
Illusory Correlation

• This demonstration illustrates an 
Illusory Correlation – the perception 
of a relationship where none exists, 
or perception of a stronger 
relationship than actually exists.  
Another way to think of it – a false 
impression that two variables 
correlate.



Illusory Correlation

• The joint occurrence of two 
distinctive events (minority member –
Group B & distinctive event - negative 
behavior) probably attracted more 
attention and caused faulty 
impressions.



Illusory Correlation
• Examples:

– You believe that people in urban environments tend 
to be rude. Therefore, when you meet someone who 
is rude you assume that the person lives in a city.

– A woman believes that pit bulls are inherently 
dangerous. When she hears of a dog attack in the 
news, she assumes it is a pit bull that attacked. 

– A student does well on a test when he uses his blue 
pencil. For all future tests he uses only his blue 
pencil.

– You catch a lot of fish off of one dock, you feel 
that there are more fish there than anywhere else 
on the lake.



Illusory Correlation

• How could Illusory correlation be one 
reason individuals become 
prejudiced?

• Research has shown that White 
Americans overestimate the arrest 
rate of African Americans (Hamilton 
& Sherman, 1996).
– African Americans = minority
– Arrest Rate = distinctive event



Descriptive Research
a systematic, objective observation of people.

• Any research that observes and records.

• Does not talk about relationships, it just 
seeks to describe thoughts, behaviors, and 
attributes.

What is going on in this picture?

We cannot say exactly, but we 
can describe what we see.

Thus we have…..



Research goal and strategy:
description

Strategies for gathering this 
information:
▪Case Study:  observing and 
gathering information to 
compile an in-depth study of 
one individual
▪Naturalistic Observation:  
gathering data about 
behavior; watching but not 
intervening
▪Surveys and Interviews: 
having other people report 
on their own attitudes and 
behavior

Descriptive 
research is a 
systematic, 
objective 

observation of 
people.

The goal is to 
provide a 

clear, accurate 
picture of 
people’s 

behaviors, 
thoughts, and 

attributes.



Case Study
▪ Examining one individual or 

group in depth
▪ Benefit: can be a source of 

ideas about human nature or 
biology  in general.

▪ Example: cases of brain 
damage have suggested the 
function of different parts 
of the brain (e.g. Clive 
Wearing)

▪ Drawback:
overgeneralization from one 
example; 

“The Kardashians are a family 
from the United States, so I 
guess that is what it is like in 
the US!”

Especially 
effective 
for 
studying 
unusually 
complex or 
rare 
phenomena



Observing 
“natural” 
behavior means 
just watching (and                  
taking notes), and not 
trying to change 
anything.

This method can         
be used to study    
more than one     
individual, and to                 
find truths that      
apply to a      
broader population.

Naturalistic Observation

What term/concept that 
we have discussed is a 
drawback to naturalistic 
observation?



The Survey
▪ Gathering information 

through self-report rather 
than observation.

▪ Benefits:  Cheap, anonymous
▪ Keys to getting useful 

information:
▪ Be careful about the 

framing (wording) of 
questions

▪ Acknowledge the social 
desirability bias

▪ Only question randomly 
sampled people

Wording effects:
the results you 
get from a survey 
can be changed by 
your word 
selection.  

Example:

Q: Do you support 
enhancing revenues 
to provide quality 
educational 
materials to our 
children?

Q: Do you support 
raising taxes to 
buy kids new 
books?



What psychology 
science mistake was 
made here?

Hint #1:  Harry Truman won.

Hint #2: The 
Chicago 
Tribune 
interviewed 
people about 
whom they 
would vote 
for. 

Hint #3: 
in 1948.

Hint #4: 
by 
phone.

This illustrates the 
importance of random 
sampling…


