
Research Methods in 
Psychology
Welcome to this comprehensive overview of research methods in psychology based 
on the AQA A-level psychology specification. Throughout this presentation, we will 
explore the various methodologies psychologists employ to investigate human 
behaviour and mental processes. We will examine experimental methods, 
observational techniques, self-report approaches, and correlational studies, 
discussing their applications, strengths, and limitations. By the end of this 
presentation, you will have a thorough understanding of how psychologists gather 
and analyse data to draw meaningful conclusions about human psychology.

by Stephen Renwick



The Experimental Method: Overview
The experimental method is considered the gold standard in 
psychological research due to its ability to establish cause-and-effect 
relationships. It involves manipulating an independent variable (IV) 
and measuring its effect on a dependent variable (DV), whilst 
controlling all other variables that might influence the outcome.

Experiments allow researchers to test hypotheses under controlled 
conditions, enabling them to draw causal conclusions about the 
relationship between variables. This methodological approach forms 
the backbone of the scientific method in psychology, providing 
empirical evidence that can be replicated and verified by other 
researchers.

The experimental method's strength lies in its high level of control, 
which enhances internal validity4the confidence that changes in the 
DV are due to the manipulation of the IV rather than extraneous 
variables. However, this control can sometimes reduce ecological 
validity, as the artificial conditions may not reflect real-world 
situations.

Key features of the experimental method include:

Manipulation of the independent variable

Measurement of the dependent variable

Control of extraneous variables

Random allocation of participants to conditions

Standardised procedures to ensure reliability



Types of Experiments

Laboratory Experiments
Conducted in controlled environments specifically designed for 
research. All variables except the IV are tightly controlled.

Strengths: High control of variables, precise measurements, 
replicability, establishment of cause and effect.

Limitations: Artificial environment may lead to demand 
characteristics, low ecological validity, ethical concerns regarding 
deception.

Field Experiments
Conducted in natural settings where participants would normally be 
found, with the IV still manipulated by the researcher.

Strengths: Higher ecological validity, participants may behave more 
naturally, reduced demand characteristics.

Limitations: Less control over extraneous variables, practical 
difficulties in implementation, potential ethical issues regarding 
consent.

Natural Experiments
Exploit naturally occurring situations where the IV has already been 
manipulated by circumstances rather than the researcher.

Strengths: Allow study of variables that would be unethical to 
manipulate, high ecological validity.

Limitations: No random allocation, potential confounding variables, 
difficulty establishing causality.

Quasi-Experiments
Similar to true experiments but without random allocation to 
conditions, often using pre-existing groups.

Strengths: Allow research when random allocation is impossible, 
practical for studying certain populations.

Limitations: Potential participant variables as confounds, difficulty 
establishing clear causality, selection bias.



Observational Techniques
Observational techniques involve systematically watching and recording behaviour in either natural or controlled settings. These methods are 
particularly valuable when studying behaviour that might be altered if participants knew they were being studied, or when investigating 
phenomena that cannot be easily recreated in laboratory conditions.

Naturalistic Observation
Observing behaviour in its natural environment without 
intervention. Researchers aim to be as unobtrusive as possible to 
capture authentic behaviour.

Example: Studying playground interactions between children 
during school break times.

Controlled Observation
Observing behaviour in an environment where some variables are 
manipulated or controlled by the researcher.

Example: Observing group dynamics in a structured task within a 
classroom setting.

Covert Observation
Participants are unaware they are being observed, which reduces 
reactivity but raises ethical concerns about informed consent.

Example: Using hidden cameras to study customer behaviour in 
retail environments.

Overt Observation
Participants know they are being observed, which addresses ethical 
concerns but may lead to demand characteristics or social 
desirability bias.

Example: Researcher visibly taking notes while observing 
classroom behaviour.



Participant vs. Non-Participant Observation
Participant Observation

In participant observation, the researcher becomes part of the group 
being studied, either openly or covertly. This immersive approach 
allows researchers to gain insider knowledge and develop a deeper 
understanding of social dynamics and cultural practices that might not 
be apparent to outside observers.

Strengths:

Provides rich, detailed qualitative data

Offers insights into behaviours and social processes that might be 
inaccessible through other methods

Allows researchers to build rapport with participants, potentially 
leading to more authentic behaviour

Particularly valuable for studying closed or difficult-to-access 
groups

Limitations:

Risk of observer bias and loss of objectivity as the researcher 
becomes emotionally involved

Ethical concerns, particularly with covert participation

Time-consuming and resource-intensive

Difficulty maintaining detailed records while participating

Non-Participant Observation

In non-participant observation, the researcher observes without 
becoming involved in the activities of the group. This approach 
maintains greater objectivity but may limit access to certain insights.

Strengths:

Maintains greater objectivity and detachment

Easier to record observations systematically

Less disruptive to the natural environment

Reduces risk of researcher influencing the behaviour being 
observed

Limitations:

May miss subtle social cues or contextual factors

Limited access to private behaviours or conversations

Potential reactivity if participants are aware of being observed

May not fully understand the meaning of observed behaviours 
without insider knowledge



Self-Report Techniques: Questionnaires
Questionnaires are structured sets of questions designed to gather specific information from respondents. They are one of the most widely used 
self-report techniques in psychological research due to their versatility, efficiency, and ability to collect data from large samples.

Types of Questionnaires
Psychologists use various 
questionnaire formats depending on 
their research needs:

Closed-ended questionnaires: 
Provide fixed response options 
(e.g., multiple choice, Likert 
scales), allowing for quantitative 
analysis and easier comparison 
across participants.

