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Quasi-experiment Design

Description of Design

Quasi-experiment is a type of quantitative research design for conducting studies in the field or in real-life situations where manipulation of independent variables is possible but random assignment of subjects to groups is not.  In order to determine a causal relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable, true experimental design requires the manipulation of an independent variable and random assignment of subjects to groups. In some types of research, though, randomized, controlled experiments are often unethical or impractical to conduct giving rise to the need for designs that do not rely on randomization to form controls. Quasi-experimental designs were developed to provide alternate methods for examining causality in circumstances not conducive to controls.  Some types of quasi-experiments include the time-series design (study of processes occurring over time within an experimental group), case studies (where subjects are not random and there may be no control group. Typically used to research rare situations or to provide examples of commonly occurring phenomena, case studies are not used to generate quantitative data that can be generalized to a wider population but instead generate qualitative information to better understand particular groups or individuals), and nonequivalent control groups (use of a ‘control’ group that appears similar to the experimental group, but is not randomly assigned).

Design Strengths/Weaknesses

Quasi-experiments can make some types of research practical, feasible, and generalizable (to an extent) and may be the only method available to successfully evaluate the effect of a particular independent variable. However, to be conducted properly, this design method can also require more money, time and data than is available. Also, due to the absence of random assignment, threats to internal and external validity can exist and are always vulnerable to criticism. If not controlled in the experimental design, extraneous variables, such as history (specific events occurring between measurements), maturation (processes within subjects operating as a function of time), testing (effects of testing on subsequent tests), instrumentation (changes in calibration of instruments or observer attitude), statistical regression (where groups were selected based on extreme scores), biases (in selection of subjects for groups), and experimental mortality (loss of subjects from groups) can have a confounding effect on causality. External validity (or generalizability) can be also be threatened by the reactive effect of testing (pretest increasing or decreasing a subject’s responsiveness), interaction effects (of biases and the independent variable) and by reactive effects of experimental arrangements. Experiment replication can be used to strengthen confidence in determining causality between independent and dependent variables but only if extraneous variables are not kept constant between replications. 

Uses

The procedures of quasi-experiment design were developed mainly in the context of evaluation research projects and can also be useful for exploratory and pilot studies, as well as situations where control over independent and extraneous variables is possible but where optimal experimental control is unfeasible.  
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