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Introduction

W 
e know that research methods isn’t every psychology student’s 
favourite subject. In fact, we know that some students see conducting 

research as a ‘necessary evil’ when completing their psychology qualification. 
Why is this? Well, we think it’s because people who are interested in studying 
psychology are interested in examining the thoughts, behaviours and emo-
tions of others, and that’s what they want to find out more about – thoughts, 
behaviours and emotions. They’d rather not spend time thinking about how 
to design a research project or how to recruit participants. But it’s important 
to reflect on how you come to know what you know about psychology: it’s 
because of the research that psychologists and others have conducted into 
these topics. Without research, psychology (like many other disciplines) 
would be non-existent or, at best, relegated to being a set of opinions with no 
credibility.

Therefore, research is essential to psychology. It’s the lifeblood of psychol-
ogy! Without robust, rigorous research, we wouldn’t know (among many 
other things) that people’s quality of life can be improved by finding effective 
ways to facilitate change in their thoughts that result in beneficial emotional 
and behavioural changes. Research, therefore, is responsible for improving 
the psychological wellbeing of countless people over the years.

But, note that we highlight the important role of robust and rigorous 
research. In other words, good quality research. To conduct any other type 
of research won’t advance the discipline of psychology, is probably a waste 
of everyone’s time, and may raise some ethical issues. As a result, every 
student of psychology requires a firm grasp on how to conduct good quality 
research. And that’s what this book aims to deliver.

We’ve written this book in a clear and concise manner to help you design and 
conduct good quality research. We don’t assume any previous knowledge of 
research. We hope that this book will excite you about conducting psycho-
logical research (as much as it’s possible to do so) and that your research 
will contribute to improving psychology for the benefit of others in the 
years to come.
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About This Book
The aim of this book is to provide an easily accessible reference guide, 
written in plain English, that allows students to readily understand, carry out, 
interpret and report on psychological research. While we have targeted this 
book at psychology undergraduate students, we hope that it will be useful for 
all social science and health science students, and that it may also act as a 
reminder for those of you who haven’t been students for some time!

You don’t need to read the chapters in this book in order, from start to 
finish. We’ve organised the book into different parts, which broadly address 
the different types of research designs that you’re likely to encounter in 
psychology and the different ways of reporting research. This makes it easy 
to find the information you need quickly. Each chapter is designed to be self-
contained and doesn’t necessarily require any previous knowledge.

You’ll find that the book covers a wide range of research designs that are 
seldom found together in a single book. We deal with survey designs, experi-
mental designs, single case designs and qualitative designs. We also provide 
clear guidance on how to write and develop a research proposal, and how 
to prepare information for a research paper or a conference presentation. 
Therefore, this book provides a comprehensive introduction to the main 
topics in psychological research.

We’ve deliberately tried to keep our explanations concise and to the point, 
but you’ll still find a lot of information contained in this book. Occasionally, 
you may see a Technical Stuff icon. This highlights rather technical infor-
mation that we regard as valuable for understanding the concept under 
discussion, but not crucial. You can skip these sections and still understand 
the topic in question. Likewise, you may come across sidebars (grey boxes) 
where we elaborate on a topic with an interesting aside (well, we think 
they’re interesting!). If you’re in a hurry, you can skip these sections without 
missing out on any essential information.

Foolish Assumptions
For better or worse, we made some assumptions while writing this book. We 
assumed that:

✓✓ You’re familiar with the type of research that’s conducted in psychology. 
You may be a psychology undergraduate, or studying a related subject 
(in another social or health science).
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✓✓ You’re a novice when it comes to conducting a research study; that is, 
you’ve never conducted your own research study before, or you have 
only done this once or twice previously.

✓✓ You refer to a statistics book to help you understand some of the sta-
tistical concepts we discuss. We highlight when you need to do this 
in the text. We also recommend that you have Psychology Statistics For 
Dummies (also authored by us and published by Wiley) to hand to refer 
to when you’re trying to make sense of some of the trickier statistical 
concepts that we can’t cover in detail in this book.

