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PREFACE

Science is a blueprint for research; imagination gives
research its life and purpose.

These ideas have inspired us to write this
book about research methods. After decades
of experience in planning and carrying out
social research projects of all kinds, we are con-
vinced that research is indeed a craft requir-
ing judgment and creativity, not simply learn-
ing the rules of science and applying them.
Whether one is doing the most intimate one-on-
one interviewing or large-scale examinations of
how entire societies make public policy, human
imagination and scientific principles of inquiry
go hand in hand. To that end, this book empha-
sizes scientific method but also acknowledges
its critics. It covers a wide variety of data collec-
tion techniques but presents them as reinforc-
ing, rather than competing with, one another.

A Balance between Qualitative and
Quantitative Methods

This is a book for students and instructors who
want a comprehensive treatment of a variety
of research techniques but with special atten-
tion to qualitative approaches. We are commit-
ted to a balanced approach that gives a variety
of qualitative methods full exposure alongside
more mainstream quantitative strategies. Joe R.
Feagin, a past president of the American Socio-
logical Association, has commented on the
almost exclusively quantitative emphasis of arti-
cles accepted for publication in leading sociol-
ogy journals. He has advocated more realism in
recognizing the methodological diversity within
the discipline. Feagin (1999) also noted that
many sociologists who study, for example, race,
ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality oppose a
heavy emphasis on quantitative social research.
In addition, he pointed out that introductory

sociology texts generally feature more qualita-
tively oriented studies because these are likely
to be of more interest to students, as well as of
immediate moral and practical importance to
society.

In this book, we respond to Feagin’s challenge.
The separate chapters “Intensive Interview-
ing,” “Observational Field Research,” “Feminist
Research,” and “Historical Analysis” present the
many qualitative approaches to data collec-
tion. At the same time, The Research Imagina-
tion gives ample attention to surveys, content
analysis, aggregate data analysis, comparative
research, and elementary and more advanced
statistics. Throughout the text, the basic themes
of scientific principles and human imagination
thattie all research together are emphasized and
reinforced.

This book is written by sociologists, but it
is also appropriate for courses in other fields.
Apt examples and student exercises are drawn
from education, nursing, and social work. Sepa-
rate chapters such as “Evaluation Research”
and “Indexes and Scales” are applicable to a
wide range of disciplines and professions. The
Research Imagination is designed as a core text,
but it can easily be supplemented with special-
ized readings on individual methods. Numerous
suggestions for additional readings are offered
following each chapter.

Responding to the Postmodern Critique

Since the turbulent 1960s, mainstream social
investigation, especially experimentation and
survey research, has had to contend with a hu-
manistic critique (e.g., Phillips, 1971; Reinharz,
1984; Bruyn, 1986) that questioned its ability
to capture fully the range and variety of human
behavior. However, especially in the past twenty
years, a new and more controversial genre of
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criticism has appeared. There has been a dra-
matic increase in postmodern and feminist
scholarship (Rosenau, 1991; Harding and
Hintikka, 2003; Law, 2004; Alexander, 2005) that
either explicitly or implicitly challenges the very
foundations of positivistic, scientific method:
reliability, validity, objectivity, and represen-
tativeness. Of course, scientific method still
embodies by far the most influential principles
of social research, but we have responded to
the postmodern critique by trying to understand
terms like “objectivity” as less self-evident and
all-encompassing than in the past.

So thatstudents can take something construc-
tive from the debate, The Research Imagina-
tion takes up the task of integrating postmod-
ern methods into the overall examination of the
research process. In colleges and universities all
over the world, conventional canons of relia-
bility and validity are being criticized in meth-
ods courses today; we try to show what these
challenges are, where they originate, and how to
cope with them. We decided not to present the
battle of positivism versus postmodernism as a
contest that seems to have no winner because
the two sides often do not seem to agree on
basic premises. Instead, we use ideas from each
school of thought to comment constructively on
the other — just as we also outline the strengths
and weaknesses of both qualitative fieldwork
and quantitative techniques. Our position is that
positivists would benefit from some reflection
ontheimpactand meaningoftheir ownresearch
and that postmodern researchers would do well
to consider the prescriptive nature of, and at
times the paucity of actual data in, their work.

What Is New in the Field?

