Final Research Project – Psych 437 Fall 2011
The objective of this research project is to give you experience with conducting a research study from the beginning (i.e., its conception and design) to the end (i.e., the presentation of the findings).  Specifically, you will be asked to design a research study, collect and analyze the data, and write a brief report that summarizes the research.  Although you may design, collect, and analyze data with other group members, you will need to turn in an independent written report on the research.  

I’ve listed a few ideas for manageable research projects below.  You should choose one that appeals to you the most. However, if you have a creative idea that you would like to pursue that is not on this list, it is possible that your idea might be appropriate for this project. Please discuss it with me or your TA.

Please note that the expectations for the projects vary in a way that I hope will make them comparable with respect to the amount of work they require. Thus, I encourage you to pick a topic that seems the most interesting to you. It is unlikely to be the case that one is simply easier than the others unless you have special resources to which other students might not have access.

The paper will be due on the last day of class (Tues, Dec 6).  Please bring a printed copy to lecture. Papers will be collected at the start of class. Any papers turned in after this initial collection will be considered late. 

One of the purposes of this assignment is to give you the opportunity to demonstrate your mastery of the various concepts and skills we have covered this semester. Thus, you will need to do the following

· use your HTML skills to collect some, if not all, of your personality data 

· summarize your basic measurements using means and standard deviations for continuous variables and percentages for categorical variables

· create composite variables and examine and report on the reliability of those composites (e.g., Cronbach’s alpha)

· Use correlations, partial correlations, multiple regression, or factor analysis as appropriate to analyze your data

Writing the Paper

The paper should be typed and double spaced. Although there are no rules for paper length, I’ve given some guidelines below. You should strive to report your project in a manner that is brief, coherent, and to-the-point.  

The paper should be written in a manner that is informed by APA style, although we will not grade on the basis of this per se.  To see a good example of a paper that is formatted according to APA style, please see the following web site: http://www.thewritesource.com/APA/APARESEARCH.HTM.  You should model the format and organization of your own paper after that example paper.  

Please use the following structure:

1. Title Page. 1 page, by itself. The title page should contain the title of your report and your name. Near the bottom of your page also list the members of your research group and clearly note to which lab section you belong.

2. Abstract. 1 page, by itself. This page should contain an abstract—a one-paragraph summary of your research.  To see some good examples of abstracts, check out the following web page:  http://psp.sagepub.com/rss/current.xml
3. Introduction.  Length: about 2 pages. The Introduction section of your paper should (a) explain the basic research question (1 paragraph), (b) provide a short summary of what is known about the question already (1 to 3 paragraphs), (c) explain the way in which your research will contribute to that knowledge by replicating or extending existing knowledge (1 paragraph), and (d) provide a brief an overview of your specific research project (1 paragraph).

In summarizing what is known about your research area already, you must reference at least two empirical studies that are relevant to the research topic of interest. For each project, I’ve given you one lead already. Be sure to read those papers. But, in addition to that one paper, identify at least one other to read that can be used as part of your research summary.

The TAs can help show you how to use PsycINFO to search for research articles. You can access the PsycINFO database on campus via this link: http://www.library.illinois.edu/stout/index.html

4. Method. Length: about 1 page.  This section should summarize the procedures and materials used in the research.  It should also summarize information about your sample (e.g., average age, number of men vs. women).  

5. Results. Length: 1 to 3 pages.  This section should summarize your data analyses.  Report means, standard deviations, correlations, tables, and figures, as appropriate, for all the variables you measure. I encourage you to report tables and figures here, despite the fact that APA style conventions typically have these placed at the end of the document.
6. Discussion. Length: 1 to 2 pages.  This section should (a) begin by reminding the reader of your basic research questions (1 paragraph), (b) summarize your major research findings (1 or 2 paragraphs), and (c) discuss the implication of your findings for the broader questions that motivated your research (1 to 3 paragraphs). Finally, you should discuss the (d) limitations of your research methods (1 to 2 paragraphs) and (e) suggest some directions for future research (1 paragraph).

7. References. 1 page.  Your Reference section should begin on a new page. Please include a reference for any articles or books you cited.  To see a good overview of what a reference page looks like and how to format references in APA style, check out http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/6/.

