have one group exercise and another not exercise.

experimental group: a group 
that receives the independent 
variable (IV) in a study using the 
experimental method

control group: in a research 
experiment, the group that 
is treated exactly like the 
experimental group except for 
not experiencing the independent 
variable (IV) being studied

operational definition: a 
definition that presents a 
construct in terms of observable 
operation that can be measured 
and utilized in research
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independent variable (IV): 
the manipulated variable in an 
experimental study

dependent variable (DV): in an 
experimental study, the variable 
that is said to depend on the 
action of another variable (the 
independent variable (IV))

validity: truth of the results and 
capability of being supported