Both the contemporary evolution of the litera-
ture on the various methods, as well as changes
in the range of topics selected for research
today have influenced the content of this vol-
ume. As new problems and research interests
emerge, there is a shift in the methods that are
best suited to study them as well as a need to
improve existing methods. The methods litera-
ture has evolved to include wholly new elements
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such as action research, participatory evalua-
tionresearch, and narrative analysis. At the same
time, familiar research strategies such as par-
ticipant observation and survey construction
have been influenced by changes in technol-
ogy via e-mail and the World Wide Web. The
Internet telescopes space and time to the point
at which even the definition of “field” work is
changing, from having to travel to a natural
setting to being in the setting virtually via com-
puter. Finally, there has been increased empha-
sis on multimethod approaches in recent years
(Jacobs, 2005). Because this text presents a vari-
ety of qualitative and quantitative methods as
mutually reinforcing, rather than in opposition
to each other, it is ideally suited to projects in
which multiple methods are employed (Brewer
and Hunter, 2006).

Twenty-five years ago the range of examples
employed in methods texts reflected the social
policy issues of the day — problems such as race
relations, poverty, housing, crime, and drugs. Of
course, these interests do remain, but they are
augmented by an increasing emphasis on topics
such as sexuality, aging, homelessness, violence
against women, and child abuse. Methodolog-
ically, studies of children receive more atten-
tion today, as does research about women and
research done by women. Also, the intense
scrutiny regarding ethics in social research that
first surfaced a generation ago has accelerated.
Issues of informed consent and confidentiality
have been made even more complex by Internet
technology.

This text takes advantage of the widespread
availability of the Internet, not just as a store-
house of information (in some cases supplant-
ing books and articles) but also in providing
students, as the consumers and creators of
social scienceinformation, with interactive tools
to push their projects forward. The Research
Imagination is user-friendly for students who
like using the Internet. For example, Chap-
ters 7 and 14 include exercises that make use of
newly available software. In most chapters, there
are numerous references to online databases
and methods source materials. These are aca-
demic and commercial Web sites, annotated
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bibliographies, and “how-to-do-it” tutorials.
Almostall commercial links to data analysis soft-
ware allow the reader to try out samples for a
limited time. Students are encouraged to take
advantage of these offers in order to determine
which program best fits their needs and budget.

Teaching and Action Learning

We recognize the sheer volume and complexity
of the material that is covered in most methods
courses, so we show respect for the learning
process by carefully building more complex
ideas on the foundation of more basic concepts
in the first three chapters and gradually elabo-
rating ideas as we go. The writing in this text is
accessible both to undergraduate and graduate-
level audiences. Key terms and concepts are put
in BOLD CAPITAL LETTERS and definitions in
bold italics when first presented. Personal expe-
riences of the authors as researchers are inter-
spersed throughout. In most chapters, there
are boxed inserts showing how prominent re-
searchers have used the various techniques. The
instructor should keep in mind that the chap-
ters on individual methods may be assigned
in any order. This book has a distinct applied
focus, in that the material is presented to be
useful! So, the real test of whether students
have completely understood the concepts in
The Research Imagination lies in their ability to
design and carry out investigations of their own.

Graduate students who use this text will likely
also be taking more advanced courses and will
be involved in ongoing research projects. For
these students, The Research Imagination can
serve as a “text of record,” in that it covers major
developments in the literature on research of
all kinds and includes an extensive bibliography
that undergraduates may only sample, but that
graduate students may use to review for general
examinations in research techniques.

At the conclusion of each chapter, there are
several regular features:

¢ Abrief summary of chapter content
¢ Keyterms that were CAPITALIZED throughout
the chapter are listed separately as a guide to
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further study. These terms are also included
in the index

¢ Suggested exercises testing what students
have learned

¢ Readings illustrating the use of each method

* Readings about the method itself

* Complete references to sources (including
Web sites) mentioned in the body of the text

Many of the homework or in-class exercises
encourage students to enter the world of
research. These optional exercises are designed
to assist the instructor in making the reading
come alive. The Research Imagination is written
using an action learning pedagogy, an extremely
effective technique that places emphasis on
reflection as well as mastery of content. Using
this approach, students can learn from their
own experience in addition to what they learn
from the text and outside readings. A Cambridge
University Press Web site (www.cambridge.org/
theresearchimagination) has been established
as a companion to this text. It contains test
banks, PowerPoint slides, exercises, and activ-
ities for classroom use.

