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Some independent variables preclude random assignment (i.e., having the experimenter 
assign a research participant to a particular condition in an experiment). For example, 
experimenters cannot reassign participants to a different gender, ethnicity, age, or edu-
cational background. Studies that appear in other ways to be experiments but that have 
one or more of these factors as independent variables (or fail to be true experiments in 
other ways) are called quasi-experiments (D. T. Campbell & Stanley, 1963).

Scientists value experiments and quasi-experiments because they enable researchers to 
isolate causal factors and make better-supported claims about causality than is possible 
using observational methods alone. However, many experiments fail to fully capture 
real-world phenomena in the experimental task or research design. The laboratory 
setting or the artificiality or formality of the task may prevent research participants 
from behaving normally, for example. Furthermore, the kinds of tasks amenable to 
experimental study might not be those most important or most common in everyday 
life. As a result, experimenters sometimes risk studying phenomena that relate only 
weakly to people’s real-world experience.

NATURALISTIC OBSERVATION

As the name suggests, naturalistic observation consists of an observer watching peo-
ple in familiar everyday contexts going about their cognitive business. For example, 
an investigator might watch as people try to figure out 
how to work a new smartphone. Ideally, the observer 
remains as unobtrusive as possible so as to disrupt or 
alter the behaviors being observed as little as possible. 
In this example, the investigator might stand nearby 
and surreptitiously note what people who use the 
smartphone do and say. Being unobtrusive is much 
harder than it might sound. The observer needs to 
make sure the people being observed are comfortable 
and do not feel as though they are “under a micro-
scope.” At the same time, the observer wants to avoid 
causing the people being observed to “perform” for 
the observer. In any case, the observer can hardly fully 
assess his or her own effects on the observation. After 
all, how can one know what people would have done 
had they not been observed?

Observational studies have the advantage that the 
things studied occur in the real world and not just in 
an experimental laboratory. Psychologists call this prop-
erty ecological validity. Furthermore, the observer has a 
chance to see just how cognitive processes work in natu-
ral settings: how flexible they are, how they are affected 
by environmental changes, and how rich and complex 
actual behavior is. Naturalistic observation is relatively 
easy to do, doesn’t typically require a lot of resources to 
carry out, and doesn’t require other people to formally 
volunteer for study.

The disadvantage of naturalistic observation is a lack 
of experimental control. The observer has no means of 

	

 Photo 1.2: Recording people engaged in everyday behaviors 
in typical settings uses the naturalistic observation method of 
investigation.
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