Icons Used in This Book
As with all For Dummies books, you notice icons in the margin that signify 
that the accompanying information is something special:

This icon points out a helpful hint designed to save you time (or cognitive  
effort).

This icon is important! It indicates a piece of information that you should 
bear in mind even after you’ve closed the book.

This icon highlights a common misunderstanding or error that we don’t want 
you to make.

This icon contains a more detailed discussion or explanation of a topic; you 
can skip this material if you’re in a rush.

Beyond the Book
The world of research methods is full of areas to explore – and we’ve 
crammed all the important stuff into this book. But then we thought of some 
other things that you may find useful, or that may add to your understanding 
of research methods in psychology:

✓✓ Cheat sheet. This summarises the key points from this book. It gives 
you a ready reference to the important things to remember when you’re 
designing or conducting a research study in psychology. You can find it 
at www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/researchmethodsinpsych.

http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/researchmethodsinpsych
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✓✓ Dummies.com online articles. These articles add to the information 
contained in the book. They allow us an opportunity to expand on and 
emphasise the points that we think are important and that we think you 
may benefit from knowing a little more about. The online articles delve 
into topics from different parts of the book, so they’re varied as well 
as interesting (we hope!). You can find these at www.dummies.com/
extras/researchmethodsinpsych.

Where to Go from Here
You can read this book from start to finish (and we hope that you’d enjoy it), 
but it’s not like a novel. Rather, we have designed the book so that you can 
easily find the information you’re looking for without needing to read lots of 
related but separate detail.

If you’re completely new to conducting research, we suggest that you start 
with Chapter 1, which provides an overview of the book and introduces you 
to some of the important concepts. If you’re familiar with research but need 
some information on developing and writing a research proposal, we recom-
mend that you turn to Part VI. If you want to look at moving away from quan-
titative data to focus on qualitative data, we advise that you flip to Part IV. 
For any other information you may be looking for, we suggest that you use 
the table of contents or the index to guide you to the right place.

Research is an important area in the development of psychology. With this 
book in hand, you’ll be able to start investigating this fascinating discipline, 
with its many and varied implications for life. We hope you enjoy the book 
and your research, and maybe even make an important contribution to the 
discipline – which we’ll get to read about in years to come!

http://www.dummies.com/extras/researchmethodsinpsych
http://www.dummies.com/extras/researchmethodsinpsych


Part I

Visit www.dummies.com for free access to great Dummies content online.

Getting Started with 
Research Methods

http://www.dummies.com


In this part . . .
✓✓ Get an overview of what it means to do research in 

psychology.

✓✓ Find out what the terms ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ mean and why 
they’re so important when conducting or evaluating research 
studies.

✓✓ Discover the five key ethical principles of conducting research 
and how to go about making sure your studies meet these 
standards.



Chapter 1

Why Do Research in Psychology?
In This Chapter

▶▶ Finding out what research is and why psychologists do it

▶▶ Discovering the various stages of a research study

▶▶ Understanding the different research methods used to gather information

I 
n this chapter, we introduce you to the main research methods, designs 
and components that you encounter during your psychology course, and 

we signpost you to relevant chapters in this book where you can find more 
information – and discover how to become a research methods maestro  
(or at least pass the course!).

What Is Research?
Research is a systematic way of collecting information (or data) to test a 
hypothesis.

A hypothesis is just a testable (or falsifiable) statement. For example, a 
good hypothesis is that ‘you see a statistically significant difference in self-
esteem mean scores between male and female psychology students’. A poor 
hypothesis is hard to test (or falsify) – for example, ‘gender differences in 
self-esteem develop in the womb for some individuals’. How can you possibly 
collect data to refute this statement?

No single research study sets out to conclusively ‘prove’ a hypothesis. Over 
time, research studies generate, test, refine and retest hypotheses, and build 
up a body of knowledge and evidence. Research is more of a process than a 
single thing.