The Plan of This Book

Chapters 1-4 may be considered introductory
material — covering the scientific method, the
interplay between social theory and methodol-
ogy, research design, and measurement, respec-
tively. These chapters provide a basic vocab-
ulary for understanding the specific methods
covered later in the text. Chapters 5-19 are
designed to stand alone and may be assigned in
any sequence, but they all convey the “research
imagination” theme. Chapter 5 concerns ethics
and politics in social research. It is placed rel-
atively early in the text because an apprecia-
tion of important ethical dilemmas provides a
context for, and informs the study of, topics
like “Survey Research” (Chapter 7), “Observa-
tional Field Research” (Chapter 9), and “Exper-
imental Research” (Chapter 12). Instructors
and students especially interested in qualitative
research might group together Chapters 8-11
(“Intensive Interviewing,” “Observational Field
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Research,” “Feminist Methods,” and “Historical
Analysis”). A quantitative cluster may comprise
“Survey Research,” “Experimental Research,”
“Content Analysis,” and “Aggregate Data Anal-
ysis,” as well as “Basic Statistical Analysis” and
“Multivariate Analysis and Statistical Signifi-
cance” (Chapters 7, 12-14, 18, and 19). The
readings on “Sampling,” “Comparative Research
Methods,” “Evaluation Research,” and “Indexes
and Scales” (Chapters 6 and 15-17) present both
quantitative and qualitative material.
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INTRODUCTION out ideas from the comfort of an easy chair.

What Is Social Research?

You are a curious person. That is why you are
studying social research. You want to find out
about the world, society, and human behavior.
Research can be fun, but it is not just spinning

Research is also a dynamic process that is more
rigorous and complicated than many people
realize. It is part perspiration and part inspira-
tion. Learning the rules and principles of under-
standing that guide research is part of the chal-
lenge, but using our imagination and creativity
is also essential for success. This book has been

1



written in that spirit, to provide a foundation
from which you can make sense of the world.

This chapter focuses on the promise of social
research, the goals of the scientific method, and
the differences between science and common
sense. The standards bywhich social researchers
evaluate their own work and the work of others
are also described.

Data Collection and Analysis

Systematic research in any field of inquiry
involves two basic operations. The first is to
observe, measure, and record information — in
other words, DATA COLLECTION. The second
is to arrange and organize these data so that
we may discover their significance, generalize
about them, or tell what they mean. This exer-
cise is called DATA ANALYSIS. If you write down
the weather in your hometown every day for
one year, then that would be data collection.
If you then divide this information into three
categories: “fair,” cloudy,” and “stormy,” then
you will have performed a simple data analysis.
If, say, 70 percent of the days were either
cloudy or stormy, it would be justifiable to con-
clude that the weatherisnotvery pleasant where
you live. A less superficial finding, and a prac-
tical recommendation, would be that a solar-
powered electrical system would not be feasible
there. No matter what interpretation is made,
however, it must be “grounded”; that is, it must
be related to, and follow logically from, the evi-
dence collected. The conclusions of a reputable
study are not merely the first thoughts or ideas
that occur to the researcher; they are the ones
supported and sustained by the data at hand.

ADDING TO KNOWLEDGE

The goal of social research is to add to what is
already known about individuals in society and
about the behavior and composition of human
groups. This may be accomplished in three
major ways: exploration, description, and expla-
nation. EXPLORATION is finding out about some
previously unexamined phenomenon. Often its
purpose is to discover what is most significant or
useful about the research setting, first by gain-
ing a general overview. DESCRIPTION is not-
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ing in meticulous detail how something or some-
one looks and acts, both as a separate entity
and in combination with other things or people.
Finally, EXPLANATION is felling why something
or someone behaves as it does.