Potential projects

1.  Inferring personality traits
Jessica has agreed to go on a blind date. She knows nothing about Ben except his name. Naturally, she wonders what he is like and she begins to browse the Internet for information. After entering his name into a search engine, she soon finds Ben's personal website; here she discovers that Ben has read all of Steinbeck's novels, minored in Eastern philosophy in college, pays homage to his heroes Ralph Nader and Malcolm X, and keeps meticulous records of his stamp collection. An impression begins to form of Ben in Jessica's mind as a quiet, intellectual, organized, politically liberal neat freak. But how accurate is Jessica's impression of Ben? Would other visitors to Ben's website form the same impression?  How does Jessica's impression differ from the impression she would get from another source of information, such as actually meeting Ben or visiting his office?
These kinds of questions—questions about the accuracy of personality judgments—have been debated for decades in personality research.  In one particularly creative study on these issues, Simine Vazire and Sam Gosling studied the accuracy of personality impressions based on people’s personal web sites (Vazire & Gosling, 2004).  Specifically, they had research assistants make judgments about the personalities of the authors of various web sites and compared those impressions with self-reports of personality from the authors of those web sites as well as friends of the authors.  

Your goal would be to replicate and extend the work of Vazire and Gosling.  Although Vazire and Gosling (2004) studied the accuracy of personality impressions based on web sites, there are a variety of ways in which personality traits may leave a “behavioral residue.”  For example, Gosling et al. (2002) studied the accuracy of personality impressions based on offices and students’ dorm rooms.  They noted that certain traits, such as openness to experience, could be coded with fairly high accuracy and that judgments of openness could be traced to certain cues, such as varied (vs. homogenous) CDs and books.

To get some back ground on the research in this area, please read the following article:

Vazire, S. & Gosling, S. D. (2004). e-perceptions: Personality impressions based on personal websites. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87, 123-132.
You can download a PDF version of the article here:

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych350/Vazire2004.pdf

Your project:

1. Identify an observable context (i.e., web pages, dorm rooms, Facebook, photo albums, journal entries on livejournal.com, dress and appearance) in which people may leave traces of their personalities and identities.  For the sake of discussing the remaining points, let’s assume that context involves people’s Facebook pages.

2. Study 50 peoples’ web pages.  Have all members of the group who do not already know that person rate the person’s personality with respect to the Big Five personality traits and any other dimensions that might be of interest to you (e.g., self-esteem, political attitudes, religiosity). Feel free to use the personality attributes that we have used before in class. 

3. Obtain self-reports from each of the 50 people regarding their own personality traits. Please use the HTML skills you’ve acquired in this class to collect your data. In other words, an important part of this project involves coding your personality questionnaire and doing so correctly.
4. The big question you want to address is the amount of agreement between people’s self-rated personality traits and observer’s ratings of their personalities based on their web pages. This question can be answered by examining the correlation between peoples’ ratings of their own personality traits and other people’s ratings of those traits. However, you will want to do this with respect to each of the five traits that are emphasized by the Big Five model of personality traits: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness. Thus, you will be examining the correlation between self-ratings of agreeableness and other’s ratings of agreeableness, self-ratings of extraversion and others’ ratings of extraversion, and so on.
5. Please note that you will need to create composite scores for each of the Big Five traits (i.e., aggregate multiple measurements). Please report on the reliability of your measurements within self- and other-reports separately. Also, determine how you’re going to combine all the ratings among group members for the observer ratings of personality traits. 

2. The Undesired Self
Personality theorists have given a great deal of attention to the relation between the real self and the ideal self. It is generally held that discrepancies between the way people see themselves (i.e., their real selves) and the way they feel they ought to be or the way they wish they were (two forms of the ideal self) have profound implications for people’s emotional experiences.  In 1987 Dan Ogilvie published an interesting paper in which he argued that the discrepancy between the real self and the undesired self may play a more powerful role in emotional experience. Specifically, he argued that the undesired self acts as a reference point for making judgments of present-day life satisfaction. 
To get some back ground on the research in this area, please read the following article:

Ogilvie, D. M. (1987). The undesired self: A neglected variable in personality research. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52, 379​-385.
You can download a PDF version of the article here.

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych350/Ogilvie1987.pdf

Your project:
1. For simplicity, your version of this research will differ from that used by Ogilvie (1987).  Develop a questionnaire that contains 4 sections.  The first section, Actual Self, should instruct people to rate their personalities with respect to the Big Five traits.  The second section, Undesired Self, should instruct them to rate their “undesired self”—the way they DO NOT want to be—with respect to those traits. The third section, Ought Self, should instruct people to rate the way other people (e.g., parents, teachers, friends) think they should be.  The fourth section should contain a measure of life satisfaction. This will be your key dependent variable. You can obtain a simple and valid five-item measure of life satisfaction here: http://s.psych.uiuc.edu/~ediener/SWLS.html
2. Obtain a sample of 50 people.  These can be classmates, roommates, friends, family members, etc.  Administer your questionnaire to these people. Please use the HTML skills you’ve acquired in this class to design your questionnaire and collect your data. In other words, an important part of this project involves coding your personality questionnaire and doing so correctly.
3. You will need to create composite scores for each of the five personality traits in each domain (i.e., real/actual, undesired, and ought).  For each person and each trait, compute the difference between that person’s (a) real self and his or her undesired self and (b) his or her real self and his or her ought self.  See how these differences correlate with life-satisfaction. If you’re unsure how to compute a new variable in SPSS, please consult with your TA.
4. In addition to examining these correlations, please create scatter plots in SPSS and copy-and-paste those into your paper.