You need to have the skills to conduct your own research study, but you also 
need to be able to review and critically evaluate existing research studies.



8 Part I: Getting Started with Research Methods �

Why Do Psychologists Need  
to Do Research?

We could tell you that you do research in your psychology course because 
it’s fun, because you can discover something new that no-one else has found 
and because you develop insights into fascinating areas of the discipline and 
develop many transferable skills along the way too – but we’re biased, and 
you probably won’t believe us.

Instead, we’ll tell you that psychologists do research for two main reasons. 
The first is to expand the knowledge base of the discipline and to explain 
psychological phenomenon. The second is to apply this new-found knowl-
edge and use it to help individuals and society. Generating a reliable evidence  
base allows psychologists to describe and explain behaviour, establish 
cause-and-effect relationships and predict outcomes. Applying research 
findings can help policy-makers, clinicians and individuals.

Consider a clinical psychologist who meets a client suffering from depression 
for the first time and wants to recommend a course of therapy:

✓✓ How do they know that ‘depression’ as a construct actually exists?

✓✓ How do they know that the questionnaire or interview used to assess 
depression actually measures it?

✓✓ How do they know that an intervention to reduce depression actu-
ally works?

✓✓ How do they know if one intervention is better than another?

✓✓ How do they know the possible causes of the depression?

The answer to all of these questions is the same: research.

Doing Psychological Research
Carrying out a research project can be a complex process. Consider these 
stages you have to go through (no skipping any of them!):

✓✓ First you have to have a comprehensive and viable plan that involves 
coming up with an idea and developing a research proposal.

✓✓ You have to decide if you want to measure and quantify the things you are 
interested in (quantitative research) or collect information on people’s 
experiences and opinions using their own words (qualitative research).
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✓✓ You then have to choose a research design that is most appropriate for 
your proposed project.

✓✓ Finally, you have to disseminate your research findings through a 
written report, a research poster or an oral/verbal presentation.

The stages of a research project are not always separate and distinct. You 
may have to tackle the question of quantitative vs. qualitative research at the 
same time you’re weighing different research designs. As you read through 
the book, you see that there may be overlap between stages.

The following sections outline each of these stages and point you to 
the relevant chapters of the book to help you complete a successful 
research project.

Planning research
When we task students with conducting and writing up a research study, 
they’re often keen to begin and see the planning stage as a frustrating delay. 
However, it’s impossible to carry out a good research study without good 
planning – and this takes time.

First, you need to identify your idea. To do this, you review the literature in 
the area you’re interested in. A good literature review demonstrates to your 
supervisor that you’re aware of existing published research in the area and 
that you’re familiar with its strengths and weaknesses. It ensures that your 
proposed study hasn’t been done before. It may also inform you of ways that 
you can improve your research idea (for example, by using a novel methodol-
ogy or including a related variable that you haven’t yet considered).

Conducting a comprehensive literature review takes time. Don’t underesti-
mate how much time you need to explore electronic search engines to find 
relevant sources, track down these sources and write up your literature 
review. You find plenty of information on how to conduct a literature review 
in Chapter 16.

When you’ve settled on a research idea and defined your research ques-
tion, you need to draft your research proposal. This document outlines the 
research that you intend to do and why you intend to do it. You need to 
submit your research proposal in order to obtain ethical permission to 
carry out your study (Chapter 3 covers research ethics and how to apply for 
ethical approval).
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Your proposal should comprise two sections:

✓✓ An introduction containing your literature review and your research 
questions or hypotheses.

✓✓ A well-defined research protocol, which is a detailed plan of your design 
and methodology (we look at research designs in more detail in the 
later section, ‘Choosing a research design’). Your protocol clearly states 
what you intend to do and how it addresses your research questions 
or hypotheses. You include details of how you intend to analyse your 
data and a timetable specifying how long each stage of the research 
process takes.