As an example, let us take an issue from
newspaper headlines. Suppose we are doing a
study of terrorist organizations that train sui-
cide bombers and this study will combine explo-
ration, description, and explanation (Pape, 2005;
Gambetta, 2006). After doing some reading on
the subject, we would then carefully catalog
these organizations and the behaviors associ-
ated with suicide missions. Perhaps we would
decide that it is important to know what sorts
of people belong to the groups, how they are
recruited, and what they are taught to believe. If
we are able, we might even interview members
of terrorist organizations and the families of sui-
cide bombers. We could also contact individuals
and groups who are repelled by the suicide mis-
sions and who are trying to prevent them. If we
gathered enough data, we might then be able to
explain why people join violent terrorist organi-
zations and how these groups inspire so much
loyalty from their members.

Sources of Data

The data that are discovered and analyzed in
social research may originate anywhere peo-
ple interact. Some important sources of infor-
mation about society are the home (Goodnow
and Bowes, 2006), the workplace (Nippert-Eng,
1996; Hochschild, 2001), schools (Carter, 2005),
and business corporations and other bureau-
cracies (Battelle, 2005). Other observation and
listening posts may be voluntary associations —
recreational and charitable groups (Mechling,
2001).Inaddition, data are generated from polit-
ical parties, states, nations, and international
organizations (Hatzfeld, Sontag, and Coverdale,
2006). Another fertile source of data is “everyday
life” settings such as parks, streets, and other ele-
ments of the public realm (Lofland, 1998).
Researchers want to discover how these
groups change and the extent to which they get
along with one another. Thus, they might exam-
ine whether the increasing number of working
women hasinfluenced child-rearing practicesin
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the United States. Or they might study the effect
of the conservation movement on the enact-
ment of laws to reduce air pollution. The area
covered by an investigation may be relatively
restricted or very broad. Thus, the research may
concentrate on trying to understand the inter-
play between two people at a cocktail party
or the conflict between a rich country and a
poor one.

Social Significance

Over the past several decades, social researchers
have become more visible to the public than
ever before. It is not unusual to find sociologists,
psychologists, or political analysts as guests on
television and radio talk shows. This publicity
reflects the importance of social science data
in forming government policy, evaluating leg-
islation, and even guiding judicial decisions. In
fact, the social and psychological evidence con-
tained in the plaintiffs’ argument in the famous
1954 U.S. Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of
Education helped usher in an era of civil rights
legislation and an awakening of social concern.
The data from social surveys helped justify the
War on Poverty of the 1960s and the plans
for affirmative action in employment that were
developed in the 1970s. In the 1980s and 1990s,
decisions to continue Project Head Start and
Welfare to Work programs have often hinged on
the recommendations of fact-finding research.
Most recently, the courts have relied on the con-
clusions of researchers in making rulings that
affect us all as citizens, for example, in deciding
whether the death penalty is really a deterrent to
crime.

What Is Methodology?

Because of the Internet and the explosion of
knowledge that reaches us through the media
and our educational institutions at all levels,
our familiarity with findings and recommenda-
tions of socialresearch hasrapidlyincreased. For
example, newspapers and magazines have pop-
ularized the work of Alfred Kinsey, who, as early
as 1948, claimed that 13 percent of men and
5 percent of women in the United States were
homosexuals (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin,
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1948/1998; Laumann and Michael, 2000).! More
recently, a review of research over the past
twenty years reported contradictory and ambi-
guous findings: Between 1 percent and 10 per-
cent of Americans were found to be gay (Frank-
owski et al., 2004). How can we determine which
findings are most reliable? We need to look at the
methodology used to produce them!

Knowledge abouttheresearch process—about
how studies are actually conducted - is much
less widely disseminated than the research find-
ings. It is easy to ignore some critical questions,
such as

¢ What questions were these people asked, and
who asked them?

* How many individuals provided the answers
on which the researcher’s conclusions were
based?

* What categories were used for data analysis?

These are questions of METHODOLOGY; they
explore the principles, procedures, and strategies
of research. They are often thought to be too
technical to sustain the interest of the public.
This is unfortunate because the data that makes
up any study, and the conclusions that are based
onthese data, are only as good as the methods of
investigation that were used to obtain them. As
one observer (Gottschalk, 1993:6-7) explained
about data collected in 1991 that showed only a
small percentage of gay Americans:

The surveys were conducted door to door, largely
by female interviewers. Thirty percent of those
polled refused to participate, and those that did
were asked for their name, Social Security num-
ber and employer before being asked to reveal inti-
mate details about their sexual behavior. The 1
percent “exclusively homosexual” figure also effec-
tively rules out bisexual men as well as men who
were involved with women before “coming out.”
Clearly, some men are going to be inclined to with-
hold some aspects of their sexuality from a strange
woman who has just asked for his employer’s name.
But the questionable methodology has not been
referred to in many of the media reports.

