
Table 12.4 Guidelines for Referring to
Cohen’s d and Pearson’s r Values as “Strong,”

“Medium,” or “Weak”

Relationship strength Cohen’s d Pearson’s r

Strong/large ± 0.80 ± 0.50

Medium ± 0.50 ± 0.30

Weak/small ± 0.20 ± 0.10

Cohen’s d is useful because it has the same meaning regardless of the variable being compared or the scale it was

measured on. A Cohen’s d of 0.20 means that the two group means differ by 0.20 standard deviations whether

we are talking about scores on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale, reaction time measured in milliseconds, number

of siblings, or diastolic blood pressure measured in millimeters of mercury. Not only does this make it easier for

researchers to communicate with each other about their results, it also makes it possible to combine and compare

results across different studies using different measures.

Be aware that the term effect size can be misleading because it suggests a causal relationship—that the

difference between the two means is an “effect” of being in one group or condition as opposed to another. Imagine,

for example, a study showing that a group of exercisers is happier on average than a group of nonexercisers, with an

“effect size” of d = 0.35. If the study was an experiment—with participants randomly assigned to exercise and no-

exercise conditions—then one could conclude that exercising caused a small to medium-sized increase in happiness.

If the study was correlational, however, then one could conclude only that the exercisers were happier than the

nonexercisers by a small to medium-sized amount. In other words, simply calling the difference an “effect size”

does not make the relationship a causal one.

Sex Differences Expressed as Cohen’s d

Researcher Janet Shibley Hyde has looked at the results of numerous studies on psychological sex

differences and expressed the results in terms of Cohen’s d (Hyde, 2007)
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. Following are a few of the values

she has found, averaging across several studies in each case. (Note that because she always treats the mean

for men as M1 and the mean for women as M2, positive values indicate that men score higher and negative

values indicate that women score higher.)

Mathematical problem solving +0.08

Reading comprehension −0.09

Smiling −0.40

Aggression +0.50

Attitudes toward casual sex +0.81

Leadership effectiveness −0.02

Hyde points out that although men and women differ by a large amount on some variables (e.g., attitudes

toward casual sex), they differ by only a small amount on the vast majority. In many cases, Cohen’s d is less

3. Hyde, J. S. (2007). New directions in the study of gender similarities and differences. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 16, 259–263.
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