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A second caution concerns built-in biases in the research literature. Scientific journals 
are simply much more likely to publish research that reports significant differences 
between or among groups of people than to include research that does not find differ-
ences. (This is known as the “file drawer problem” because studies that do not obtain 
statistically significant results often languish in a researcher’s file drawer.) In part, this 
is because journal space is limited, and studies that find differences tend to be more 
interesting than those that don’t (Tavris & Wade, 1984). In part, this is also because of 
difficulties in interpretation; researchers who find no group differences cannot con-
clude there are no differences. Halpern (1992) explains why:

Suppose you formulate the null hypothesis that no one has more than or less than 
one head. You could collect a large sample of people, count the number of heads per 
person, and presumably find that each has only one. However, you have not proved 
the null hypothesis, because only one exception, that is only one person with more 
or less than one head, can disprove it, and it is possible that you failed to include this 
person in your sample. Similarly, even large amounts of negative evidence cannot be
used to prove that sex differences do not exist. (p. 33)

Another set of problems in interpreting research on gender differences concerns exper-
imenter expectancy effects, the tendency for researchers unintentionally to influence 
the responses or behavior of research 
participants in the direction of the 
experimenter’s hypothesis (Rosenthal 
& Rosnow, 1984). To remind you,
we first discussed the influence of 
such effects in Chapter 9 when we 
reviewed imagery studies.

In many psychological studies, exper-
imenters can avoid or minimize 
these effects by remaining “blind” to 
which condition a participant is in. 
For example, in a memory study, one 
experimenter could randomly assign 
participants to the experimental and 
control groups, and a second experi-
menter, who did not know which par-
ticipants came from which groups, 
could administer the tests.

Gender differences research, how-
ever, is a different story. Whenever 
participants are observed or 

viewer

sive”

studies avoid these problems by having participants respond in writing (and then hav-
ing their responses typed and scored by raters who do not know the gender of the writ-
ers), but this approach limits the kinds of observations and data that can be collected. 

 Photo 14.2: In a 
face-to-face interview, it 
is impossible to keep the 
respondent’s gender hidden 
from the researcher.
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