3. Personality, Sexual Attitudes, and Fluctuating Asymmetry
Overview

One of the interesting findings that has emerged from evolutionary personality psychology is that individual differences in the attitudes that people hold about dating and sexuality are predictable from the asymmetry of their bodies (e.g., the extent to which their earlobes are of differing lengths).  In this research you will explore the association between variation in people’s physical features and their attitudes and personality.

Details

1. You will need to administer a self-report measure of sexual attitudes (i.e., a measure of the attitudes people have about dating and relationships) and at least one other personality variable that interests to you.  You can find a useful sexual attitudes measure at the following link: http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych350/soi2d.txt.   

Please use the HTML skills you’ve acquired in this class to collect your data. In other words, an important part of this project involves coding your personality questionnaire and doing so correctly.

2. You will also need to assess facial or body symmetry.  There are many ways of doing this and you will need to choose a method that you think will work best for you. 
One option is to take a photograph of each research participant’s face, assuming you have a smart phone that will allow you to do so easily. It is critical that the subject is looking straight into the camera; the head can not be tilted. To quantify asymmetry, it will be necessary to identify two central markers on the face (e.g., the nose and the chin) and measure the distance between that central marker and two peripheral points (e.g., the eyes and the ears).  For example, using the nose, if should be possible to use a ruler to measure the distance in millimeters from the nose to the left eye and, separately, from the nose to the right eye.  The absolute difference between these two measurements provides an index of asymmetry.  If the person is perfectly symmetric, the absolute difference between those measurements will be zero.  To the extent to which the person exhibits asymmetry, the differences will be larger.  
Another option is to trace people’s left and right hands on a piece of paper. After doing so, it should be possible to measure the length of each finger. By doing so you can compute the absolute difference between the length measurements of each finger. If the person is perfectly symmetric, the absolute difference between those measurements will be zero. To the extent to which the person exhibits asymmetry, the differences will be larger. Ideally you would average all five measurements (one for each finger) to create a single asymmetry composite score for each person.

3. Because the data collection for this project is more complex than it is for the other projects, you will only be required to obtain measurements from 20 individuals.  
4. To analyze your data you will need to correlate your self-report measures of sexual attitudes with your measure(s) of asymmetry.  

 
Some useful reading:
Simpson, J. A., Gangestad, S. W., Christensen, P. N., & Leck, K. (1999). Fluctuating asymmetry, sociosexuality, and intrasexual competitive tactics. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 159-172.

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych437/fall2011/fa.pdf
4.  Personality and Health
Overview

Many psychologists have been interested in understanding the relationship between the personality traits that people hold and physical symptoms and illness.  In this project you will examine the associations among basic personality traits, various health-related behaviors (e.g., exercise, diet, drinking), and physical symptoms.
Details
1. You will need to administer a questionnaire that includes measures of personality traits, the extent to which people engage in certain kinds of health-related behaviors (e.g., exercise), and physical symptoms.  
Please note that you will need to measure three kinds of constructs: (a) personality traits, (b) potential health-promoting/inhibiting behaviors, and (c) health outcomes.

(a) You should use the Big Five Inventory to assess personality traits, but you’re also welcome to include other kinds of personality measures as you see fit.  
Here are the items for the BFI . This page lists the items, which traits they are designed to assess, and whether each item is positively or negatively keyed (*) with respect to the trait.

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych350/fall2009/BFI.txt

(b) For potential health-promoting or inhibiting behaviors, I encourage you to brainstorm at least 5 things that seem interesting or relevant to you. If you’re looking for inspiration, consider the “College Activities and Behavior Questionnaire” available at 

http://homepage.psy.utexas.edu/homepage/faculty/Pennebaker/questionnaires/QuestionnaireIndex.html
( c) You should use the Pennebaker Inventory of Limbic Languidness (i.e., the “PILL”) to assess physical symptoms (Pennebaker, 1982).  The PILL is a commonly used self-report checklist of physical symptoms and can be found at the following web site:  
http://homepage.psy.utexas.edu/homepage/faculty/Pennebaker/questionnaires/QuestionnaireIndex.html.  
Please use the HTML skills you’ve acquired in this class to collect your data. In other words, an important part of this project involves coding your personality questionnaire and doing so correctly.

