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Laboratory research tends to be low in external validity. This is because the situ-
ation is contrived and artificial. Field research tends to have high external validity.
Field research occurs in the real world, so the results are likely to be applicable to
other real-world settings.

Sampling Issues and External Validity. Sampling issues have an important effect
on external validity. We want our results to generalize to a broad population, but we
cannot test everyone. Instead, we opt for using random sampling (sometimes known
as random selection). Random sampling is a process in which each member of a
population has an equal opportunity of being selected to participate in a study.
Random sampling is important for external validity. If we randomly select people from
a population to be in our study, the characteristics of the sample should mirror the
characteristics of the population from which it is drawn. As a result, we feel confi-
dent generalizing our findings to the broader population.

Random sampling is not the same as random assignment. Random sampling refers
to how we select participants to be in our study; random assignment refers to how
the participants we have selected are assigned to experimental conditions. We can have
a study without random sampling that uses random assignment, and we can have a
study that uses random sampling but doesn’t use random assignment. The two are
independent. Table 1.3 illustrates this point, showing how each of these issues bears
on internal validity and external validity.

In practice, random sampling is rarely used in social psychological research. It is
too expensive and impractical. Instead of using a random sample, our participants are
typically college students who are enrolled in introductory psychology courses. We
assume that these participants are a representative sample of the population at large.
Although this assumption is defensible for many (if not most) social psychological
phenomena, it is not always justified. College students differ from the rest of the pop-
ulation in important ways (e.g., they are younger, more intelligent, less culturally
varied, and generally higher in socioeconomic status). Consequently, it is possible to
question the external validity of studies that rely solely on college students (Sears,
1986). As you begin to read social psychological research, you will want to ask your-
self whether you think the results apply to other people and to other situations.

Comparing Internal Validity and External Validity. A good way to understand
the difference between internal validity and external validity is to consider research
showing that saccharine causes cancer in laboratory rats. In these studies, some rats
were randomly assigned to drink water that contained a high concentration of

TABLE 1.3 How Random Assignment and Random Sampling Affect Internal
Validity and External Validity

Random Assignment No Random Assignment

Random Sampling High internal validity Low internal validity
High external validity High external validity

No Random Sampling High internal validity Low internal validity
Low external validity Low external validity
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