
Random Assignment
Random assignment is a procedure that makes assignments to conditions on the basis of
chance. Because it makes assignments on the basis of chance, random assignment maxi-
mizes the probability that potentially confounding extraneous variables, known and un-
known, will not systematically bias the results of the study. Because random assignment
has the ability to control for both known and unknown potentially confounding extraneous
variables, it is a procedure that should be used whenever and wherever possible. Do not
confuse random assignment with random selection or random sampling. Random selection
or random sampling involves selection of units from a population by chance so that the
sample selected will be similar to the population. Random assignment starts with a sample,
often a convenience sample, and then makes assignments to groups on the basis of chance
to maximize the probability that the groups generated will be similar.

Ideally, in any research study, you should select participants randomly from the popu-
lation because this provides maximum assurance that a systematic bias does not exist in the
selection process and that the selected participants are representative of the population. Re-
member that “representative” means that the sample participants have characteristics simi-
lar to that of the population and can, therefore, stand for the population. If the average IQ in
the population is 110, then the average IQ in the sample should be about 110. The sample
can say something about the population only when it is representative of the population.

Once participants have been randomly selected from the population, they should be
randomly assigned to the various comparison groups, as illustrated in Figure 9.2. Although
randomly selecting the sample of participants from the population and then randomly as-
signing the participants to the various comparison groups is the ideal arrangement, seldom
is it possible to randomly select research participants from the population. Just think of the
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� Random assignment
A procedure that
makes assignments to
conditions on the basis
of chance and in this
way maximizes the
probability that the
comparison groups
will be equated on all
extraneous variables

� F I G U R E  9 . 2 The ideal procedure for
obtaining participants for an experiment Target population
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