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less likely to fare well in achieving generalizability. Quasi-experiments may provide more generalizable results than 
true experiments, but they are more prone to problems of internal invalidity (although some design schemes allow the 
researcher to rule out almost as many potential sources of internal invalidity as does a true experiment). In general, non-
experimental designs (such as survey research and participant observation) permit less certainty about internal validity.

Causal (Internal) Validity

An experiment’s ability to yield valid conclusions about causal effects is determined by the comparability of its experimen-
tal and comparison groups. First, of course, a comparison group must be created. Second, this comparison group must be 
so similar to the experimental group that it will show what the experimental group would be like if it did not receive the 
experimental treatment—that is, if the independent variable was not varied. For example, the only difference between the 
two groups in Bushman’s (2012) study was that one group watched a violent movie and the other group did not.

There are five basic sources of internal invalidity:

1.	 Selection bias—when characteristics of the experimental and comparison group subjects differ

2.	 Endogenous change—when the subjects develop or change during the experiment as part of an ongoing pro-
cess independent of the experimental treatment

3.	 External events/history effects—when something occurs during the experiment, other than the treatment, 
that influences outcome scores

4.	 Contamination—when either the experimental group or the comparison group is aware of the other group 
and is influenced in the posttest as a result (Mohr, 1992)

5.	 Treatment misidentification—when variation in the independent variable (the treatment) is associated with 
variation in the observed outcome, but the change occurs through a process that the researcher has not 
identified

Selection Bias

You may already realize that the composition of the experimental and comparison 
groups in a true experiment is unlikely to be affected by their difference. If it were 
affected, it would cause selection bias. Random assignment equates the groups’ 

Exhibit 6.10 Ex Post Facto Control Group Design: Farrington’s (1977) Test of 
Deviance Amplification
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Experimental
group 

Delinquent
acts at
age 14 

Convicted
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Delinquent
acts at
age 18

 

Adolescents No random
assignmentfrom London

Control
group

Delinquent
acts at
age 14 

Not
convicted
of offense

Delinquent
acts at
age 18

 

Selection bias  A source of internal (causal) 
invalidity that occurs when characteristics of 
experimental and comparison group subjects 
differ in any way that influences the outcome


