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1.	 Two comparison groups—one receiving the experimental condition (e.g., treatment or intervention), termed 
the experimental group, and the other receiving no treatment/intervention or another form thereof, termed 
the control group.

2.	 Random assignment to the two (or more) comparison groups.

3.	 Assessment of change in the dependent variable for both groups after the experimental condition has been 
applied. This is usually called a posttest. We can determine whether an association exists between the inde-
pendent and dependent variables in a true experiment because two or more groups differ in terms of their 
value on the independent variable. One group, the experimental group, receives some “treatment” that is a 
manipulation of the value of the independent variable. In a simple experiment, there may be one other group 
that does not receive the treatment; it is termed the control or comparison group.

Let’s consider the Bushman experiment in detail (see the simple diagram in Exhibit 6.4). Does watching a vio-
lent video lead to aggressive behavior? Imagine a simple experiment. Suppose you believe that watching violent 
movies leads people to be aggressive, commit crimes, and so on. But other people 
think that violent media has no effect and that it is people who are already pre-
disposed to violence who seek out violent movies to watch. To test your research 
hypothesis (“Watching violent movies causes aggressive behavior”), you need 
to compare two randomly assigned groups of subjects, a control group and an 
experimental group.

First, it is crucial that the two groups be more or less equal at the beginning 
of the study. If you let students choose which group to be in, the more violent stu-
dents may pick the violent movie, hoping, either consciously or unconsciously, to 
have their aggressive habits reinforced. If so, your two groups won’t be equivalent 
at the beginning of the study. As such, any difference in their aggressiveness may 
be the result of that initial difference (a source of spuriousness), not whether they 
watched the violent video. You must randomly sort the students into the two differ-
ent groups. You can do this by flipping a coin for each one of them, pulling names 
out of a hat, or using a random number table as described in the previous chapter. 
In any case, the subjects themselves should not be free to choose nor should you 
(the experimenter) be free to put them into whatever group you want.

True experiment  Experiment in which 
subjects are assigned randomly to an 
experimental group that receives a treatment 
or other manipulation of the independent 
variable and a comparison group that does not 
receive the treatment or receives some other 
manipulation; outcomes are measured in a 
posttest

Experimental group  In an experiment, the 
group of subjects that receives the treatment 
or experimental manipulation

Control or comparison group  The group of 
subjects who are either exposed to a different 
treatment than the experimental group or who 
receive no treatment at all

Exhibit 6.4 Experimental Design Used in the Bushman Research
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