Online Research Tools Workbook

Experimental research is one of the most powerful tools psychologists use to understand how people think, feel, and behave. By carefully controlling variables and measuring responses, experiments allow us to make cause‑and‑effect conclusions; something no other research method can do. Whether we are studying how quickly people recognise emotions, how communication breaks down under cognitive load, or how implicit attitudes shape interactions, experiments help us uncover the mechanisms behind these processes rather than just describing them.

Online experimental tools, such as reaction‑time tasks, emotion recognition tests, and Implicit Association Tests, bring these methods to life. They allow researchers to collect precise data (often within milliseconds), test large numbers of participants efficiently, and create highly controlled environments that would be difficult to achieve in everyday settings. For you, experiencing these tasks first-hand provides insight into how psychological theories are tested and how even simple tasks can reveal complex mental processes.

In short, experimental research is essential because it allows us to ask not only “what happens?” but “why does it happen?”. And today’s activities give you a chance to step directly into the role of the researcher and participant—seeing how the tools of psychological science help us understand emotion and communication in measurable, meaningful ways.

This session is designed to give you hands-on experience with different types of online experimental research tools, focusing on emotion, cognition, and communication. All links below are clickable and lead directly to the demo tasks

Task 1: Implicit Association Test (IAT)
Click here for library of IAT demos 

Purpose of the Task:
The Implicit Association Test is used to measure automatic, unconscious associations between concepts, such as linking certain social groups with positive or negative attributes. Unlike questionnaires, which capture what people say they think, the IAT uses reaction time to reveal what people may automatically associate without awareness or intention. This is important because many attitudes and judgements involved in communication happen rapidly and implicitly. By identifying these hidden biases, researchers gain insight into how stereotypes and expectations can unconsciously influence behaviour, decision‑making, and interpersonal interactions. 

Click on the link and select which IAT you want to explore (e.g., Emotion Recognition or Gender–Career IAT).  Then complete the questions below.


1. Which IAT did you complete?
 ________________________________________________________________

2. What did the task involve? (Brief description)
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

3. What are one strength and one limitation of using IATs in psychological research?
  
 Strength: ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

   Limitation: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Task 2: Emotion Processing & Facial Expression Tasks
Click here for demos on Pavlovia 

Purpose of the Task:
Emotion recognition tasks examine how accurately people can identify others’ feelings from facial expressions, vocal tones, or body language. These tasks are essential for understanding the foundations of social communication, since interpreting emotions is a key part of forming relationships, navigating conversations, and responding empathetically. By studying which emotions are harder to recognise, or which groups tend to misread certain expressions, psychologists can explore topics like cultural differences, clinical conditions (e.g., autism, anxiety), and the impact of emotional cues on social behaviour. These tasks help researchers uncover how we decode emotional signals in real time.

Click on the link and attempt an emotion recognition task using facial stimuli, then discuss accuracy, difficulty, and the strengths/weaknesses of this method.

1. Which emotions did you find hardest to identify? Why?
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

2. What factors might influence accuracy in facial emotion recognition tasks?
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
Task 3: Cognitive Reaction Time Tasks
Click here for Stroop Task demo 
Click here for Flanker Task demo 

Purpose of the Task:
Many experimental paradigms rely on reaction time because even tiny differences (measured in milliseconds) reveal how mental processes unfold. Quick responses often indicate automatic, well‑practiced processes, while slower ones suggest uncertainty, or deeper cognitive effort. RT tasks help us  understand perception, decision‑making, attention, and emotion processing. These tools are widely used because they provide objective, quantifiable data about the “speed of thought”; something participants cannot consciously alter or self‑report reliably.

Stroop Task: The Stroop task looks at how well we can stay focused when different pieces of information compete for our attention. (E.g., if you see the word “BLUE” written in red ink, it takes longer to say the colour because your brain automatically wants to read the word). This slowdown shows how strong automatic processes (like reading) can interfere with simple tasks. The task helps us understand how people deal with distractions and pressure. Emotional versions of the Stroop task use emotionally charged words to show how feelings can affect attention and thinking.

Flanker Task: The Flanker task tests how well you can focus on a target while ignoring distracting information around it. You respond to the middle symbol or arrow, while the ones on either side may point the same way (easy) or a different way (distracting). The amount of slowdown tells us how easily someone gets pulled off‑track. This relates to real‑life communication, where we often have to ignore background noise or irrelevant cues. The Flanker task helps us understand attention, mental load, and how people manage interference in busy or stressful situations.
Click on the links and complete one or more classic reaction-time tasks and compare their performance across task types.

1. Which task(s) did you complete?
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

2. What differences did you notice between congruent and incongruent trials?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

3. What psychological processes do you think these tasks measure?
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________




Additional Online Research Tools (online libraries): 

1. PsyToolkit Experiment Library
PsyToolkit hosts 50+ ready‑to‑run experiments covering cognitive psychology, attention, memory, decision‑making, and reaction time tasks. It’s ideal for student use because:
· All experiments run directly in the browser and provide instant feedback
· You can explore classic paradigms (e.g., Flanker, Posner cueing, Go/No-Go, BART)


2. Pavlolia
Pavlovia allows researchers and students to host cognitive, social, perceptual, and behavioural experiments online, including those built in PsychoPy or jsPsych.

Experiments are:
· web‑based
· run entirely in a browser
· suitable for reaction‑time tasks and complex paradigms

3. Social Psychology Network – Online Studies Hub
Contains links to 100+ web‑based studies across:
· Social perception
· Attitudes & beliefs
· Interpersonal relations
· Decision‑making
· Online behaviour







Discussion Questions
1. Which task felt most realistic or useful for studying emotion or communication? Why?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

2. Identify one methodological limitation across any of the tasks you completed today.
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________


Final Reflection
In a short paragraph, summarise what you learned about how psychologists study emotion and communication through online research tools.
 ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________  
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
