Operational Definitions:  Defining Terms Exercise
Whenever we have to investigate some aspects of behavior that is vague or may have multiple meanings, we may want to define such terms or concepts in ways that are precise, measurable, and concrete.  Such definitions are called operational definitions.  Below are some hypotheses that are being researched.  Identify which terms in each hypothesis should be operationally defined, and then give an example of how each of these terms might be defined so that the hypotheses can be more clearly tested.

1. Memory improves with regular exercise.

2. Proper nutrition aids alertness in the classroom.

3. People who are talking on car phones do not drive safely.

4. Frustration causes aggression.

5. Lack of sleep impairs ones judgment.

6. People in love perceive each other more positively than others perceive them.

7. Participating in team sports builds character.

8. Anxiety interferes with logical thinking.

9. Loving parents produce children who grow up to be honest adults.

10. Smoking on the part of mothers produces more hyperactive children.

11. Tall people are likely to be extroverts.

12. Religious people are friendlier than non-religious people.

Operational Definitions:  Defining Terms
Possible Answers Below

Note that not all variables that need to be defined are highlighted.  For example, you could have also chosen “regular exercise” in #1 and then operationalized it.  Also note that you could have operationally defined the same variable differently than what is below.  For example, you could have chosen a different Anxiety Scale for #8.

1. Memory improves with regular exercise.

Scores on a memory test.

2. Proper nutrition aids alertness in the classroom.

Alertness could be measured as amount of time on task.

3. People who are talking on car phones do not drive safely.

Number of accidents per year among those who use cell phones while driving.

4. Frustration causes aggression.

Number of times a person acts out by losing their temper. 

5. Lack of sleep impairs ones judgment.

Ability to judge stopping distance on a driving test, passing score on an academic test, etc.

6. People in love perceive each other more positively than others perceive them.

Frequency of observations of kissing, holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes, etc.

7. Participating in team sports builds character.

Scored measure of personal honesty.

8. Anxiety interferes with logical thinking.

Scores on the Beck Anxiety scale.

9. Loving parents produce children who grow up to be honest adults.

Scored measure of personal honesty.

10. Smoking on the part of mothers produces more hyperactive children.

Amount of time that a child can spend “time on an academic task.”

11. Tall people are likely to be extroverts.

Scores on the Rotter IE scale.

12. Religious people are friendlier than non-religious people.

Frequency counts of taking the initiative of introducing oneself to strangers. 
