
GUIDE to Writing Psychology Laboratory Reports: Visual Search Example 
 The ability to write good laboratory reports is a crucial skill for all psychologists. It is also a 
skill that can be transferred to writing other kinds of reports that will be useful throughout your 
life. Indeed the ability to write good reports that combine numeric, graphic and verbal 
information is a skill that makes psychology graduates valued by a very wide range of employers 
in the public and private sector. 
 Nevertheless, many students find this skill hard to acquire.  Furthermore, some students 
may be content with ‘just passing’ Ds or Cs, as the extra effort to gain Bs or As seems too great. 
This guide aims to help everyone achieve at least a B grade equivalent to B.Sc. (Hons) 2.1 level.  
Format of the GUIDE 
 Psychologists have an agreed format and structure for reporting empirical investigations, 
which is known as APA [American Psychological Association]. The current version is described 
in the 5th Edition of the APA manual (Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association, 2001). The APA structure is followed by almost all psychology journals including 
all the BPS [British Psychological Society].  This guide follows APA structure, but has some 
modifications. The most obvious is that we require English (UK) spelling and grammar.  Another 
difference is that British Journals use headings that are bold and well separated from following 
text. In addition, students are required to provide a “Directly Consulted Section” in addition to 
the References Section. 
 This GUIDE is in exactly the same format as the accompanying template.  It includes firstly 
advice or requirements as to content, enclosed in square brackets […]; and examples, e.g. correct 
format and description of Tables and Graphs, correct form of in text and final references. This 
version is specific to the visual search lab, but the principles apply to any lab write up.  

Write–Up References 
The GUIDE may be read in conjunction with (Field & Hole, 2003).  
There are differences from Harris, used in 1st Year. 1. Always start with aims, before literature 
review. 2. Never, never put hypotheses in METHOD. 
Format and Use of the TEMPLATE 
 To use the template: 1. Download from STUDYNET. 2. Open and immediately ‘Save as...’ 
vissearch_surname.rtf. (Make sure format is rich text format). 3. Then use for your own report. 
You may copy references or empty Tables of Figure or Table captions from the Guide. You will 
also need to copy Figures from SPSS. Select graphic in SPSS, select COPY from Edit menu, 
then move to WORD and select Paste from edit menu. 4. Submit as ASSIGNMENT from left 
menu in StudyNet. 
 WORD has several features to help writers. The following are among the most useful. Style 
from the Format menu provides standard styles for normal text, for each level of heading, for 
references and for Table and Figure captions, etc. Select Document Map from View menu to 
see the structure of the current file. Use Tools menu to select language English (UK), and also 
check text using Spelling and Grammar. (Note. Some versions of WORD may be customised 
so that features appear in the Tool Bar or on other Menus) 



[Title] 

Title: Informative, but not longer than one sentence. 

Avoid ambiguity. 

Title should be informative (avoid using phrases such as “an 
experiment to test for…..”) 

Include IVs and DVs as part of the title, where possible. 

[Name] Jane Smith 

[Course, Group] Psy1, Group2 

[email]  j.smith@herts.ac.uk 

Abstract [new page] 
[No more than 150 words… All in a single paragraph.] 

A brief summary of the study, in terms of question asked (study aims), Participants, Method, 
Findings, and Main Conclusions. 
Usually written last, once the rest of the report has been written. 

[ Title] [new page] 

 Note that this is the Introduction. However, it has a repetition of the TITLE as heading, 
NOT the word Introduction. 
 



Aims First 
 Broad outline of the problem you wish to address. 
Then provide the theoretical background to your study. 
 Background must be directly relevant. 
 Conflicting views must be corroborated with evidence. 
Specific Outline of the proposed study 
Describe what your study aims to do. 
 Pose more precise research questions. 
 Directly state what questions you will answer. 
 If appropriate state hypotheses 

 Method [continues on same page] 
Participants 
 [Kind of people…  Motivation for taking part  
Description of your sample. 
Important to demonstrate sample is representative of the population.  
Give demographic details. e.g. numbers in groups, mean, sd and rang of age, etc 
Details must be pertinent. e.g. Is gender important for a perceptual task? Is corrected/normal 
vision important? 
Design 

Give dependent variable(s).  
Name all independent or explanatory variables.  
If a factorial (nominal, categorical variable), give: name of factor, number of levels and name of 
each level, whether a between group or within group (repeated measures) factor, whether 
experimental or quasi-experimental. 
Give number of participants in each group, of between group design. Note that sometimes with 
between group designs, one can combine design and participants 
Materials and Apparatus  
 [A MAC computer with OSX PsyscopeXB41 … 
Used to describe any equipment used. 
Don’t say pen and paper! Every scientist uses this. 
What equipment is specific to your study? 
e.g. computer software, audio recorder, questionnaire. 
Not a list – use full sentences. 
Apparatus can be used when equipment is ‘bulkier’. 



