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After learning the status of the other supposed 
participant, the real participant was then informed 
that he or she would be competing with this person 
on an upcoming task that involved learning and reac-
tion time. Here are the directions that the researchers 
gave the participant:

The task (in the experiment) is to find a target let-
ter among four letters on the computer screen. 
As soon as you press the response key, the screen 
will change. If there is no response, the screen will 
change approximately every 2 seconds. If the tar-
get letter is in the layout of letters, you will press 1. 
If the target letter is not in the layout of letters, you 
will press 2. (Terrell et al., 2008, p. 819)

You can see an example of one of these computer 
screen displays in Figure 2.1.

After practicing the task for two minutes, participants were informed:

[F]or the competitive trials, both of you (the actual participant and the supposed participant down the hall-
way) will be wearing headphones, and you will have the option of administering noise blasts to your compet-
itor in order to distract (him/her). Pressing the space bar produces the noise blasts. These noise blasts are very 
unpleasant, and will disrupt performance, causing errors in the competitive task. (Terrell et al., 2008, p. 819)

Of course, the real participant was told that the other (bogus) participant could also give noise blasts. Indeed, 
each real participant received 30 randomly spaced noise blasts while performing the task, which lasted 10 
minutes. The real participant could administer noise blasts, too, which again, would impair the performance 
of his or her supposed high- or low-status competitor. Terrell and her colleagues (2008) wanted to see how 
aggressive the real participant would be toward his or her supposed competitorbased on the real participant’s 
sex and personality and the competitor’s supposed status.

Figure 2.1    �Sample Screen Displays in Terrell  
et al.’s (2008) Research

Sample trial #1:

Sample trial #2:

Target Letter: P

Target Letter: U

G	 Y	 P	 X

J	 Q	 C	 R

LEARNING CHECK
We will take some of our knowledge from the third section of Chapter 1 and apply it to Terrell et al.’s (2008) research. 
It may help to keep in mind the title of Terrell et al.’s research, “Gender Differences in Aggression: The Role of Status and 
Personality in Competitive Interactions,” as you answer these questions.

1.	 What is (are) the independent variable(s) in this study?

A: Status of the other (nonexistent) participant.

2.	 What is (are) the quasi-independent variable(s) in this study?

A: Participant’s sex and participant’s personality. Remember that people cannot be randomly assigned to have a sex 
or a particular type of personality. That’s why these are quasi-independent variables. The status of the other partici-
pant is a “real” independent variable because random assignment was used to determine whether a participant 
thought he or she was competing with a low- or high-status other participant.

3.	 What is (are) the dependent variable(s) in this study?

A: Aggression is the dependent variable. It is the outcome of the status of the other participant, as well as the 
participant’s sex and personality; that is, aggression depends on these factors.


