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Take a look at Appendix B. It contains the critical values for the distribution of possible t statistics. We need 
to compare our t test statistic with the correct critical value. It is unusual in a real research study to be able to 
locate the precise critical value on a table like the one in Appendix B. Of course, for the purposes of understand-
ing the process of the independent samples t test, we can do so here. We have 52.8 degrees of freedom. We must 
know our alpha level, for which we will continue to use .05.

As we discussed in the previous chapter, statistical tests reported in research are typically two tailed, even 
with directional hypotheses, as we had; that is, we expected the mortality salience group to indicate higher levels 
of pleasure spending than the control group. Again, researchers generally prefer two-tailed hypothesis tests 
because they are more conservative than one-tailed hypothesis tests. To reiterate this point, take a look at the 
critical values for the t distribution. By using our two-tailed test with an alpha of .05 and 52.8 degrees of freedom, 
we can look to the degrees of freedom that are provided in this appendix. Here, we can estimate our critical value 
with the degrees of freedom that are given in the appendix of 40 and 60. By using these two degrees of freedom, 
we see that our critical value is between ±2.021 and ±2.000, which are the critical values for 40 and 60 degrees 
of freedom, respectively. Had we used a one-tailed test, our critical value would have been between ±1.684 and 
±1.671. Given a smaller critical value with the one-tailed test, there is a great likelihood of rejecting the null 
hypothesis.

When conducting actual research, it is indeed unusual for researchers to have the exact number of 
degrees of freedom that appear on these critical value tables. Fret not, because the good news is that the 
software program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) has all the critical values memorized for 
us, and when conducting research, it is software such as SPSS that we will rely on. In the practice of doing 
research, no one consults critical value tables, but it is good to understand the role they play in the research 
process.

Let’s go back to our t test statistic, which was 2.30. We need to compare this statistic with the critical value 
for a two-tailed hypothesis test with 52.8 degrees of freedom. Given that critical value is between ±2.000 and 
±2.021, we see that our t statistic is greater than that critical value. Let’s look at Figure 7.2. We are testing the 
hypothesis that there is no (i.e., 0) difference between the group means in that population. To reject this 

notion, we need a test statistic that is greater 
than 0. How much greater is “greater than 0”? 
If the test statistic meets or exceeds the criti-
cal value, the test statistic falls in the region of 
null hypothesis rejection, and we reject the 
null hypothesis. As you see in Figure 7.2, our 
test statistic (2.30) is indeed greater than the 
critical value (which is between ±2.000 and 
±2.021). Therefore, in this research, Kasser 
and Sheldon (2000) were able to reject the 
null hypothesis and conclude that people in 
the mortality-salience condition indicated a 
greater likelihood to spend money on plea-
sure than did people in the control/music 
condition.

We know that our test statistic exceeds our 
critical value and we reject the null hypothe-
sis. Referring to Kasser and Sheldon’s (2000) 
results, there are other pieces of information 
it includes that you should be aware of. 
Specifically, we should discuss the p value. 
Remember from the previous chapter that a  
p value (or “probability” value) tells us how 
likely a statistical result was obtained because 

Figure 7.2    �A Visual Comparison of the Test Statistic 
(2.30) With the Critical Value (±2.01); 
Because the Test Statistic Falls in the 
Region of Null Hypothesis Rejection, We 
Reject the Null Hypothesis
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