Chapter 18 guides you step by step through the process of developing a solid 
research proposal.

A good research proposal helps you (the researcher) and your supervisor 
establish whether your project is feasible – that is, if your research project 
is practical, realistic and possible to carry out. You may have a brilliant idea 
for a research project (and we’re confident that you do!), but can it be com-
pleted on time, with the resources you have available, with the participants 
you have access to and in an ethical manner?

When you’re writing your research proposal, you need to specify the sample 
size that you intend to recruit. Calculating the required sample size is essen-
tial at this stage. It impacts the time and resources that you require for your 
study. Also, if you can’t achieve the required sample size, you’re unable to 
detect statistically significant effects in the data – which may mean that you 
reach the wrong conclusions. Chapter 17 discusses sample size calculations 
in more detail and covers how to calculate the required sample size for your 
research proposal.

Deciding between quantitative  
and qualitative research
A lot of research in psychology attempts to quantify psychological constructs 
by giving a number to them – for example, the level of depression or an IQ 
score. This is known as quantitative research.

Quantitative research normally uses statistics to analyse numerical data. If 
you need help analysing this type of data, we recommend you consult  
a statistics book such as Psychology Statistics For Dummies (authored by us 
and published by Wiley).
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Qualitative research is an umbrella term used to signify that the data you 
collect is in words, not numbers. It focuses on gaining detailed information 
about people’s experiences, often at the expense of representativeness and 
internal validity.

You normally collect qualitative data during face-to-face interactions – for 
example, by conducting a semi-structured interview. You can also collect 
data using focus groups, existing transcripts, social media or many other 
novel sources.

The information you obtain through qualitative research is based on the 
interaction between you (as the researcher) and the participant. Your 
assumptions and biases can and will affect the data you collect. You must 
acknowledge this influence and reflect upon the impacts of this in any quali-
tative study.

Qualitative research uses different sets of guidelines from quantitative 
research. It often requires smaller sample sizes, employs different sampling 
techniques and differs in how you interpret and analyse data. We explore 
qualitative research in detail in Part IV: we share guidelines for conducting 
qualitative research in Chapter 10, we offer advice on analysing qualitative 
data in Chapter 11 and we examine some different theoretical approaches 
and methodologies in Chapter 12.

Choosing a research design
As part of your research proposal, you need to decide how you can address 
your research questions or hypotheses. The most appropriate research 
design for your study depends on the nature of these questions and hypoth-
eses. In the following sections, we look at some potential research designs 
that may be appropriate.

Survey designs and external validity
You use survey designs to collect naturally occurring information. You don’t 
attempt to control or manipulate any variables (which you do with experi-
mental designs – see the later section, ‘Experimental designs and internal 
validity’ for more on these). You can use surveys to collect any type of infor-
mation (for example, intelligence, personality, attitudes, sexual behaviour 
and so on) – this may be quantitative (through the use of closed questions) 
or qualitative (using open-ended questions). Researchers can then investi-
gate the relationships between variables that exist in a population – for exam-
ple, the relationship between intelligence and personality, or the relationship 
between attitudes to risk and sexual behaviour.
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Good survey designs can be a time- and cost-effective way of collecting data 
from a large representative sample of participants.

Plan your survey design carefully. It’s very easy to have a poor survey design 
if you don’t plan it properly!

Good survey designs investigate the relationships between naturally occur-
ring variables using large sample sizes. As a result, they tend to have high 
external validity. External validity refers to the extent that you can generalise 
from the findings of the study. You find more information on external validity 
in Chapter 2.

Exploring types of survey designs
You can conduct survey designs in three main ways:

✓✓ Cross-sectional survey designs: You collect data from each individual 
at one occasion or at one time point. It doesn’t matter how long this 
time point actually lasts (it can last two minutes or take all day) or how 
many people participate at the time point (it can be one individual or a 
classroom full of children). Each individual participant only contributes 
information once.

