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3.	 Explain why some people have a “lucky charm” that they like to carry with them wherever they go.

A: People have established a connection in their mind between an object and desirable outcomes that resulted from 
that object. That’s how it became a “lucky charm” to them. For instance, some students have a “lucky pen” that they 
like to write with. For whatever reason, they have developed an illusory correlation that the pen is associated with 
good things, so they keep it with them. Likewise, some people may have a “lucky coin” that they keep in their pos-
session at all times, figuring it will bring them good luck (or at least avoid bad luck). Indeed, illusory correlations are 
pervasive!

GOALS OF RESEARCH

As we have discussed, we as humans tend to have “efficient flaws” in our thinking. They are efficient because 
they allow us to navigate the world quickly and prevent us from exhausting our cognitive capacities. They 
are flaws, though, because they allow for mistakes in how we think about the world. When conducting sci-
entific research, we want to do what we can to minimize mistakes. This is where statistics can help. I find it 
helps students to approach classes in statistics with the mind-set that statistics are tools we need to under-
stand research. Just as we need a screwdriver to tighten a loose screw or scissors to cut paper, we need sta-
tistics to understand scientific research. The goal of a research study will guide the type of statistic (or tool) 
that the researcher needs to use. We now examine four goals of scientific research.

Scientific research in psychology has four overriding goals: (1) to describe, (2) to predict, (3) to explain, and 
(4) to apply behavioral and cognitive phenomena. The first three goals have different statistical tools associated 
with them, which we will discuss as we present each goal in turn now.

Goal: To Describe
Descriptive research aims to communicate variables as they exist in the world. To conduct descriptive research, 
we need to make observations and measurements of the phenomena we want to study. If you want to know the 
temperature outside, a thermometer located outside can provide this information. The temperature is descriptive 
information. If we want to describe the health-related behaviors of college students, we can take measurements 
of how much sleep they get each night, how many times per week they exercise, and their daily fruit and vegetable 
consumption. We could then describe the health-related behaviors of college students along these dimensions.

How might we go about collecting data to describe the health behaviors of college students? First, we can 
conduct observational studies. By using naturalistic observation, we could sit in the student cafeteria and record 
what students eat. Likewise, we can go to the student recreational facility and see how many students work out 
there, including the types of exercises that they perform. Naturalistic observation will be more difficult to use 
to record sleep habits; however, we might use laboratory observations, in which we observe behavior in a more 
controlled setting, such as a research laboratory. In this case, we could have a bed available and record how long 
students sleep.

In addition to observational research, we can use case studies to describe behavior. A case study involves 
studying one or more people in great depth. We could examine the health behaviors of a small number, perhaps 
three or four, college students. An advantage of using the case study method over observational studies is that we 
can go into great detail on the behaviors of this small sample. In addition, case studies are particularly useful when 
studying rare phenomena, such as certain diseases that occur in only a few people. The disadvantage, though, is 
that it is extremely time-consuming to conduct a large number of case studies, especially if we want the research 
to be representative of the college student population.

Finally, surveys can be used to describe behavior. In our case, we would ask questions of college students 
about their health-related behaviors. Surveys can be administered through questionnaires via campus mail, over 


