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Experiments: Key Terms

Variables

A Variable is any entity that can take on different values. For example, age can be considered a variable because it can take different values for different people. Variables are not always quantitative – gender, for example, could be a variable.

Independent variables are not affected by other variables – they determine the change in the dependent variable.

Dependent variables are affected by the independent variable.

Example: An automobile manufacturer wants to know how bright break lights should be in order to minimize the time required for the diver of a following car to realize that the car in front has hit the brakes.

In this case the independent variable is the brightness of the break lights, and since the reaction time of the other driver depends on the brightness of the lights, the reaction time is the dependent variable.

Quantitative and Qualitative Data

Quantitative data is a number (ex: average age of Pepsi drinkers, number of females who consume Pepsi, etc.)

Qualitative data is not a number, but some quality (ex: subject did not enjoy taste of Pepsi, subject described a bubbly sensation on the tongue, etc.)
Bias

Bias in an unfair act or policy that is rooted in prejudice (a preconceived idea about a person or thing).

Social scientists must be aware of their own biases – they must be objective (neutral) and not be influenced by personal feelings, otherwise the integrity of the experiment, and the accuracy of the results, could be compromised.

Bias can arise in the conducting of research (ex: someone who is convinced that all teenagers smoke might only survey teenagers who stand in smoking areas). It can also arise in the interpreting the results (ex: if 75% of teens sleep past 9 am, this means that they are lazy)
