
Cross-Sectional Research
In cross-sectional research, data are collected from the research participants at a single
point in time or during a single, relatively brief time period (i.e., a period long enough to
collect data from all of the participants selected to be in the study). The data are typically
collected from multiple groups or types of people in cross-sectional research. For example,
data in a cross-sectional study might be collected from males and females, from people in
different socioeconomic classes, from multiple age groups, and from people with different
abilities and accomplishments. The major advantage of cross-sectional research is that data
can be collected on many different kinds of people in a relatively short period of time.

Cross-sectional research has several weaknesses. One disadvantage is that it is diffi-
cult to establish time order (condition 2 of the necessary conditions for causality). If you
collect data from research participants at a single time point only, you can’t directly mea-
sure changes that are occurring in them over time. Time order can be partially established in
cross-sectional research through theory, through past research findings, and through an un-
derstanding of the independent variable (e.g., you can safely assume that an adult’s biologi-
cal sex occurs before the amount of education they have because biological sex is set at
birth). These techniques for establishing time order are weaker than actually observing peo-
ple over time. A related disadvantage is that the study of developmental trends (changes in
people as they get older) can be misleading when using cross-sectional data.

Suppose that you collected cross-sectional data from 1,000 adults who were ages eigh-
teen or older. When analyzing the data, suppose that you found that age and political con-
servatism were positively correlated (the older the participants are, the more conservative
they tend to be). You cannot safely conclude in this case that aging causes conservatism
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� Cross-sectional 
research
Data are collected at a
single point in time.

� F I G U R E  1 1 . 3 Depiction of cross-sectional, longitudinal, and retrospective research designs

Design Type

Cross-sectional

Longitudinal

Retrospective

Depiction

O1

O1 O2 . . . On

OT–n . . . OT–1 OT

Example

Data are collected at one point in time on
several variables such as gender, income, and
education.

Data are collected in a forward direction over
time on one or more variables such as gender
(O1), IQ (O1), discipline problems in middle
school (O1), high school GPA (O2) and dropout
status (O2).

Data are collected that represent present and
past status on variables such as dropout (OT),
use of drugs (OT–1), and GPA (OT–1).

O stands for collection of data on independent variables, control variables, and/or dependent variables. n
stands for the final time period data are collected for the longitudinal design, “T” stands for the current
time, “T–1” stands for a time in the past, and “T–n” stands for the beginning time point in the past exam-
ined in the retrospective design.

cross-sectional
data
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