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between variables, and this is the problem that range 
restriction presents, a lack of variability in our variables 
being correlated.

Caution 3: “Person-Who” thinking

Even if you don’t follow professional men’s basketball, 
I bet you’ve heard of people such as Shaquille O’Neal, 
Michael Jordan, and LeBron James. They are, or were, 
some of the best men’s basketball players in the history 
of the sport. Have you heard of Nate Robinson? If not, I 
am surprised, especially if you follow men’s profes-
sional basketball. You see, Robinson is in fact 5 feet, 9 
inches tall, a man of average height.

Yet, not only has he played in the National Basketball 
Association for more than 10 years, but he has also 
won the league’s Slam Dunk Contest (in 2006, 2009, 
and 2010), making him the only player in the history of 
the league to win this contest three times. That’s cor-
rect, a man of average height has had a successful 
basketball career and even won, multiple times, a con-
test that seems to favor particularly tall people in a 
sport filled with tall people to start with.

I am 6 feet, 2 inches tall, so given Robinson’s suc-
cess playing basketball, perhaps I should consider a 
career change from college professor to professional 

basketball player. Why might this be a bad idea for me to consider (much less do)? Think about this in terms 
of the law of small numbers, which we discussed at length in Chapter 1. Can one man of average height be 
a professional basketball star? Of course, such things do happen, but in this case, Robinson is the exception 
to the rule that most professional basketball players tend to be of well above-average height. Even at 6 feet, 
2 inches tall, I am short in the world of professional basketball.

To take another example of “person-who” thinking, one we discussed previously in this chapter, people 
who spend more time studying tend to earn higher grades than people who spend less time studying. However, 
you likely know a student who spends more time partying or playing video games than studying and yet earns 
great grades in his or her classes. Such a student is an outlier;2 that is, he or she goes against the trend of what 
is the case for most people or situations. Of course, exceptions to the rules stick out in our minds, so we can 
recall these “person-who” instances better than instances that conform to the general rule. You know many 
more students who get grades that reflect how much time they invest in their studies, but such people simply 
aren’t memorable because, by definition, they are similar to most people. In the same way, given his height, 
Nate Robinson is an outlier in the world of professional basketball.

Caution 4: Curvilinear relationships

Take a look back at Figure 12.2 that displays Yerkes-Dodson’s Law. It is a curvilinear relationship. That is, the 
relationship is not linear (straight-lined). The relationship depends on how much arousal we are talking about. 
A little bit of arousal? A lot? Obviously from this figure, this is a critical consideration. Curvilinear relationships 
present a problem when interpreting and using correlations. That is because when dealing with correlations, 
researchers assume that there is a linear (straight-lined) relationship between the two variables being investi-
gated. If they had used correlations as we’ve discussed them to this point, Yerkes and Dodson would have 
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