2. Once you’ve administered the questionnaire, you will need to identify a useful way to “score” the physical symptom inventory (i.e., the PILL).  Some researchers simply sum the total number of symptoms that people report.  I would also like for you to try grouping items by symptom type (e.g., gastro-intestinal) and seeing if they hang together well (i.e., study the Cronbach alphas).
3. To step things up a notch for this project, I want you to not only examine the correlations among personality traits, health-related behaviors, and physical symptoms, but to also test a specific kind of theoretical model that is used in personality research: a mediation model.  According to this kind of model, the effect that X has on Y is through variable Z.  In this case, it may be the case that to the extent to which personality traits and physical symptoms are correlated, it is because personality traits lead people to behave in ways that are good or bad for them.  For example, highly conscientious people may be more likely to exercise on a regular basis and stay on a healthy diet.  If these behaviors lead to fewer physical symptoms, then it might be the case that conscientiousness and health are related because of the mediating effect of health-related behaviors.  You can examine this hypothesis by computing the partial correlation between conscientiousness and health while controlling health behaviors. 

Useful reference on personality and health:

Aldwin, C. M. Spiro, A. III,  Levenson, M. R, & Cupertino, A. P. (2001). Longitudinal findings from the normative aging study: III. Personality, individual health trajectories, and mortality. Psychology and Aging, 16, 450-465.
http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych437/fall2011/Aldwin2001.pdf

General Notes and Tips
Coding your HTML questionnaires

It is fine to design your questionnaire and collect your data as a group. But please keep in mind that you need to use a naming convention for your files that will allow this to work properly. There are three key things you need to attend to.

1. Choose one group member’s alias to use for the purposes of saving the file and collecting the data. Let’s assume for the sake of discussion that the person’s alias is “myalias.” Please add the number 3 to the alias so that we do not copy over old student HTML or data files. Thus, the “new” alias will be “myalias3”
2. The filename itself needs to be myalias3.htm or myalias3.html. Whatever filename you use, please keep in mind that it will become part of the URL for your survey (see below), so don’t swap capital and lowercase letters in a careless manner under the assumption that it doesn’t matter. Myalias3.htm is not the same file as myalias3.htm. If your computer insists on capitalizing the first letter, don’t worry about it, but keep in mind that you’ll need to capitalize it when directing people to your URL.
3. The URL for your survey will have the same root for everyone, but will have a different file name. If your alias is myalias3, then your URL will be

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych437/fall2011/myalias3.htm

4. Make sure you have a hidden tag in your file that also contains your alias. This is how the program decides where to save the data. Example (simply copy and paste this, placing your alias in the appropriate place):


<INPUT TYPE=hidden NAME='pin' VALUE='myalias3'>

5. Recall that, to access your data, you will need to go to the following URL, where your alias is the value that was in the hidden tag (see above).

Example, if your alias is myalias3, then your data will be available at 

http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych437/fall2011/data/myalias3.txt

Please see other class lectures/worksheets for more detail.

6. Depending on which project you’re doing, you will need a way to link one person’s data to another person’s data. The best way to do so is to have respondents enter in a code number that can be used to match one self of responses (e.g., self-ratings of personality) with another set of responses (e.g., observer ratings of personality). 

One way to do that is to include an input tag that allows a person to enter in an ID code, a name, or some initials that can be used to track respondents. I’ve included an example of one below.

Please enter the ID code that you were given when you were e-mailed about this survey. <BR><BR>

<INPUT TYPE=textbox NAME=id MAXLENGTH=5 SIZE=5> ID Code<BR>

<BR><BR>

 7. Whenever your HTML questionnaires are ready and you want to use them to collect data, simply e-mail me your HTML file (as an attachment). I’ll upload the file and e-mail you to let you know when it is “live.” The URL will be 
http://www.yourpersonality.net/psych437/fall2011/myalias3.htm

Composites and Reliability
Recall that when creating composites it is often useful to first standardize each of the variables that are going to be part of your composite (see Lecture 6). This helps to ensure that one particular measure is not disproportionately weighted/counted when the composite is created. Please standardize your variables when creating your composites. 

For most intents and purposes, Cronbach’s alpha will be the most efficient way for you to compute the reliability of your measurements. Please do so for every composite you study. Keep in mind that, when computing alpha in SPSS, you need to make sure that all the variables are keyed in the same direction. Reverse keyed items that haven’t actually been reversed will screw things up. Please consult with your TA if you have any questions or want someone to double-check your work.

