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including procedural or other factors, such as low internal consistency of measures. Small 
sample sizes, which may have led to a Type II error, are often an issue.

If you did any “fishing,” and these analyses resulted in significant results, you could next 
talk about these results. These are post hoc analyses. In such cases, you may be in a position to 
introduce new literature. Because these findings were not part of your original hypotheses, you 
did not present the case for this analysis in your Introduction. For example, in the study on per-
ceptions of femininity mentioned earlier in this book, the researcher’s original hypotheses were 
stated in terms of barbell weight (5 lbs or 25 lbs) but not in terms of athlete status or gender. 
What if we looked for and found results related to gender? If we wanted to discuss these results, 
we might need to introduce research showing that views of femininity differ across gender.

STATISTICAL VERSUS  
PRACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE
There is a difference between the statistical significance and practical significance of your 
findings. Statistical significance is a matter of being able to reject the null hypothesis; small 
group differences and small correlations, for example, can reach statistical significance with 
sufficiently large sample sizes. A correlation of .25 might be significant at the .05 level, but 
remember that squaring r gives you the percentage of variability accounted for by knowing 
that relationship. In this example, r 2 is .06, which may not be useful in a practical sense.

Simply because you have statistical significance does not mean your results are useful 
in an applied setting. In an experiment where you were measuring reaction times (in 
msec), a small difference between age groups might be both statistically significant and 
practically meaningful (e.g., the time to react to a stimulus and press a brake pedal). If 
the study focused instead on reaction times to selecting an item off a menu, the results 
might be statistically but not practically meaningful.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• What similarities and differences are there when writing a Discussion section with 
significant versus nonsignificant findings? In terms of discussing results from a 
“fishing expedition,” introducing relevant literature in the Discussion is useful, but 
how much prominence does this material merit, relative to your original hypoth-
eses? What kinds of issues may come up to address in your Limitations section? 
What is the distinction between statistical and practical significance?

Statistical 
significance: 
when a result 
reaches the 
stated alpha 
level, typically 
.05. 
Practical 
significance: 
results that 
are useful in an 
applied setting; 
often results may 
be statistically 
significant but 
not be large 
enough to have 
practical import. 