One of our goals is to increase the awareness
of how research is done. After reading this book,
you will have an understanding of the nature

L This debate is reviewed in Richard Lewontin’s “Sex, Lies,
and Social Science” (1995).



and complexities of the process. Even if you
are not a future social worker, probation officer,
educational specialist, or other professional-in-
training, you will be able to critique research and
to begin to recognize faulty conclusions that are
based on poor evidence or that are unsupported
by the data.

There are many different techniques for gath-
ering information and a variety of procedures
for analyzing data. These alternatives are ex-
plored in later chapters of the book. Researchers
may contact a handful of people or thousands
of people, in person or by sending a list of ques-
tions through the mail. They may use categories
of analysis identical to those that have been
used in previous studies, or they may use their
imagination to develop a new set of concepts to
make sense of the data collected. Research strat-
egy is influenced by the questions that must be
asked, the time and resources available to the
researcher, and the purpose of the work, that is,
whether it is primarily exploratory, descriptive,
or explanatory. In most cases, several choices of
technique are open to the researcher, regard-
less of the subject of the investigation. In her
book Tangled Lives: Daughters, Mothers, and
the Crucible of Aging, Rubin (2000) analyzed the
process of growing old, the mother—daughter
relationship, and the “sandwich generation” —
those who feel obligated to care both for their
own children and aging parents. She describes
a pivotal period in her own life and conducts a
series of intimate interviews and observations.
Instead, she might have relied on census data
showing the health, income, and family living
arrangements of much larger numbers of elderly
people. Her conclusions might have been less
poignant and dramatic but no less informative
and original.

The principles of research methodology are
flexible. There are many more general guidelines
and suggestions than specific dos and don'ts.
Although the application of the principles of sci-
entific knowledge to the investigation of human
behaviorhasbeen subjected to criticism over the
past twenty years (Harding, 1992; Lather, 1993;
Law, 2004; Alexander, 2005), mostsocial research
remains self-consciously scientific. However, as
you read the following explanation of the sci-
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entific method, keep in mind that science has
not eliminated choice making, intuition, and
imagination from social research. Rather, it has
made us more aware of the necessity for choos-
ing wisely our techniques of data collection and
analysis.

THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD

The SCIENTIFIC METHOD is a general model
for inquiry in the physical and natural sciences,
such as chemistry and biology, and in the social
sciences, such as psychology and sociology. It
is, of course, possible to study human behav-
ior within the framework of history, philosophy,
or theology, but these disciplines do not use
the language and procedures of science. When
researchers claim to be scientists, they subject
themselves and their work to scrutiny and judg-
ment according to the standards and canons of
scientific investigation. In this section, we will
present these criteria, explain how the scientific
method came to be applied to social research,
and examine the differences between scien-
tific and nonscientific research and modes of
explanation.

The Research Cycle - Theory

A central goal of social science research is to
make generalizations about human behavior. A
general explanation is called a THEORY (see Fig-
ure 1.1). Itis a set of principles that tells why peo-
pledowhattheydoin avariety of contexts. Label-
ingtheory, for example, addresses many kinds of
deviant behavior, including both mental illness
and criminality, by proposing that people act as
society expects them to act (Shoemaker, 2006).
For example, once the courts or the medical
establishment label a person a “mental incom-
petent” or “felon,” it is difficult to remove that
label. The theory maintains that an individual
who has been labeled will accept the label and
behave in such a way as to deserve it.

A HYPOTHESIS is a specific prediction that
follows directly from a theory. For example, we
might predict that once people are negatively
labeled, they will be more likely to get into
trouble. However, fully elaborated theories are
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rarely created all at once. Often they begin as
HUNCHES, less formalized ideas or guesses that
may eventually be refined into a theory. One
might suspect, for example, that the procedures
for diagnosing and keeping records on mental
patients hamper their reintegration into society
after confinement. Or one might speculate that
patients’ knowledge of the diagnosis affects their
self-concept. If these hunches are confirmed as
data are collected, we might be encouraged to
devise a more comprehensive theory along with
specific hypotheses dealing with more kinds of
labeling and deviance.

