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the number of requests made of another person, and 
the number of unreasonable requests not complied 
with. This design requires that baselines be taken for 
the four measures and that treatments be introduced 
at different sessions for each of the behaviors to be 
changed, while measurements of all behaviors are 
continued. This type of design helps us to determine 
whether the treatment was specific to a particular 
behavior (see Figure 3.10). Notice that the treatment 
was introduced at a different time (dotted vertical 
line) for each of the four targeted behaviors.

Longitudinal Research
A longitudinal design allows the researcher to follow 
a specific group of individuals across a period of time 
to document any changes that take place during that 
period. For example, one study followed children diag-
nosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) for 9 years and noted changes in 
specific symptoms (Lahey & Willcutt, 2010). By comparing the children with ADHD to children 
without the disorder, it was possible to determine normal developmental changes as opposed 
to changes related to ADHD itself. These researchers were also interested in knowing if ADHD 
symptoms in year 1 were predictive of symptoms and teacher ratings in later years, which they 
were. Another study asked if living in difficult neighborhoods and being maltreated as a child 
would predict drug use in middle adulthood, which it did (Chauhan & Widom, 2012).

There are a number of advantages to using a longitudinal design. First, it allows us to study 
the natural history of the development of a mental disorder in comparison with a similar group 
without the disorder. Second, we can note when and in what manner the changes in the disorder 
take place. Some disorders, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, tend to have an abrupt 
onset. Third, longitudinal designs are particularly useful for studying prevention or treatment 
programs regarding longer-term changes. Of course, the disadvantage of these designs is that 
they require a significant period of time to complete the study.

Epidemiological Research
Epidemiology is the study of the distribution and determinants of the frequency of a disorder in 
humans (see Tsuang, Cohen, & Jones, 2011, for an overview). Within psychopathology, epidemi-
ological approaches have been used to determine how frequently a particular disorder is present 
in men or women and if a particular disorder is related to other factors such as income or level of 
industrialization of a country.

Epidemiological research is particularly helpful in determining the nature, etiology, and 
prognosis of a given disorder. From this type of research, we know that autism begins early in 
life and continues throughout one’s lifetime. Anxiety disorders, on the other hand, can begin in 
adolescence, but by early adulthood, a number of individuals who experienced one or more of 
these in adolescence will no longer experience the disorder. We also know that schizophrenia is 
seen in similar percentages throughout the world.

There are a variety of measures used in epidemiological research to describe the statistical 
profile of psychological disorders. One common measure is prevalence, which is the propor-
tion of individuals who have a particular disorder at a particular time period. If you go to the 
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) website—http://www.nimh.nih.gov/statistics/

longitudinal design: a research 
technique that allows the 
researcher to follow a specific 
group of individuals across a 
period of time to document any 
changes that take place

In a longitudinal study on children with ADHD, a researcher may observe 
the same group of individuals for a period of years in order to detect 
changes over time.
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prevalence: the proportion of 
individuals who have a particular 
disorder at a particular time period

epidemiology: the study of the 
distribution and determinants 
of the frequency of a disorder in 
humans