Open-ended questionnaires: 
Allow respondents to answer in 
their own words, providing richer 
qualitative data but requiring more 
complex analysis.

Standardised questionnaires: 
Previously validated measures with 
established reliability and validity, 
such as personality inventories or 
clinical assessment tools.

Strengths of 
Questionnaires

Efficient collection of large 
amounts of data from many 
participants

Cost-effective compared to other 
methods

Can be administered in person, by 
post, or online

Standardised format ensures all 
participants respond to the same 
questions

Anonymity may encourage honest 
responses on sensitive topics

Quantitative data from closed 
questions facilitates statistical 
analysis

Limitations of 
Questionnaires

Social desirability bias may lead 
respondents to give answers they 
think are socially acceptable

Acquiescence bias (tendency to 
agree) and extreme response bias 
can affect results

Closed questions may force 
responses that don't fully capture 
participants' views

Literacy and comprehension issues 
may affect responses

Cannot probe deeper into 
interesting responses as in 
interviews

Relies on accurate self-awareness 
and honest reporting



Self-Report Techniques: Interviews
Interviews involve direct verbal interaction between researcher and 
participant, allowing for in-depth exploration of thoughts, feelings, 
and experiences. They provide rich qualitative data and flexibility to 
pursue interesting lines of inquiry as they emerge.

Structured Interviews

Structured interviews follow a rigid, predetermined set of questions 
asked in the same order with the same wording to all participants. This 
standardisation allows for greater reliability and comparability 
between responses.

Strengths:

High reliability as all participants receive identical questions

Easier to replicate and compare results across participants

Reduces interviewer bias and inconsistency

Can be administered by different researchers with similar results

Quantitative analysis is more straightforward

Limitations:

Lacks flexibility to explore unexpected or interesting responses

May miss important information not covered by predetermined 
questions

Can feel impersonal and mechanical to participants

May not capture the full complexity of participants' experiences

Unstructured Interviews

Unstructured interviews are conversational and flexible, with open-
ended questions that allow the interview to flow naturally. The 
researcher may have general topics to cover but adapts questions 
based on participant responses.

Strengths:

Provides rich, detailed qualitative data

Flexibility to explore unexpected or interesting responses

Builds rapport and may elicit more honest or in-depth responses

Can uncover issues the researcher hadn't anticipated

Participants can express themselves in their own words

Limitations:

Lower reliability as each interview is unique

Difficult to compare responses across participants

More susceptible to interviewer bias

Time-consuming to conduct and analyse

Requires skilled interviewers



Correlational Analysis
Correlational analysis examines the relationship between two or more variables to determine whether and how they co-vary. Unlike experiments, 
correlational studies do not manipulate variables but instead measure them as they naturally occur. This approach is particularly valuable when 
variables cannot be manipulated for practical or ethical reasons.

Types of Correlations
Positive correlation: As one variable 
increases, the other also increases 
(e.g., height and weight)

Negative correlation: As one variable 
increases, the other decreases (e.g., 
hours of study and exam anxiety)

Zero correlation: No consistent 
relationship between variables

Strength: Measured from -1 (perfect 
negative) through 0 (no correlation) to 
+1 (perfect positive)

Strengths of Correlational 
Analysis

Allows study of variables that cannot 
be manipulated experimentally

Useful for identifying potential 
relationships for further investigation

Can study multiple variables 
simultaneously

Often has high ecological validity as 
variables are studied in natural 
settings

Practical for preliminary research or 
generating hypotheses

Limitations of Correlational 
Analysis

Cannot establish causation4
correlation does not imply causation

Third variable problem: an 
unmeasured variable may be causing 
changes in both measured variables

Bidirectional ambiguity: unclear which 
variable influences the other

May oversimplify complex 
relationships between variables

Potential sampling bias affecting the 
observed relationship



Correlations vs. Experiments
Understanding the fundamental differences between correlational 
studies and experiments is crucial for interpreting psychological 
research and drawing appropriate conclusions. While both methods 
are valuable tools in the researcher's arsenal, they serve different 
purposes and have distinct limitations.

Key Differences

Variable manipulation: Experiments manipulate the 
independent variable, while correlational studies simply 
measure co-variables as they naturally occur.

Causality: Experiments can establish cause-and-effect 
relationships, whereas correlational studies can only 
identify relationships without determining causation.

Control: Experiments control extraneous variables and 
randomly allocate participants to conditions; correlational 
studies typically have less control.

Application: Experiments are ideal for testing specific 
hypotheses about causal relationships, while correlational 
studies are useful for exploring naturally occurring 
relationships.

When to Use Each Method

Use experiments when:

Testing causal hypotheses

Variables can be ethically and practically manipulated

High control over extraneous variables is possible

Precise measurement of effects is required

Use correlational studies when:

Variables cannot be manipulated (e.g., gender, personality 
traits)

Manipulation would be unethical (e.g., trauma, disease)

Exploring relationships in real-world settings

Generating hypotheses for future experimental research



Assessment Questions
1 Question 1 [4 marks]

Explain two strengths of using laboratory experiments in psychological research.

2 Question 2 [3 marks]
Outline one ethical issue associated with covert observation.

3 Question 3 [6 marks]
Discuss the limitations of using questionnaires as a research method in psychology.

4 Question 4 [4 marks]
Explain the difference between structured and unstructured interviews, with reference to one strength of each.

5 Question 5 [3 marks]
Explain why correlation does not imply causation, using a psychological example.

6 Question 6 [8 marks]
Compare and contrast field experiments and naturalistic observations, with reference to ecological validity and researcher control.

7 Question 7 [4 marks]
Describe how a psychologist might use participant observation to study classroom behaviour.