Procedure 

A detailed description of what a participant experiences and does.  
Outline instructions given to participants. 
Will describe one ‘trial’ in detail. 
Should be detailed enough to enable replication. 

Results [continues on same page] 

NOTE: you must not describe RAW data here – i.e. look at your overall mean for the 8 
horizontal observations versus the 8 vertical observations. 
Group Results 

 [Describe group data with reference to Figures before any inferential statistics. Figure 1 
shows…. Include all main feature as they appear in the graphs. E.g. RT appears to be a linear 
function of set size for all conditions, with r-squared values ranging from ?? for type,?? And 
occur ?? to ?? for type ?? and occur??.  Intercepts are highest for ….  Slopes are highest for…. 
Give actual values of intercepts and slopes, either in the text or as a Table]  
 
Tables and/or graphs should be included, but these are not enough by themselves; they should be 
referred to in the text and are included to help the reader grasp the story the text is telling more 
easily.  They do not substitute for the textual description.  

 
Figure 1. [Mean median RT as a functions of set size. Blue for ?, red is ?. Left panel for ??, 
middle panel for ??. right panel  for ?? 

Table1 
Slopes and Intercept of linear regressions of RT on Set Size 

 
Type Occur Intercept Slope R2 

White Letter yes    
no    

Letter “O” yes    
no    

Black “N” yes    
no    

     



Table number goes above the actual Table, with caption on following line. Never use vertical 
lines. Horizontal lines are used to separate heading from body of Table, and major sections of 
body of Table. 
[Then describe the inferential tests. All tests were conducted at 95% confidence level. 
 E.g., A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted on median RTs, with set size, target 
occurrence and feature type as independent factors. The following effects were statistically 
significant. For type, Wilks’ lambda gave F(2, 114) = 40.5 , p <.0005, effect size (partial eta 
squared) = .76. ….] 
 
Always state what analysis was conducted and include, test statistic and df, here: F (df 
hypothesis, df error), exact p-value (if SPSS give .000, the give as < .0005), effect size 
Individual Results 

 [Describe graphs for your own individual results. NEVER, NEVER use pronouns I, we, my, 
our etc. in intro, methods, or results] 

Discussion [continues on same page] 
 [Results for the group showed… 
  [Results for the individual participant showed…] 
 [Comparisons with other studies…In fact there is very little other work to report 
 [The implications are… 
 [Problems with methodology… Suggestions for improvement…. 
 [Specific suggestions for future work…. 
 [Final summary of highlights 

References [continues on same page] 

Horowitz, T. S., & Wolfe, J. M. (1998). Visual search has no memory: additional information. 
from http://search.bwh.harvard.edu/RECENT%20PROJECTS/nature/speed_error.htm 

Townsend, J. T., & Roos, R. N. (1973). Search reaction time for single targets in multiletter 
stimuli with brief visual displays. Memory and Cognition. 

Treisman, A. (1998). The perception of features and objects. In R. D. Wright (Ed.), Visual 
attention. Vancouver studies in cognitive science (Vol. 8, pp. 26-54). New York, 
NY, USA: Oxford University Press. 

 
 
References are articles or books you have cited in the text. 
Show full citations for all references. 



 

Directly Consulted Sources [continues on same page] 
1. Eysenck , M., & Keane, M. (2005). Handbook of Cognitive Psychology (5 ed.). UK: 

Psychology Press. 
   Triesman (1988) 
   Townsend & Roos (1973)  
2. Quinlan, P. T. (2003). Visual Feature Integration Theory: Past, Present, and Future. 

Psychological Bulletin, 129(5), 643–673. 
   Triesman (1988) 
   Townsend & Roos (1973)  
3. Wolfe, J. M. (1998). What can 1 million trials tell us about visual search? Psychological 

Science, 9, 33-39. 
   Horrowitz & Wolfe (1998) 
 
Directly Consulted Sources are articles or books you have actually, physically read. Assuming 
everyone has consulted the 3 named references in “directly consulted”. 
Show which references have come from which source. 

Appendices 
Used to provide other important information. 
E.g. Instructions to participants, examples of stimuli. 
Not SPSS output, raw data. 
Lettered titles. 
E.g. Appendix A: Example of ‘friendly face’ 
 