Agoodreason for conductingascientificstudy
is to find out whether an already existing the-
ory makes sense in light of new observation.
Therefore, when scientists do research, they are
not merely adding to the storehouse of descrip-
tive information about the world; they may also
be making additions and corrections to theory.
One such modification is called VERIFICATION.
A theory is verified when hypotheses that follow
from the theory are supported, or the generaliza-
tions the theory makes are found to be accuratein
several different settings. Thus, labeling may be
discovered outside the courts and mental hospi-
tals (Rosenhan, 1973/2004), perhaps within the
welfare system (Zucchino, 1999), or even on a
Little League baseball team (Fine, 1987). Label-
ing theory may help us appreciate that welfare
recipients and third-string, 8-year-old athletes
can have something in common, namely, a rela-
tively low level of self-confidence, as well as per-
formance consistently below expectations. The
theoryexplains these commonalities. One might
conclude that the welfare system labels its clien-
tele as inferior by making them wait for bene-
fits, subjecting them to personal investigations,
not paying them very much, and doing little to
help them improve their position in life. The
coach may constantly berate marginal ballplay-
ers, subjecting them to humiliation or negative
comparison with peers.

Aslabeling theoryisverified in these and other
examples, we move beyond the specific con-
text of the welfare office or the baseball dia-
mond to generalize about people everywhere.
For the same purposes of generalization, scien-
tific discoveries in atomic physics concerning
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Figure 1.1. The research cycle.

the construction of matter are useful per se to the
chemist, biologist, and astronomer. However, a
theory does not have to be verified in order for
research to be useful. It may be DISCONFIRMED:
found to be inaccurate, at least within a particu-
lar setting. This is also valuable because it may
lead to the reformulation of the theory.

Observation and Testing

In science, no theory may be either accepted
or rejected without obtaining relevant informa-
tion. This is accomplished during the field, or
data collection, phase of research. The inves-
tigator uses data (1) to verify or disconfirm an
already existing theory or hunch or (2) to estab-
lish, from observation, some new, general prin-
ciple of behavior. The scientific method is shown
as a circle in Figure 1.1 to illustrate that the
research cycle may be entered at any point. One
may begin with a theory or a hunch and then
test it. Or one may begin with observation and
construct theory bit by bit, much as a bricklayer
adds to a wall.? In either case, the research pro-
cess is, in reality, continuous. One study merely
lays the groundwork for the next.

Conclusions and Findings

As Figure 1.1 implies, theory is never static in
science; it changes constantly. The conclusions
or FINDINGS, what we have learned about the

2 Seethe discussion of induction and deduction in Chapter2.



world as a result of the research, always carry
implications for the endless process of the-
ory creation and alteration. Theories are rarely
completely proved or disproved. Often they are
merely made more specific, in that the particu-
lar conditions under which they apply are stated
explicitly. Therefore, findings influence theory
byrefiningit, sharpeningit, and makingitamore
precise tool of explanation.

The scientific method is a system for keeping
track of the accumulation of theoretical gener-
alizations and data in the physical and social
sciences. This model for research is designed
to be efficient. It makes us aware of theories
that were disconfirmed, or of findings that were
not fruitful for the creation of new theory, so
that we are able to avoid the mistakes of pre-
vious investigators. The scientific method does
not guarantee success; the results of many stud-
ies are inconclusive. Despite this, the scien-
tific method has brought about unprecedented
advances in medicine, space travel, and agricul-
tural and manufacturing productivity.

These technological triumphs have led some
to believe that there are scientific solutions to
many of our problems of social disorganization:
crime, political apathy, and the declining
authority of school and church. Thus far, break-
throughs in the social sciences have been per-
haps less dramatic than in the natural and phys-
ical sciences. Systematic research has, however,
brought the world many fascinating and useful
insights about human behavior.

