Some classic pitfalls of empirical studies

leaping before looking
Failure to reflect.
Failure to recognize available evidence.
Failure to consider conflicts, confounds, representativeness, limitations, etc.

premature experimentation
For a precise study, you need a precise question.
If your starting point is too complex, broad, or poorly articulated, your question will disappear ‘as sand through the fingers’ as you try to refine an experiment design.


scarcity of theory
Failure to explicate conceptual underpinnings.
Failure to consider alternatives.
Failure to contribute evidence that can accumulate or be compared.

lack of situation
Ignorance and isolation are the enemies of discourse.
This is not just ‘bad form’, it can lead to ‘re-inventing the wheel’.
A day in the library can save six months of redundant research.


borrowing methods out of context
Can lead to major oversights, and to mis-matches between method and needed evidence.
Need to understand the underlying stance and assumptions associated with a given method.  Are you applying it as it was intended?  Is it able to uncover the sort of evidence you need?

putting the cart before the horse
Choosing techniques before understanding the question.

great expectations – taking too big a bite
‘A life’s work takes a lifetime, but it is achieved one step at a time’
‘How can one eat an elephant?’ If the question is intractable; ask a smaller question.

confusing anecdote with fact
What ‘everyone knows’ is not always accurate or valid.

confusing statistics with rigour
Einstein:  “Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts.”
The point is to know what can and cannot be shown with different sorts of evidence.
The false seduction of the definitive experiment – experimentation is inappropriate when the questions are not yet precise enough.

death by surprise
Lack of respect for failure leads to false claims, distorted reports, and loss of crucial information.
A good study is one that is informative, even if it doesn’t go as expected.
Some of the most valuable results are surprises and side-effects.
Consider in advance what ‘failure’ will indicate, what will happen if the study goes wrong.