✓✓ Longitudinal survey designs: You collect data from the same participants 
over multiple time points. You may be interested in how one variable 
changes over time – for example, you may want to see how self-esteem 
changes develop in adolescents by measuring self-esteem in the same 
group of participants every month over a period of years. Alternatively, 
you may be interested in how one variable can predict another variable 
at a later time point – for example, you may want to see if intelligence in 
children can predict earnings as an adult. To do this, you decide to mea-
sure intelligence scores in a group of participants as children and then 
measure earnings in the same participants when they’re adults.

✓✓ Successive independent sample designs: This type of design is really 
a mix of cross-sectional and longitudinal designs. You use it to examine 
changes over time when it’s not possible to use a longitudinal design. In 
this design, you measure a sample of people on one or more variables at 
one time point (as in cross-sectional designs) and then you measure the 
same variables at subsequent time points but using a different sample 
of participants. For example, you may want to know if attitudes to atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are changing over time in 
entrants to the teaching profession. You can measure attitudes to ADHD 
in a sample of first-year trainee teachers each year for a period of five 
years. This approach includes longitudinal elements because you’re 
measuring the same variable over time, but it also has cross-sectional 
elements because you have to measure a different cohort of first-year 
trainee teachers each year.

You can find out more about these types of survey designs in Chapter 4.
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Selecting a survey method
Your research question or hypotheses dictate the type of survey design that 
you need to use. Once you’ve decided on your survey design, you need to 
decide on your data-collection method – your survey method.

The main methods for collecting survey data are

✓✓ Postal surveys

✓✓ Face-to-face surveys

✓✓ Telephone surveys

✓✓ Online surveys

You can find out more about these survey methods and the advantages and 
disadvantages of each approach in Chapter 4.

Experimental designs and internal validity
In experimental designs you manipulate (at least) one variable in some way 
to see whether it has an effect on another variable. For example, you may 
manipulate the amount of caffeine that participants consume to see whether 
this affects their mood. This approach differs from survey designs, where you 
simply look at the relationship between participants’ natural caffeine con-
sumption levels and their mood (refer to the earlier section, ‘Survey designs 
and external validity’ for more on survey designs).

By manipulating a variable (and attempting to hold everything else con-
stant) experimental designs can establish cause-and-effect relationships. 
Experimental studies endeavour to maximise internal validity. Internal valid-
ity refers to the extent that you can demonstrate causal relationship(s) 
between the variables in your study. You find more information on internal 
validity in Chapter 2.

In experimental designs, the variable that you manipulate or have control 
over is called the independent variable. The outcome variable that changes 
due to the manipulation is called the dependent variable. In the preceding 
example, caffeine is the independent variable and mood is the dependent 
variable. Figure 1‑1 shows the relationship between the variables.

Two main experimental designs underpin all other types of experiments:

✓✓ Independent groups design: Different groups of participants take part 
in different experimental conditions (or levels). Each participant is 
only tested once. You make comparisons between different groups of 
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participants, which is why it is also known as a between-groups design. 
For example, if you want to see the effect of caffeine on mood, you 
assign participants to three different groups. One group consumes no 
caffeine, the second group is given 100 milligrams of caffeine and the 
third group is given 200 milligrams of caffeine. You can then compare 
mood between these three groups.

✓✓ Repeated measures design: The same participants take part in all the 
experimental conditions (or levels). Each participant is tested multiple 
times. You’re looking for changes within the same group of people under 
different conditions, which is why it is also known as a within-groups 
design. For example, if you want to see the effect of caffeine on mood, 
participants consume no caffeine one day, 100 milligrams of caffeine 
another day and 200 milligrams of caffeine at another time. You can then 
look at the changes in mood when the same people consume different 
amounts of caffeine.