A Short History of Social Science

As a basic model for asking questions about
humankind and its environment, the scientific
methodisarelativelyrecenthistoric occurrence.
The idea of the research cycle was first formal-
ized in the eighteenth century, when the modem
study of the natural sciences was initiated and
the search for laws, axioms, and principles of the
physical world was developed. To this end, the
sciencelaboratory was created. This work space,
isolated from the outside world, served asa sanc-
tuary where the scientist could test theories in
a controlled setting. EXPERIMENTATION then,

Research Process

as today, involved keeping records of everything
that occurred and repeating procedures again
and again, perhaps each time changing only one
small aspect of the environment — temperature,
space, light, or the amount of materials used in
testing.

Early social thinkers were encouraged by the
successes in physics, genetics, and medicine.
They tried to develop laws and theories of
human behavior, but the full significance of
scientific methodology for social investigation
was not to be immediately realized. The first
pseudoscientific theorizers about society were
really social philosophers, whose work held
more in common with the speculations of clas-
sical Greek and Roman authors than with the
experimenters in the new physical and natural
sciences. The major reason for the comparative
backwardness of social investigation until well
into the nineteenth century was the tendency to
avoid systematic observation. The first psychol-
ogy laboratory was not established until 1879, in
Germany.

Few investigators actually engaged in FIELD-
WORK - the examination of what people say and
do in their own natural surroundings. A rare
exception was Alexis de Tocqueville, a French
researcher whose analysis of the United States,
Democracy in America, written in 1835, is still
considered a classic in both political science
and sociology. Its scope and careful attention to
detail, combined with sensitivity to theory, were
unique. Auguste Comte (1798-1857), the origi-
nator of the term sociology, set the tone for much
of the pioneering social investigation. Comte
imagined a “positivist” science of society that
would study social reality as distinct from the
perceptions and biases of those who studied it.
We still use the term POSITIVISM today to refer
to the presumption that the principles of inquiry
embedded in physical and natural sciences may
productively be applied to the study of human
behavior in society. Ironically, Comte’s writings
were an armchair treatise on how society ought
to be organized rather than a description of how
it was structured, and why. Comte wanted social
analysis to be separated from the theological and
metaphysical explanations of an earlier era, but
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he did not actually subject his theories to the test
of data collection.

A major turning point in the application of
scientific techniques to the study of society was
the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of
Species (1859/2003). Darwin, of course, became
famous forhis theoryofevolution, butitis essen-
tial to realize that he was, first and foremost, an
astute and thorough observer. The records he
kept as a naturalist aboard the HMS Beagle as
it made its voyage became both the inspiration
and evidence for his theories. Darwin brought
together and reconciled two major strands of
nineteenth-century thought: the ideas of the
natural sciences and those of human develop-
ment and progress. Subsequently, such thinkers
as Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) made the anal-
ogy between the growth of society and the evo-
lution of the biological organisms that Darwin
had described. This prepared the way for Emile
Durkheim (1858-1917), Max Weber (1864-1920),
and other theoreticians who were highly skilled
in techniques of observation and cross-cultural
comparison. Similar developments were occur-
ring in psychology. The theories of Sigmund
Freud (1856-1939) and his disciples were tested
continually in the context of psychiatric treat-
ment. Other psychologists began to study learn-
ing and perception following the studies of biol-
ogy and physiology.

Social science entered the twentieth cen-
tury with the traditions of laboratory and field
research firmly established and with a degree
of theoretical sophistication. However, in an
age in which the prestige of physical science
reached new heights because of its explana-
toryand predictive powers, social scientists were
often preoccupied with trying to convince oth-
ersthat their disciplines werelegitimate and that
they were truly engaged in building a cumula-
tive body of knowledge. During World War II,
the power of newly perfected computers and
data sorters was combined with improvements
in survey research methods to produce an
unprecedented growth in the number and influ-
ence of quantitative social research projects.
Although by 1970 large-scale survey research
was the most influential method for data col-

lection (measured by the research dollars it
attracted), the last few decades have seen a
rebirth of interest in fieldwork and a greater
diversity of methodological approaches.

The efforts to make all social research “scien-
tific” have met with only partial success. Some
still argue that despite their claims to scien-
tific stature, disciplines such as political science,
sociology, and social psychology cannot easily
meet the standards of scientific investigation.
Moreover, others take a philosophical position
of posTPOsITIVISM (Haack, 1993; Guba and
Lincoln, 2005), which claims that social scien-
tists can never be certain that their techniques
will allow them to see objective reality. We will
examine the postpositivism argument carefully
in Chapter 10. Now, we will consider some of the
technical demands of science and how science
is distinguished from common sense. Are social
scientists unjustifiably trying to share the spot-
light with their more “exact” and well-respected
cousins?

