Chapter 2 – Research Methods

The various methods used by sociologists are what produce the data that is analyzed. 
 There are two types of data: quantitative which is numerical data and qualitative which is non numerical data such as texts, field notes, etc. 

The Scientific Approach

Scientific method is the procedure for acquiring and verifying empirical knowledge – that means its steps sociologists follow to do their research.

1. Identitifies a problem

2 . Literature review – this is becoming thoroughly familiar with the research that has already been conducted in this area.

3. Hypothesis – this is the relationship between two variables.  If this than that.  As a part of  this, the researcher must give a clear operational definition of the variables that are being observed and measured.  For example – violence has a lot of meanings – what type of violence are you looking at.
4. Choose a research method – these are discussed more in depth later

5. Collects the data

6. Analyze the data, evaluate its accuracy or inaccuracy of the hypothesis in predicting the outcome.

7. Disseminating the information to others.

Limitations

Sometimes you can’t always tell the difference between correlation – relationships, and causation – a change in one causes a change in another.  Sometimes you will see a relationship, but the causation isn’t there even though change occurs. This is because of an intervening variable. This causes change in both of the original variables but is not something you are looking at.   And then again you sometimes have spurious causation when this makes it look like the intervening variable is making the change when in reality it is not.

The goal of all sociological research is to create a paradigm shift or a change in the way people think and perceive the society around them.

Ethnographic Methods

Ethnography is collecting data through written records of observation.  They observe and participate but also understand the meanings of the activities. One way of doing this is through participant observation. 
Participant observers collect data by writing detailed field notes. These note describe the activities and interactions of the researchers  and the members in as much detail as possible.. This becomes the basis of the data analysis that is done later.  Field notes are often taken as little notes throughout the day or sometimes they are "head notes" or memory. 

Well written field notes are often described as thick description. This is more than just a photographic memory, but you must be able to convey sensitivity to the context and to the interactional details such as facial expressions and tone of voice.
A draw back of participant observation is that the researcher often interferes with the interactions just by being present. This is the idea of reflexivity.  For example the gender of the researcher or even their personal feelings might get in the way.

Analyzing the Data

Ethnographers look for patterns through an inductive approach - they immerse themselves into the field notes and try to fit the information into categories.  They then identify the relationships between the categories which helps them build theoretical propositions which is a from of analysis known as grounded theory.

Advantages - 

1 - able to study groups that are overlooked by other methods

2 - can challenge our taken for granted notions about groups we thought we knew.

3 - can help to reshape stereotypes that we hold about others and on which social

 policy is often based.

4- much of the methodological development has come from this.

Disadvantages

1 - can't replicate.  This normally helps with the validity of its results

2 - Representativeness - how does what you learn about this small group apply to anyone else?

3 - Bias can be an issue.

INTERVIEWS

These are face to face conversations with respondents or their research subject.  They are very systematic and sometimes done alone or in combination with other methods of research.

When conducting interviews you must have a target population - the larger group they wish to generalize about.  From that you choose a sample or a smaller group whoa are representative of the larger group.

They must get informed consent which means those participating know they are participating and doing so of their own free will.

There are a wide variety of type of questions that are asked:

1 - close ended questions - have a limited response

2 - open ended questions - wide variety of responses

3 - leading questions - they predispose a respondent to answer in a certain way.

4  - double barreled questions - involve too many different issues at one time

5 - be careful of the language used - emotional language will elicit an emotional response.

Analyzing the Data

Once the interviews are done, they are transcribed so they can be analyzed in textual form.  They can look for patterns of similarities and differences. Sometimes this is done with computer programs.

Advantages

1 - respondents can speak their own words, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, internal states that would not necessarily be accessible by any other means.

2 - can help dispel certain preconceptions and discover issues that might have otherwise overlooked.

Disadvantages

1 - respondents are not always truthful or forthcoming. They may be difficult to talk to or they may try to hard to be helpful.  One way to counteract this is to observe those you interview to see if their actions reflect their words.

2 - Representativeness - can the conclusions reached be applied to a larger group?

SURVEYS

These are questionnaires that are given to a sample of respondents.  They tend to  be macro and quantitative in nature - looking at large scale patterns and uses statistics and other mathematical means of analysis.  To have valid results, a strict procedure must be followed.

1 - good questionnaire and wise sample selection

2 - contain close ended questions

3 - some based on the Likert scale where they can rate the answer from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

4 - if they contain open ended questions, it is normally a write in to provide qualitative data.

5 - need to be written in a way to avoid confusing or ambiguity.  Some pitfalls include leading questions, negative questions - asking what they don't think instead of what they do think and double barreled questions.

6 - format - the order of the questions , need to be clear and well constructed.

 7- sampling techniques


representative sample - smaller sample of the larger group that has the same makeup


Probability sampling the sample group mathematically represents the larger population.


Simple random sample - each member of the larger population has an equal chance of being included in the sample.


Weighting  - the proportion of certain variables such as race, class, gender, or age in the sample group is more closely representative of the larger population.

The internet is being used more frequently to conduct surveys.  It eases cost, but creates its own sense of problems- such as scientific sampling

Analyzing the Data

For it to be considered valid it must have a high response rate.  50% is considered good. Responses are normally turned into numerical figures so that they can be easily analyzed.  They want to look at the relationship between certain variables - effects of infidelity on divorce.

Advantages

1 - good for gathering data on a large population

2 - relatively quick and economical and can provide a vast amount of data

3 - generally strong on reliability - the same kind of data is collected each time the same question is asked.

