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When variables are far apart (e.g., the relationship between parental disciplinary style 
and student achievement), many other variables may be in play in explaining the outcome 
of interest (here, academic achievement). You want to limit the number of other variables 
that may explain the relationship in question, without limiting the research question to 
the point that it has no external validity (see Chapter 3) or applying the results beyond 
the particular situation examined. In the example of the relationship between parental 
disciplinary style and student achievement, parents’ marital status may connect both of 
these variables. Divorce may have changed students’ educational experience, for example, 
attending boarding school after a divorce, which may affect both the type and frequency of 
parental discipline and performance in school. Narrowing the research question to focus 
on parents’ divorce (and timeline) may enable the researcher to predict college achieve-
ment better. You might investigate the timing of the divorce as a predictor of academic 
achievement (e.g., divorces happening within 1 year of matriculation would be associated 
with lower academic achievement than divorces happening before that time).

FIGURE 2.12  Diagram Illustrating the Idea of Closing the Research Gap
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External validity: 
ability to apply 
the results of 
research more 
broadly, that 
is, beyond the 
sample used in a 
particular study. 
Generalizability is 
a major emphasis 
of external 
validity.


