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ABSTRACT: Many psychological investigations are
accused of "failure to generalize to



that is clearly "applicable to the real world," perhaps
because it was conducted there (e.g., Bickman's,
1974, studies of obedience on the street corner), will
have some limits to its generalizability. Cultural,
historical, and age-group limits will surely be pres-
ent; but these are unknown and no single study can
discover them all. Their determination is empirical.

The external-validity question is a special case.
It conies to this: Are the sampje, the setting, and the
manipulation so artificial that the class of "target"
real-life situations to which the results can be gen-
eralized is likely to be trivially small? If so, the ex-
periment lacks external validity. But that argument
still begs the question I wish to raise here: Is such
generalization our intent? Is it what we want to do?
Not always.

The Agricultural Model
These baleful remarks about external validity (EV)
are not quite fair to its originators. In denning the
concept, they had a particular kind of research in



tact comfort was a powerful determinant of "at-
tachment," whereas nutrition was small potatoes,te3a



There are a number of other things we may be
doing. First, we may be asking whether something



coholics are presented with such a threat under nor-
mal conditions."

Indeed. The threat of electric shock can hardly
be "representative" of the dangers faced by anyone
except electricians, hi-fi builders, and Psychology
101 students. What then? It depends! It depends on
what kind of conclusion one draws and what one's
purpose is in doing the study,

Higgins and Marlatt could have drawn this con-
clusion: "Threat of shock did not cause our subjects
to drink in these circumstances. Therefore, it prob-
ably would not cause similar subjects to drink in
similar circumstances either." A properly cautious
conclusion, and manifestly trivial.

Or they could have drawn this conclusion:
"Threat of shock did not cause our subjects to drink
in these circumstances. Therefore, tension or anxi-
ety probably does not cause people to drink in nor-
mal, real-world situations." That conclusion would
be manifestly risky, not to say foolish; and it is that
kind of conclusion which raises the issue of EV. Such
a conclusion does assume that we can generalize
from the simple and protected lab setting to the com-
plex and dangerous real-life one and that the fear
of shock can represent the general case of tension
and anxiety. And let me admit again that we have
been guilty of just this kind of foolishness on more
than one occasion.

But that is not the conclusion Higgins and
Marlatt drew. Their argument had an entirely dif-
ferent shape, one that changes everything. Para-
phrased, it went thus: "Threat of shock did not cause
our subjects to drink in these circumstances. There-
fore, the tension-reduction hypothesis, which pre-
dicts that it should have done so, either is false or
is in need of qualification." This is our old friend,
the hypothetico-deductive method, in action. The
important point to see is that the generalizability of
the results, from lab to real life, is not claimed. It
plays no part in the argument at all.

Of course, these findings may not require much
modification of the tension-reduction hypothesis. It
is possible—indeed it is highly likely—that there are
tensions and tensions; and perhaps the nagging fears
and self-doubts of the everyday have a quite different
status from the acute fear of electric shock. Maybe
alcohol does reduce these chronic fears and is taken,
sometimes abusively, because it does so.3 If these
possibilities can be shown to be true, then we could
sharpen the tension-reduction hypothesis, restricting

11 should note, however, that there is considerable doubt
about that as a statement of the general case. Like Harlow's ex-
periment, the Higgins and Marlatt (1973) study articulates with
a growing body of data from very different sources and settings,
but all, in this case, calling the tension-reduction theory into
question (cf. Mello & Mendelson, 1978).

it (as it is not restricted now) to certain kinds of
tension and, perhaps, to certain settings. In short,
we could advance our understanding. And the "ar-
tificial" laboratory findings would have contributed
to that advance. Surely we cannot reasonably ask
for more.

It seems to me that this kind of argument char-
acterizes much of our research—much more of it
than our critics recognize. In very many cases, we
are not using what happens in the laboratory to
"predict" the real world. Prediction goes the other
way: Our theory specifies what subjects should do
in the laboratory. Then we go to the laboratory to
ask, Do they do it? And we modify our theory, or
hang onto it for the time being, as results dictate.
Thus we improve our theories, and—to say it
again—it is these that generalize to the real world
if anything does.

Let me turn to an example of another kind. To
this point, it is artificiality of setting that has been
the focus. Analogous considerations can arise, how-
ever, when one thinks through the implications of
artificiality of, or bias in, the sample. Consider a case
study.

