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2.	 Why is random assignment a critical component of an experiment?

A: Random assignment allows researchers to isolate the effects of the independent variable on the dependent vari-
able. It does so by arbitrarily placing members of the sample into one of the groups created by the independent 
variable. Therefore, the differences between people in the sample are minimized, allowing researchers to connect the 
effects of the independent variable to the dependent variable.

3.	 Why must an experiment contain at least two groups?

A: If an experiment contained only one group, there would be no way to compare scores on a dependent variable. To 
take a simple example, I am 6’ 2” tall. Am I a tall person? We cannot answer this question without something with 
which to compare my height. Compared with an average man (who is about 5’ 9” tall), yes, I am a tall person. 
Compared with most professional basketball players, no, I am not a tall person.

We will now focus on comparing scores on the dependent variable. Kasser and Sheldon (2000) used “stan-
dardized scores” to quantify responses on these dependent variables. “Standardized scores” may sound scary, 
but you know exactly what that means from reading Chapter 5 and learning about z scores. If you are not con-
fident in your z score expertise, now is a great chance to go back and review that material in Chapter 5.

The Tool
Remember that the one-sample t test is used when we have one sample of data and want to compare its mean 
with the population mean. In Kasser and Sheldon’s (2000) experiment, we have two groups of data (i.e., scores 
in the dependent variable) created by manipulating the independent variable. In this experiment, we will need 
to use the independent samples t test. It is called the “independent samples” t test because each member of 
the sample is randomly assigned to one and only one experimental group. This type of experiment is called a 
between-subjects experiment. Just to avoid confusion, the fact that this statistical tool is called the “indepen-
dent” samples t test has nothing to do with the notion of an independent variable. Rather, the word “indepen-
dent” signifies that each member of the sample was randomly assigned to one experimental group.

Independent samples t test: statistical tool used to compare means of two mutually exclusive groups of people.

Between-subjects design: experimental design in which participants are randomly assigned to one and only one experi-
mental group (condition).

Ingredients

What is the logic of the independent samples t test? It is a comparison of whether mean differences in the sample 
are generalizable to the population from which that sample was drawn. We will now focus on the conceptual 
ingredients needed for an independent samples t test (which are not difficult to put into practice now that you 
know the one-sample t test).

First, we must know the mean for each group on a dependent variable. For instance, did the “death essay” group 
score higher or lower than the “music essay” group on estimates of future pleasure spending? We would need 
the mean estimate of pleasure spending for each of these two groups.

Second, not every member of the two groups will have the same score on a dependent variable. There will 
be variability among individual scores around the mean score for each group. To account for this variability, 


