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How can I be so confused by a simple distinction like the difference between basic and applied research?
I did an initial draft of a column on this topic months ago, and honestly, it was mostly gibberish.

In his 1997 book, Pasteur’s Quadrant, Donald Stokes reviewed a good deal of the history and political
significance of different ideas about the relation between basic and applied research. It may be worth
examining our own ideas on the topic. Many of us in academia may be walking around with an implicit
or explicit “basic is better” attitude. Imagine two assistant professors coming up for tenure and one has
plenty of publications in Psychological Science and the other has plenty in Applied Psychological
Science (a hypothetical journal). Which of the two has a better chance of getting tenure? Correct me if
I’m wrong, but it seems to me that — hands down — it is the former. My academic appointment is both in
psychology and in education, and at least some of my psychology colleagues look down on educational
research as (merely or only) applied and justify their attitude on grounds that it is largely atheoretical
and not very interesting (and on this point they simply are wrong).

But imagine that psychological science arose in a developing country that was continually facing crucial
issues in health, education, and welfare, and universities were dedicated to addressing national needs.
Now perhaps the assistant professor who published in Applied Psychological Science would get the nod.

In Pasteur’s Quadrant, Stokes argues for a three-way distinction between pure basic research, pure
applied research, and use-inspired basic research (for which the prototype is Louis Pasteur). I do like the



term use-inspired because it suggests quite literally that considerations of use can stimulate foundational
research. But I’m pretty dubious about “pure” being attached to either category for the reasons that
follow.

My psychology colleagues might point out that
the categories basic and applied are incomplete because, by themselves, they do not capture the causal
history between basic and applied research. The short version goes like this: We psychologists ask basic
questions about how the mind works and achieve fundamental insights into the nature of cognitive and
social processes such as judgment, perception, memory and the like. These insights have implications
and applications as wide ranging as the design of cell phones, determining the optimal size of juries,
stopping smoking, or mounting an effective political campaign. The path is from theory to application.
People in applied settings have to do something, but the standard of evidence-based practice and
knowing why something works has to wait for the underpinnings provided by basic research (see Figure
1).

Of course, there are numerous steps between the initial basic research and the eventual practical
applications. These steps often involve messy details and many decisions about factors that probably
don’t matter, but maybe they do. One can get the sense that clean experimental design is being gradually
compromised by these minor details. And it doesn’t help that the theory we are working with may have
nothing to say about these decisions. Someone should do this work but, from the perspective of those of
us doing basic research, maybe it should be someone else (other than us).

At one point in my work history this stereotype
corresponded pretty well with my own attitudes. My opinion was that there was such a gulf between
theory and application that we needed not two, but three subtypes of research: basic, applied, and an
interface that occupies the middle ground between the two (Figure 2). Of course, if you prefer a more



analytic approach rather than seat-of-the-pants intuitions, you probably can’t do better than APS Fellow
and Treasurer Roberta Klatzky’s 2009 thoughtful paper on application and “giving psychology away”
(borrowing from Miller, 1969).

It is testimony to my selective (in)attention abilities that I was also well aware of counter-examples to
Figure 2 that go the other way. Consider, for example, signal detection theory, which is arguably one of
our field’s more significant accomplishments. It grew out of World War II efforts to interpret radar
images and deal with communication over “noisy” channels. Psychological scientists were involved
fairly early on, and the Tanner, Green, and Swets (1954) paper is a classic. The central issue of
separating sensitivity to information from response bias continues to undergo theoretical development. 

Signal detection theory also enjoys ever-
expanding application. In short, if we are talking about causal histories, we need to include the path
shown that goes from applied to basic research (Figure 3). My education colleagues would find this too
obvious to mention. But it is a reminder to my psychology pals that when they ignore the application
side of things, they also may be ignoring a rich source of theoretical ideas and challenges. So how about
we agree to drop the pejorative connotations of the term applied research?

So then, dangerous dichotomies, such as basic versus applied research, lend themselves to stereotyping.
They also create borders that may get in the way. For example, if you’re inclined to do psychological
research that has high fidelity to real-world circumstances, you might be accused of doing applied
research, because applied research, by definition, has to be high fidelity. But fear of fidelity is a very
peculiar malady, and our field must strive to overcome it.

These categories can also be used politically in a sort of Three-Card Monte game [1] to hide values.
Applied research transparently reflects a set of value judgments. There is a difference between using
persuasion theory to encourage teenagers to stay in school versus encouraging them to start smoking. It
is nice to be able to fall back on the argument that basic research is value neutral and that there is a pure
science in the form of an uncontaminated quest for knowledge.

Nice, but in my opinion, dead wrong. If basic research were value neutral, would we even need ethical
review panels? The use of nonhuman animals in research often reflects the judgment that human welfare
is more important than animal welfare (we do things to animals we would never do to people).
Especially important, again in my opinion, is the role of positive values in basic research. These values
are reflected in the questions we choose to ask (or not ask), how we choose to ask them, who we choose
to study (or not study), and who conducts the research. Although I labeled these as positive values, they
become potential negatives when we fail to ask relevant questions, ask them in ways that favor one
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group over another, and prize ownership of science over openness. Frequently, the values in play are
cultural values, values that may be different in other cultures and contexts.

For some time now, the National Science Foundation has required grant proposals to have a “broader
impacts” section. To be specific, currently under discussion at NSF (see
www.nsf.gov/nsb/publications/2011/06_mrtf.jsp) is the idea that projects should address important
national goals, including among others, increased economic competitiveness of the United States;
development of a globally competitive science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) workforce;
increased participation of women, persons with disabilities, and underrepresented minorities in STEM
fields; increased partnerships between academia and industry; and increased national security. [2]

Many (but maybe not all) of these may be values that you endorse, and they may influence how you do
your basic research. It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that basic research cannot shunt off the messiness
of values to applied research. If we can’t continue to pretend that basic research is pure (for that matter,
even purity may be a value), it might be a good idea to pay more careful attention to the values that are
reflected in what we do and how we do it.

In summary, I’m still a bit confused about basic versus applied research, but the idea that research
provides the opportunity to express values I care about strikes me as a good thing. Bottom line: Applied
is not “merely” applied, but is full of fascinating research puzzles. Basic is not “pure,” but rather is
saturated with values, ideally values that make us proud to be psychological scientists, but in any event
values that merit attention.

Footnotes

[1] In this card game, the dealer shows the player a card then places it face down next to two other cards.
The dealer mixes the cards around then asks the player to pick one. If the player picks the original card,
he or she wins, but the dealer can employ a number of tricks (such as swapping cards) to keep the player
from choosing the right card. Return to Text

[2] The response to this proposal has been sharp, bimodal criticism with some scholars arguing that the
standards “water down” previously highlighted goals like fostering diversity and others objecting to
these values because they would get in the way of pure, basic research. In response to this feedback, the
task force charged with developing these standards is currently rethinking and revising them. Stay tuned.
Return to Text

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

http://www.nsf.gov/nsb/publications/2011/06_mrtf.jsp
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/2012/a-dangerous-dichotomy-basic-and-applied-research.html#[2]
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/2012/a-dangerous-dichotomy-basic-and-applied-research.html#_fn1
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/2012/a-dangerous-dichotomy-basic-and-applied-research.html#_fn2
http://www.tcpdf.org

