Designing a Study

Now you have an idea.  How do you go about studying it?

Things to consider:

1) Feasbility

a. Time to collect data

b. Cost of supplies

c. Manpower/training required

d. Availability of participants

2) Publishability

a. Appropriateness of method to answer the research question.

Essentially, you must choose the most valid sample, procedure, and methods to answer your research question, while making sure that you can afford the time and monetary commitment.  For example, most studied would probably be studied best using a heterogeneous sample of 1 million twins over a period of 60 years.  However, this isn’t actually possible and we have to find other methods.

Consequently, focus on the following:

To determine a sample:

· What have researchers used in the past?

· Is this sample generalizable?  

· Is it sufficiently large to get good power?

· Where can I obtain these participants?

· How will I get them to complete my study?

To determine materials:

· How much will these cost?  (Many surveys are free to students)

· Where can I find them?

· Have they been used in the past to study this phenomena?

· Does it represent the construct I want it to?

· Is it reliable/valid (check past literature)?

To determine procedure:

· What time commitment would best answer this question, and what am I willing to commit? 

· Is a correlational design or experimental design more appropriate?

· Who will collect the data?  (Where do I find/train data collectors?)

· Is this data easy to enter/analyze?

· Is this the most publishable data available?

Here are some examples.

Study 1:

My professor was collecting data on gender, gender beliefs, and violence.  I thought it would be interesting to see if something I often study, self-determination theory, relates to this.  I attached a one-page scale to the packet.  The packet was given to 250 undergrads who completed the survey.  It took me probably 20 hours to enter, clean, and analyze the data, then 40 hours to write it up.  I “sold” it as a study of how self-determination theory affects college violence.  Although this was relatively short, I got a poster presentation out of it.  However, this is not publishable due to some major conceptual issues.

Study 2:

I also study mentoring.  Mentoring is difficult to study.  People try to compare formal mentoring programs created by an organization to informal mentoring programs that occur on their own.  People also compared mentored people to nonmentored people.  There is no research that shows how mentoring affects organizations.  There is very little research that says how to have a good mentoring program.  There is also little research on how to choose good mentoring pairs (i.e. how to match mentor and protégé).  I wanted to do a study to answer all of these questions.  I wrote a mentoring program that matched mentors and protégés on certain personality aspects, and I also wrote a training program for the mentor on how to be an effective mentor.  I presented this to a large company.  They were VERY enthusiastic about adopting my program and even paying me an hourly rate and reimbursing me for materials.  I figured that to answer all of my research questions, I would need 100 non protégés to establish a performance baserate, then the following year I would give mentoring to employees and see if they were better than the baserate.   I would also compare these protégés from the formal mentoring program to students who have initiated informal mentoring.  I would also get ratings of their performance from their supervisor to see if I were truly making a difference.  This would be a two-year data collection with minimally 400 participants.  However, only 30 people answered the survey I sent out, making this whole project unpublishable.

Study 3:

My thesis.  It is available for download on my website.  Please read.  It may or may not be publishable.

Exercise:

Download and skim my master’s thesis.  You will replicate this study to make it better.  How will you do so?  There *may* be some ideas in the discussion section.  Be sure to describe the sample, materials, and procedures used.  Estimate the amount of time, money, and experimenters this will require.  Tell me where to find the materials.  If applicable, write a script for the experiment.  This may take several hours.  You have two weeks to do this.