You can also use more complex experimental designs, such as:

✓✓ Factorial designs

✓✓ Mixed between–within designs

✓✓ Randomised controlled trials (RCTs)

✓✓ Solomon four group design

Chapters 7 and 8 explain each of these experimental designs and outline 
their strengths and weaknesses. They also address techniques that you can 
use to help minimise weaknesses in your experimental design, including 
counterbalancing, random allocation, blinding, placebos and using matched 
pairs designs.

Figure 1-1:  
An example 
of indepen-

dent and 
dependent 
variables. 

© John Wiley & Sons , Inc.
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Reporting research
You carry out your study – well done! All that planning must have paid off. 
But before you start to celebrate, you need to think about disseminating your 
findings – after all, what’s the point of carrying out your research if you don’t 
share your findings?

You can disseminate or present your research findings in different formats, 
but you always include the same main sections:

✓✓ Introduction: Your introduction provides an overview of the current 
area of your research by reviewing the existing research. You then out-
line your rationale for the study. This flows logically from the literature 
review because it outlines what you intend to do in your study and how 
this fits into the literature you’ve reviewed. Finally, you report your 
research questions or hypotheses.

✓✓ Method: Your method section tells a reader exactly what you did, with 
enough detail to allow someone to replicate your study. A good method 
section contains the following subheadings:

•	Design

•	Participants

•	Materials

•	Procedure

•	Analysis

✓✓ Results: Your results section describes the main findings from your 
study. The results that you report need to address the research ques-
tions or hypotheses that you state in the introduction.

You only report findings in this section – you don’t attempt to interpret 
or discuss them in terms of hypotheses or previous literature.

✓✓ Discussion: Your discussion, like other sections, has several different 
parts. First, you need to take each hypothesis in turn, state to what 
extent your findings support it and compare your findings to the previ-
ous literature that you discuss in your introduction. You then need to 
consider the implications of your findings, analyse the strengths and 
limitations of the study, and suggest how your work can be built on by 
recommending ideas for future research studies.

The most common way of disseminating your research findings is in a written 
report – similar to the kind of report that you read in psychological journals. 
You can find a detailed guide to writing research reports in Chapter 13. You 
may also be asked to present your findings in the form of a research poster 
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or an oral presentation. Chapter 14 guides you through the process to help 
you prepare the perfect poster or presentation.

Reports, posters and presentations share similar information, but they tend 
to do it in different ways – so you need to be aware of the discrepancies.

Whichever format you present your research in, it must be appropriate and 
consistent with universal psychological standards. Chapter 15 discusses the 
American Psychological Association (APA) standards, outlines tips on how to 
report numbers and, importantly, gives you guidelines for correct referenc-
ing procedures. Failure to reference correctly means you can be accused of 
plagiarism – which is a serious academic offence! Find out what plagiarism is 
and how to avoid inadvertently committing plagiarism in Chapter 15.

Exploring Research Methods
Research methods are the methods you use to collect data for your research 
study. You won’t find a ‘right’ or ‘correct’ research method for your study. Each 
method has its own set of advantages and disadvantages. Some methods are 
more suitable for investigating specific hypotheses or research questions – 
and any method can be performed poorly. For example, if you want to find out 
about the experience of living with bone cancer, an interview may be more suit-
able than a questionnaire; however, a well-designed and validated questionnaire 
is far better than a poorly planned and badly executed interview.

The following sections consider some potential data-collection methods that 
you may consider for your research study.

Questionnaires and psychometric tests
Most of the things psychologists are interested in are hard to measure. If 
you want to measure someone’s height or weight, however, it’s relatively 
straightforward. When you can directly measure something, it’s known as an 
observed variable (or sometimes a manifest variable) – like height or weight.

But what about attitudes, emotional intelligence or memory? You can’t see or 
weigh these constructs. Variables that you can’t directly and easily measure 
are known as latent variables.

Psychologists have developed various questionnaires and tests to measure 
latent variables. If the measure is good, the observed scores that you get 
from the questionnaire or test reflect the latent variable that you’re trying 
to assess.


