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we must consider the standard error of the difference between the means. Recall from Chapter 4 the notion 
of a standard deviation. A standard deviation is a measure of how much a group of scores tends to stray from 
the group’s mean. The standard error of the difference between the means serves the same purpose as a 
standard deviation, within the context of an independent samples t test. A standard deviation applies to one 
group of data; the standard error of the difference between the means applies to two groups of data. Like the 
standard deviation, the standard error of the difference between the means relies in part on the number of 
people in the groups (i.e., sample size). Thus, the larger the sample size and the lower the variability of scores 
around the group means, the lower the standard error of the difference will be. Therefore, as we said in the previ-
ous chapter, larger sample sizes are preferred, statistically speaking, because they reduce the standard error 
of the difference between the means. They are inherently more representative of the populations from which 
they were drawn.

Standard error of the difference between the means: standard deviation of a difference between two group means.

In short, to use an independent samples t test, we need to know (a) the mean of each group and (b) the stan-
dard error of the difference between those means. These two pieces of information give us a  
“t test statistic” that we can use to see whether there is a statistically significant difference between the means 
of these two groups. Here is the conceptual formula for the independent samples t test statistic:

t=
Mean difference between the two groups

Standard error of tthe difference between the means  

In thinking through this formula, there are three ways to increase the power of this statistical tool:

1.	 Larger mean differences (i.e., increase the numerator)

2.	 Larger sample sizes (i.e., decrease the denominator)

3.	 Less variability of scores within each group (i.e., decrease the denominator)

Hypothesis from Kasser and Sheldon (2000)

As a refresher from the previous chapter, remember that we are testing the hypothesis that there is no difference 
in the population between mean scores of the two groups. That is, we are testing the null hypothesis with our 
statistical tool. To be able to suggest that there are differences in the population based on these two mean scores, 
we must reject the notion that there is no difference between the mortality salience essay group and the music 
essay group. In other words, the mean difference between the two groups must be large enough to conclude 
that there is likely an effect that exists in the population. In plain English, the statistic tested the notion that 
there will be no difference between the mortality-salience condition and the control condition on scores on the 
dependent variable. Symbolically,

Ho: μmortality-salience group = μcontrol group

Published research rarely if ever states a null hypothesis even though, as you know, it is always the null 
hypothesis that statistical tools are testing. Rather, published research tends to state the research hypothesis. 
For instance, in Kasser and Sheldon’s (2000) article, they predicted that