A great deal of folklore, supported by some
powerful psychological theories, would have it that
children acquire speech of the forms approved by
their culture—that is, grammatical speech—through
the impact of parents' reactions to what they say.
If a child emits a properly formed sentence (so the
argument goes), the parent responds with approval
or attention. If the utterance is ungrammatical, the
parent corrects it or, at the least, withholds approval.

Direct observation of parent-child interac-
tions, however, reveals that this need not happen.
Brown and Hanlon (1970) report that parents react
to the content of a child's speech, not to its form.
If the sentence emitted is factually correct, it is likely
to be approved by the parent; if false, disapproved.
But whether the utterance embodies correct gram-
matical form has surprisingly little to do with the
parent's reaction to it.

What kind of sample were Brown and Hanlon
dealing with here? Families that (a) lived in Boston,
(b) were well educated, and (c) were willing to have
squadrons of psychologists camped in their living
rooms, taping their conversations. It is virtually cer-
tain that the sample was biased even with respect
to the already limited "population" of upper-class-
Bostonian-parents-of-young-children.

Surely a sample like that is a poor basis from
which to generalize to any interesting population.
But what if we turn it around? We start with the
theoretical proposition: Parents respond to the
grammar of their children's utterances (as by mak-
ing approval contingent or by correcting mistakes).
Now we make the prediction: Therefore, the parents
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we observe ought to do that. And the prediction is
disconfirmed.

Going further, if we find that the children
Brown and Hanlon studied went on to acquire Bos-
toman-approved syntax, as seems likely, then we can
draw a further prediction and see it disconfirmed.
If the theory is true, and if these parents do nqt react
to grammaticality or its absence, then these children
should not pick up grammatical speech. If they do
so anyway, then parental approval is not necessary
for the acquisition of grammar. And that is shown
not by generalizing from sample to population, but
by what happened in the sample.

It is of course legitimate to wonder whether the
same contingencies would appear in Kansas City
working-class families or in slum dwellers in the
Argentine. Maybe parental approval/disapproval is
a much more potent influence on children's speech
in some cultures or subcultures than in others. Nev-
ertheless, the fact would remain that the parental
approval theory holds only in some instances and
must be qualified appropriately. Again, that would
be well worth knowing, and this sample of families
would have played a part in establishing it.

The confusion here may reflect simple histor-
ical accident. Considerations of sampling from pop-
ulations were brought to our attention largely by
survey researchers, for whom the procedure of "gen-
eralizing to a population" is of vital concern. If we
want to estimate the proportion of the electorate
intending to vote for Candidate X, and if Y% of our
sample intends to do so, then we want to be able to
say something like this: "We can be 95% confident
that Y% of the voters, plus or minus Z, intend to
vote for X." Then the issue of representativeness is
squarely before us, and the horror stories of biased
sampling and wildly wrong predictions, from the
Literary Digest poll on down, have every right to
keep us awake at night.

But what has to be thought through, case by
case, is whether that is the kind of conclusion we
intend to draw. In the Brown and Hanlon (1970)
case, nothing could be more unjustified than a state-
ment of the kind, "We can be W% certain that X%
of the utterances of Boston children, plus or minus
Y, are true and are approved." The biased sample
rules such a conclusion out of court at the outset.
But it was never intended. The intended conclusion
was not about a population but about a theory. That
parental approval tracks content rather than form,
in these children, means that the parental approval
theory of grammar acquisition either is simply false
or interacts in unsuspected ways with some attri-
bute(s) of the home.

In yet other cases, the subjects are of interest
precisely because of their unrepresentativeness.
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pie characteristics the characteristics of some pop-
ulation? Or am I trying to draw conclusions not
about a population, but about a theory that specifies
what these subjects ought to do? Or (as in linguistic
apes) would it be important if any subject does, or
can be made to do, this or that?

As to the setting: Is it my intention to predict
what would happen in a real-life setting or "target"
class of such settings? Our "thinking through" di-
vides depending on the answer.

The answer may be no. Once again, we may
be testing a prediction rather than making one; our
theory may specify what ought to happen in this
setting. Then the question is whether the setting gives
the theory a fair hearing, and the


