Design an Experiment Example

The hypothesis I am evaluating is whether playing violent video or computer games makes children more aggressive and violent.  The independent variable in the hypothesis is playing violent video games.  The dependent variable is aggressive and/or violent behavior.  To test this hypothesis, I will design an experiment.

First, I will randomly select 18 fifth grade students, 9 males and 9 females, from Homer Pittard Campus School.  I will obtain a list of all fifth grade students (approximately 60 students) from the principal, Stan Baskin, stratify the list by sex, then randomly select 9 students from the list of males and 9 students from the list of females.  Computer generated random numbers will be used to make the selections.  Parents of the selected children will be contacted via telephone, informed of the nature of the study, and, if they agree verbally to allow their child to participate, mailed an informed consent form (see attached) to sign and returned via the mail.  If a selected child’s parent does not allow them to participate, an alternate will be randomly selected using the procedure described above.  After all 18 parental consent forms have been received the students will be contacted and asked personally if they are willing to participate in a study evaluating video and computer games.  They will not be told the study is about violence in such games.  While this involves some deception, it is necessary given that the children might alter their behavior if they knew the true nature of the study.  

Once the 18 students agree to be in the study, they will be randomly assigned to 3 groups (2 experimental groups and 1 control group), each containing 3 males and 3 females.  Computer generated random numbers will be used to make assignments.  The three groups will be scheduled to meet separately at Campus School on three successive Saturday afternoons from 1:00 to 4:00 PM.

 
The dependent variable (violent or aggressive behavior) will be operationalized through direct observation.  After being dropped off by their parents at the scheduled time, the students will be placed in a room with a table and 4 chairs, and several age appropriate books and toys.  The children will be told that they may play with whatever they like, but must remain in the room until the researcher returns for them.  Two research assistants will be seated in the room and described as “volunteers” who have agreed to “watch” the kids until the researcher is ready for them.  The research assistants will watch the children play for one hour and record instances of aggressive or violent behavior using a tally sheet developed by the researcher (see attached).  

The tally sheet lists indicators of violence and aggression and provides a space for marking the number of occurrences witnessed.  Aggressive and violent behavior is defined as any behavior that intentionally harms or threatens to harm another person or object and includes verbal as well as physical aggression.  Indicators of physical violence or aggression include actually or attempting to hit, slap, punch, kick, pinch, poke, bite, shove, push, bump, stab, cut, shoot, throw something at, or spit on another person or object.  It also includes forcefully taking an object from another person.  Indicators of verbal violence or aggression include screaming or yelling at someone or something and insulting or threatening someone or something.  Pretend violence (violence that is acted out as a part of play) will not be counted as act of violence or aggression.

To reduce the likelihood of researcher bias or influence, the research assistants will not know whether they are observing an experimental or control group.  Tallies from the two observers will be compared after the observations are completed to assess inter-coder reliability.  This one-hour of initial observation serves as the pre-test in the study.

The independent variable in the study (playing violent video games) will be operationalized and measured by varying the exposure of the three groups to violent video games.  After the initial hour of free-play, the groups will be moved to another room to play video and computer games.  The first experimental group will be encouraged to play and/or watch others play Halo, a popular video game that contain somewhat realistic violence.  The second experimental group will be encouraged to play and/or watch others play a game containing animated, cartoon-like violence, Super Smash Brothers Brawl.  The control group will be encouraged to play and/or watch others play a relatively non-violent computer game, Rollercoaster Tycoon 3. The room in which the groups are placed will contain six computer or video game systems, so all group members may play at the same time.  However, participants will be allowed to watch others play if they choose.  Two research assistants will observe and document how much time each participant spends playing and/or watching video games during a one-hour period.

After playing the video games, group members will be returned to the first room and once again be told that they may play with whatever they like, but must remain in the room until the researcher returns for them.  As before, two research assistants will watch the children play for one hour and record instances of aggressive or violent behavior using a tally sheet identical to the one used in the pre-test situation.  This one-hour of observation serves as the post-test in the study.

At the end of one hour, the children will be joined by their parents, given greater detail as to the true nature of the study, and thanked for their participation.  They will then be allowed to leave with their parents.

After the observations are completed and all the data have been collected, the total number of violent or aggressive acts from the pre-test and post-test situations will be calculated and compared to determine if the number of violent and aggressive acts increased.  If the hypothesis is correct, the first experimental group should exhibit the greatest increase, the second experimental group the next greatest, and the control group will show little or no increase.  Statistical tests will be performed to determine if any differences are significant.

Tally Sheet

Name of Observer:


________________________________



Date of Observations:


________________________________

Time Observations Began:  

________________________________

Time Observations Ended:  

________________________________

Please indicate how often each of the violent or aggressive behaviors listed below occurs by placing tick marks in the column headed “Occurrences.”  The behaviors can be actual or attempted, but must be intentional to be counted.  Pretend violence (violence that is acted out as a part of play) should not be counted.

	Behavior
	Occurrences
	Total

	Hitting/Slapping/Punching
	
	

	Pinching/Poking
	
	

	Biting
	
	

	Pushing/Shoving/Bumping
	
	

	Throwing Object at Someone or Something
	
	

	Spitting At/On Someone or Something
	
	

	Forcefully Taking Object from Someone
	
	


Dear Parent:

Your child has been randomly selected to participate in a study of the effect of playing violent video games on the behavior of children.  In this study, your child will be observed playing with five other children in a controlled setting for 1 hour.  Then, based on random assignment, your child will be asked to play one of three types of video games for one hour—games portraying realistic violence (Doom, Wolfensteim 3D, Mortal Kombat), games portraying animated, cartoon-like violence (Super Mario Brothers, Zelda), or non-violent games (Where in the World is Carmen San Diego?).  After playing the games, your child will again be observed playing with five other children for one hour.  During the two observation periods, researchers will count the number of aggressive behaviors occurring between the children.  We do not expect significant aggression to occur, but if it does, researchers will intervene should any behavior threaten to harm your child.  Further, while we do not expect playing the video games to have any significant long-term impact on the behavior or mental health of your child, we have made arrangements with Dr. Michelle Parker, a psychologist at Middle Tennessee State University, for free consultations should you or your child feel such is necessary.

None of the data collected as a part of this study will be made available to anyone outside the research team, which includes Dr. J. Brandon Wallace, Principal Investigator and Associate Professor of Sociology at Middle Tennessee State University, and two graduate research assistants.  Findings will be reported in the form of collective summaries.  Individual cases will not be discussed and no names will ever be included.  All data records from the study will be destroyed within one year after the final results are published.  In the mean time, such records will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the principal investigator’s office.

Participation is this study is voluntary and your child may withdraw from the study at any time.  However, since the information gained through this study promises to further knowledge of the impact of playing violent video games on children’s behavior, your participation is greatly appreciated.  If you agree to let your child participate, he or she will be told they are participating in a study evaluating video games.  They will not be told the study is about violence in such games.  While this involves some deception, it is necessary given that the children might alter their behavior if they knew the true nature of the study.  

If you agree to allow your child to participate, please read and sign the attached informed consent form and return it in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided.  Please keep the second copy of this letter for your records.  If you have any questions about this project, please contact Dr. J. Brandon Wallace by phone at 898-5976 or by email at jbwallae@mtsu.edu.  Thank you in advance for your assistance.

Sincerely,

J. Brandon Wallace, Ph.D.

Principal Investigator

Informed Consent Form

I have read and understand the attached letter and voluntarily give permission for my child, _______________________________________, to participate in the study of the effect of watching violent video games on children’s behavior.

Signed:  
____________________________________________________

Date:

____________________________________________________

