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Hand-Calculating the Independent Samples t Test
We will first calculate an independent samples t test by hand. Then, you will have the opportunity to practice 
these calculations in the next Learning Check. Afterward, we will learn how to conduct and interpret the inde-
pendent samples t test with the help of SPSS.

As an extension of Kasser and Sheldon’s (2000) experiment, let’s add another dependent variable that they 
could have measured, namely, materialistic values. It seems reasonable, according to Terror Management 
Theory, that if people just wrote about their deaths, they would likely be more materialistic than if they just 
wrote about music. One way to fit into Western cultures is to advertise one’s status via material possessions. 
Thus, when reminded that we will in fact die at some point, we might express materialistic values as a means 
to restore our sense of power over our surroundings.

Step 1: State hypotheses

Remember, we must statistically test the null hypothesis:

Ho: μmortality-salience group = μcontrol group

In terms of the research hypothesis, we would expect the following:

Hr: μmortality-salience group > μcontrol group

There are several self-report measures of materialism available. Marsha Richins and Scott Dawson’s (1992) 
18-item scale has people respond to statements such as “I like to own things that impress people” and “I have 
all the things I really need to enjoy life” (reverse-coded) using a 1 (I strongly disagree with the statement) to 5 (I 
strongly agree with the statement) response range. Thus, scores on this scale can range from 18 to 90. Here are 
hypothetical data for 12 participants in this experiment:

Experimental Group

Mortality Salience (Death Essays) Control (Music Essays)

72 67 50 51 37 33

44 70 57 78 35 42

Step 2: Calculate the mean for each of the two groups

Mortality Salience Group Mean = 
(72 + 67 + 50 + 44 + 70 + 557)

6
 =60

Control Mean = 
(51 + 37 + 33 + 78 + 35 + 42)

6
=46

We now have the numbers needed for the numerator of our t statistic:

t = 60 46
Standard error of the difference between the means

−

 