4 - less concern about interviewer or observer bias and are assured confidentiality

Disadvantages

1 - lacks qualitative data that might better capture the social reality the researcher wishes to examine - answer are not qualified so the full range of expression may not reflect the true meaning.

2 - Weak on validity - all respondents are not honest with their answer so you are not sure if you are testing what you are supposed to be testing.

3- problems with the sampling - Self selecting volunteers tend to make generalizability more difficult.  using the internet makes it worse

4-  used to support a point of view not necessary for pure scientific discovery.

EXISTING SOURCES

Before any type of research is done, sociologists look at existing research.  Some comes from the government - especially the  U.S. census. Others use comparative and historical methods - helps to understand relationship between elements of society in various regions and time periods. They tend to look at cultural artifacts.

Analyzing Data

Once the data is obtained, the right analytic tools must be decided.  For example surveys and census data are generally subjected to statistical analysis.  Content analysis is used to count the number of time specific variables. They then do tests to explain the variables and relationships between them.

Advantages

1 - can work with info that  you couldn't gather by yourself or even pool your resources

2 - use of newspapers, political speeches and cultural artifacts allow you to learn about many social worlds in different time periods they would never be able to enter themselves.

3 - can use the same data to replicate projects 

Disadvantages

1 - often seek to find answers to questions the original authors did not have in mind.

2 - content analysis doesn't always show you are the information is interpreted

Experimental Methods

Very similar to what you would think regular scientists would do. These can be done in both a lab or in naturalistic settings.

There are two goals of experiments – strive to develop precise tools with which to observe, record, and measure their data and second to control for all possible variables except the one under investigation.

Each experiment has the following components

Experimental group – this is the one that receives the treatment.

Control group – they do not

Independent variable – this is what is manipulated and cuases the change

Dependent variable – this is what is being measured.  

Analysis – tends to be quantiatve.

Advantages

· It is a way to manipulate and control the environment. Can be designed so there is minimal outside interference. They can also choose the exact participants they want to study.

· Good for developing theories about the way the social world operates.

· Can theoretically be repeated

Disadvantages

· When you control the environment too much it’s not real.

Issues in Sociological Research - there are three topics that cover this area

Nonacademic Uses of Research Methods

Most of the research methods used in sociology are also applied outside of the field of sociology.  

Sociological methods are often used in other fields as well:

· political campaigns and private organizations - polls.  Polls don't just reflect public opinion but can also shape it. But sometimes they are not scientific protocols so you need to look to see if they are supporting or opposing a topic.
· Business and corporations have also used it to better understand the human dynamics within their companies.  Sometimes they look at how to motivate people. or create experimental games are used for team building - looking at how they work together to beat the course might show how they will work together in the office as well.
· Market research is the most common use.  They try to understand the buying public. Every time you fill out a warranty card or cast your vote on a reality show someone is gathering  data about you.  Few meet the standards that are applied to scientific studies.
Values, Objectivity, and Reactivity

Research is done by humans and they have flaws

· Values - most believe they should not let their personal beliefs get in the way of their research.  This idea comes from Max Weber who coined the phrase value free sociology meaning you have to separate facts from their own individual values.  Not everyone agrees.  Marxists think it is appropriate to combine social research and social action - because studying society is linked to a actively solving social problems.  Other think that the intention of changing the world prohibits a researcher from understanding that world.  The debate still rages as to whether you should conduct basic research which is justified as the search for knowledge for its own sake, or rather engage in applied research which requires putting into actions what is learned continues to debated within the discipline.

Bias might still take place - for example someone who is prolife might not ask questions on topics such as abortion.  Bias is very hard to avoid.

Objectivity - or impartiality.  Sociologists have always believed they could study society rationally and objectively - if they are then they can observe reality, distinguish actual facts from mental concepts, and separate truth from feeling or opinion.  the problem is that do facts really speak for themselves and can we discover those facts without somehow involving ourselves in them.  

· The other concern is that some of the "facts" have been invalidated over tim.  Perspectives such as racist, sexism, and ethnocentrism were once taken as the truth.  For many years that only perspective that was taken was that of white males and everyone else was ignored or forgotten.- such as racist, sexist, and ethnocentric perspectives.
· Our subjectivity as humans beings is another obstacle.  Our sense of reality is unique. We realize that we are subjective, but we try to find absolute truth.  In sociology, some feel this is ideal - especially for those who do autoethnographic research in which they themselves are the focus of their own research.  Others go the complete opposite and think that they is no real objectivity.
Reactivity - the ways that people and events respond to being studied.  One of the pitfalls is the Hawthorne effect.  People were responding because they were being studied, not necessarily because any of the variables changed.  It was simply a result of someone taking interest in their productivity. A researcher always has to be careful about the respondents giving them what they want to hear.

Research Ethics

The risks associated with experiments in the social sciences are much more subtle than others.  

· No full explanation given to the participants. Some times this is necessary.  Ethnographers often need to use some kind of deception, survey takers must be able to answer questions without interference.  There are not strict code of ethics to be followed in these instances.
· Confidentiality - this is where the biggest harm can come from. They are entitled to rights of biographical anonymity and researchers are required to protect their privacy.  Even though the privacy is kept, it doesn't mean that sometimes it won't be uncovered.  Sometimes it is worse if the person finds out what is being written about them.
· Researchers themselves might put themselves into dangerous situations or take risks to complete their work - especially those who complete ethnography.
· Code of Ethics created by the AMerican Sociological Association.  Sets out descriptions of how to avoid bias, adhere to professional standards, and protect respondents from harm.  They have also created the institutional review board who is a group of scholars who meet regularly to review the research proposals of their colleagues.  
