The Experiment

In everyday language the word experiment is used loosely.  You might say "I'll experiment for a week to see if I feel better after eating more fruit" or "I did an experiment by asking five of my neighbors about empathy."

In astronomy, a star has specific characteristics.  But in casual language we may use the word incorrectly to refer to planets, galaxies, and meteors.

When referring to how scholarly research is done, we will use experiment in this course to refer to a true experiment with the following characteristics:

1.  Two or more groups were created by random assignment.

2.  Something was altered or manipulated by the researcher.  Each group is exposed to a different situation.

3.  Individual behavior is measured.

The experiment is often described as similar people in different situations.  The goal is to observe how the different situations affect behavior.  The methods of the experiment are in contrast with the methods of case studies, naturalistic observation, correlational research, surveys, and post-facto research.

The advantages of the experiment are a) a knowledge of what causes behavior, and b) the opportunity to make useful application of the results.

Examples:  1) Depressed patients are randomly assigned to four groups.

Each patient receives no therapy, EMDT, drugs alone, or EMDT plus drugs, in a normal clinical setting.

After three months, each patient takes the Beck depression inventory.  EMDT and EMDT plus drugs show more improvement than either no therapy or drugs alone.

2) Students are randomly assigned to four groups.

Half watch a TV message and half read a written message.  In each of those groups, half of the messages are emotional and half logical. Their attitude toward the topic is measured.  No difference in attitude is found.


Whether research is or is not an experiment is not affected by the setting.  Experiments are performed in both laboratories and natural settings.  A good experiment may find either a significant difference or no significant difference.


Random selection from a population is usually not an issue in an experiment.  Random assignment is.  Sometimes the people used in the research are the only ones of interest (e.g. depressed patients).  In such cases the results are only generalized to that population.  Most experiments use normal persons, and when tested elsewhere the results are found to be the same in all humans everywhere.  

