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kind of study, see the work of Jack Nasar and Arthur Stamps (2009) on what are called 
infill McMansions (“too big” houses constructed in existing smaller scale neighborhoods).  
Basing their research on the Weber–Fechner law (proposing a relationship between the 
magnitude of a physical stimulus and the intensity of people’s responses), Nasar and Stamps 
showed that what bothers people is not the actual size of the infill house but the relative 
size of the house (i.e., how the house fits into the neighborhood). Furthermore, in terms of 
style, large discrepancies in the height of the infill houses relative to neighbors’ houses were 
more disliked than were large discrepancies in width. This study uses computer-generated 
houses as stimuli (a very effective means of experimental control) and demonstrates how 
the order of presentation can be counterbalanced (Chapter 8) to make sure it is the stimuli 
themselves, and not the order in which they are seen, that influences our responses. In our 
example of the research on size and distance of art, we would need to test our hypothesis 
with carefully selected sizes and distances, following the Weber–Fechner law, to reach a 
conclusion about the ratio of size to distance that produces the most positive outcome. We 
want to take a specific research question and ask it in a way that has more generalizability 
(i.e., greater reach)—but not so much that we wouldn’t expect to see any impact (see 
Chapter 2 for more discussion of the research “gap”).

REVISIT AND RESPOND

At this point, you should be able to:

zz Explain the value of commonsense in posing research questions

zz Explain the difference between a law, a theory, and a hypothesis

zz Describe what makes something a good research question

Summary
We have considered in depth the qualities of thinking that both may help (schema devel-
opment; commonsense) and hurt (stereotypes; heuristics) our approach to the research 
process. You have observed the kinds of cognitive shortcuts or heuristics that characterize 
some decision-making situations and can recognize when those biases may come into 
play. Exposure to Shermer’s (1997) list of how thinking goes wrong should have made 
you more attentive to the decisions you will make in your own research. But as research-
ers likely at the start of your investigative career, you are in a good position to think 
innovatively because you are less likely than some of your professors to be constrained by 
a particular way of doing research. You understand the different levels of predictability 
and generalizability related to laws, theories, and hypotheses. You are ready to begin your 
journey to combine tradition and innovation.

Weber–
Fechner law: 
when the 
magnitude 
of a physical 
stimulus is 
increased/
decreased 
by a constant 
ratio, people’s 
reactions to it 
also increase/
decrease 
by equal 
increments.


