
the study by Cacioppo and Petty comparing professors and factory workers in terms of their need for cognition. It
is a correlational study because the researchers did not manipulate the participants’ occupations.

Figure 7.2 shows data from a hypothetical study on the relationship between whether people make a daily list of
things to do (a “to-do list”) and stress. Notice that it is unclear whether this design is an experiment or a correlational
study because it is unclear whether the independent variable was manipulated. If the researcher randomly assigned
some participants to make daily to-do lists and others not to, then it is an experiment. If the researcher simply asked
participants whether they made daily to-do lists, then it is a correlational study. The distinction is important because
if the study was an experiment, then it could be concluded that making the daily to-do lists reduced participants’
stress. But if it was a correlational study, it could only be concluded that these variables are related. Perhaps being
stressed has a negative effect on people’s ability to plan ahead (the directionality problem). Or perhaps people who
are more conscientious are more likely to make to-do lists and less likely to be stressed (the third-variable problem).
The crucial point is that what defines a study as experimental or correlational is not the variables being studied, nor
whether the variables are quantitative or categorical, nor the type of graph or statistics used to analyze the data. It
is how the study is conducted.

Figure 7.2 Results of a Hypothetical Study on Whether People Who Make Daily To-Do Lists Experience Less Stress Than People Who Do Not Make
Such Lists

Data Collection in Correlational Research

Again, the defining feature of correlational research is that neither variable is manipulated. It does not matter
how or where the variables are measured. A researcher could have participants come to a laboratory to complete
a computerized backward digit span task and a computerized risky decision-making task and then assess the
relationship between participants’ scores on the two tasks. Or a researcher could go to a shopping mall to ask people
about their attitudes toward the environment and their shopping habits and then assess the relationship between
these two variables. Both of these studies would be correlational because no independent variable is manipulated.
However, because some approaches to data collection are strongly associated with correlational research, it makes
sense to discuss them here. The two we will focus on are naturalistic observation and archival data. A third, survey
research, is discussed in its own chapter, Chapter 9.
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