OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF VARIABLES

Dictionaries provide us with conceptual definitions of variables. For example, in research on speech communication, we might be interested in students’ ability to recite, which is defined in one dictionary as “to repeat or speak aloud from or as from memory, especially in a formal way.” This definition is perfectly adequate if we merely want to communicate the general topic of our research to someone.

Let’s suppose that we want to conduct an experiment on the effectiveness of two memory aids on the ability to recite. As we plan the research, we will soon realize that a conceptual definition is not adequate because it does not indicate the precise concrete or physical steps we will take in order to see the variable. Redefining a variable in terms of physical steps is called operationalizing a variable. When we operationalize a variable, we are creating an operational definition. Example I shows the first attempt at creating an operational definition of students’ ability to recite:

EXAMPLE I

The ability to recite is defined as the number of words mispronounced, missing, or misplaced when students repeat Christian Abzab’s poem, The Road Taken, aloud from memory in front of a panel of three teachers.

Example I is not bad for a first attempt. However, notice that it is not fully operational because we might still ask questions about the physical arrangement such as, “Will the students stand while reciting?,” “In what type of room will the recitation take place—a classroom or auditorium?,” “Will the teachers be male or female?,” and “Will the teachers already know the students?”

It is important to note that operationalizing is a matter of degree. No operational definition is completely operational because there are an infinite number of physical characteristics that might be considered (for example, the humidity in the room, the level of lighting, the type of flooring, the color of the walls). Thus, instead of striving for completely operational definitions, we try to produce definitions that are adequate to permit a replication in all important respects by another researcher. A replication is an attempt to confirm the results of a study by conducting it again in the same way. Results that have been replicated by independent researchers are those in which we have the most confidence because a given researcher may have blind spots, unconscious biases, etc. Also, a given researcher may have been unlucky and have large random errors in his or her results. Independent replications by others reduce the odds that these factors are the cause of a certain type of result. Of course, there is some subjectivity in applying this criterion of adequacy, and we may not all agree on when we have met it.

Notice that just because a definition is operational does not necessarily mean that it is meaningful or relevant. For example, we could operationalize clients’ self-esteem with the definition in Example 2.

EXAMPLE 2

Positive self-esteem is defined as answering “yes” when asked the question, “Do you feel good about yourself?”

The definition in Example 2 is reasonably operational because we know what words to say and what response to listen for. However, it is quite narrow. For example, it does not tap self-esteem in the various dimensions of clients’ lives such as self-esteem in the workplace, in social settings, and so on. Thus, a definition can be operational without being adequate in other respects.

Notice that if a researcher fails to provide operational definitions of variables, the definitions still exist since the researcher has to go through physical steps to conduct the research. That is, the definitions exist but may be unstated. When they are unstated, it is difficult, if not impossible, to replicate the research. Thus, providing operational definitions is an important activity when conducting research.

EXERCISE
1.
Which type of definition indicates physical steps?

2.
In practice, are operational definitions ever fully operationalized?

3.
Which of the following definitions of gregarious is more operational?

A.
Talking on the phone with friends for at least two hours each week.

B.
Being open and friendly when in social gatherings with others.

4.
Which of the following definitions of being computer literate is more operational?

A. Taking at least two formal courses of instruction on the use of computers in an accredited school.

B. Having knowledge of the origins and uses of computers in modem society and their implications.

5.
To replicate the research of others, do we need operational or conceptual definitions?

6.
Is it possible for an operational definition to be too narrow?

Questions for Discussion

7.
Suppose you read a research report claiming that low socioeconomic (SES) children have lower self- concepts than high SES children. In the report, the only definition of self-concept is “feeling good about oneself.” How much credence would you give the results in light of the definition? What additional information, if any, would you want about the definition if you were planning to replicate the study?

8.
In a research report, job satisfaction is defined as “the number of times each subject said ‘yes’ to questions such as ‘Do you look forward to going to work on most mornings?”’ Is this definition completely operational? If not, what is missing from the definition?

9.
Is the definition in question 8 too narrow in terms of how we normally think about job satisfaction?

10.
Write a definition of “success in college” that is highly operational.

11.
Write a definition of “motivation to succeed on the job” that is highly operational.

ANSWERS

1. Operational definition

2. No

3. A

4. A

5. Operational

6. Yes

7. Sample: little credence because it is a conceptual definition that does not give the physical steps taken to observe self-concept; there is not enough information to judge whether it was measured adequately. To replicate, we would need to know how self-concept was measured; for example, the authors could provide the name of the test, the questions used, or what was observed to measure self-concept.

8. No, but definitions are almost never completely operational.  In this case, it would be helpful to know what all the questions said and whether they were written questions or questions that were asked orally.

9. Sample: yes because it does not take into account other sources of satisfaction on the job such as satisfaction with salary and interactions with other employees.

10. Sample: GPA as determined from official transcripts for the freshman year in college.

11. Sample: Number of work days during the first six months on the job that an employee arrives at work at least 10 minutes early as determined by time clock cards.