Common Sense and Social Science

When we search out bargains in the supermar-
ket, describe how our favorite football team won
the big game, or speculate about the causes of
pollution or high taxes, we are attempting the
same intellectual tasks that social researchers
set for themselves: exploration, description, and
explanation. These activities are as essential for
human survival in society (for obtaining food,
clothing, and shelter) as they are for leading a
productive and satisfying existence. It is there-
fore not surprising that the public’s reverence
for physical science has exceeded its acceptance
of social science. Biologists and physicists also
describe and explain phenomena, but their sub-
ject matter has a mysterious quality. By contrast,
many people believe they are familiar with and
able to perform the same operations for which
professional social researchers are paid a salary.

It is difficult for most of us to have our own
ideas about the causes of cancer or the logis-
tics of space travel, but it is relatively easy to
feel expert about social life. If you doubt this,
the next time you attend a gathering of friends
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or acquaintances, listen for “theories” about the
causes of crime, poverty, prejudice, emotional
problems, or political conflict. Many people
believe that when it comes to social issues, one
person’s opinion is as good as another’s. To sup-
port this contention, some individuals, who may
think they understand science but who really do
not, may cite the disagreements among sociol-
ogists, psychologists, and educators regarding
fundamental social processes. However, gen-
uine science is not merely opinion; it is opinion
supported by data and connected to a body of
theory.

The scientific method does not guarantee
consensus in research findings, and this is no
less true in the chemistry laboratory than in
social analysis. Nevertheless, it does guide the
attempt to move beyond the relatively restricted
world of our own personal experience. If two
social researchers disagree about the ethics of
big business in America, it will not be because
one has been a worker and the other a fac-
tory owner. They will both have made obser-
vations according to the canons of scientific
research — viewing the world from unfamiliar
perspectives, talking with people with whom
they would never otherwise associate, and tak-
ing seriously and addressing directly many pos-
sible objections to their findings. These activities
are rarely, if ever, done systematically in daily
life. Therefore, COMMON SENSE is really unsup-
ported opinion, or attitudes inspired by insuffi-
cientandunreliableinformation. We are not say-
ing that a trained social researcher never makes
an error in observation or judgment. Rather, the
scientific method decreases the probability of
€error.

WHY COMMON SENSE FAILS US. “There’s more
crimeinrich neighborhoods thanin poor neigh-
borhoods,” said Uncle Ed, puffing on his cigar.
“How do you know?” I asked. “Cause crooks
aren’t stupid,” said he. “They know there’s noth-
ing to steal in poor neighborhoods!” In con-
trast to Uncle Ed’s commonsense view of the
world, the poor and racial minorities are victims
of crime more often than any other segments
of our society, and lower-class individuals are
less safe from crime than members of the mid-
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dle class. According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 44 of 1,000 black households and 28
of 1,000 white households experienced burglar-
ies in 2004. Households with an annual income
below $7,500 were burglarized at rates higher
than those of households with larger incomes
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2005). How is it that
these unambiguous research findings appear
so different from the layperson’s conventional
wisdom?

DISTANCE. First, most people think they are
accurate observers. They are frequently de-
ceived by the unfamiliar or the remote. Stand
far enough away, and skimmed milk looks like
heavy cream; in baseball, a scratch hit tonight
will look like a line drive in tomorrow’s box
score. To the middle-class observer, poverty
sometimes is seen as moral degeneracy and
lack of education is seen as laziness. The roots
of much prejudice and stereotyping may be
found in overgeneralizations that people make
from a distance. If Uncle Ed had lived in a
poor neighborhood, he might have been bet-
ter able to appreciate how dangerous it can be.
His commonsense view of crime is neither an
accurate description nor an accurate explana-
tion; he is just too distant to see the problem
clearly.

FAMILIARITY, NOT UNDERSTANDING. Second, we
may be quite familiar with a phenomenon, yet
notunderstand howitworks. Weridein an eleva-
tor or we watch television, but we are powerless
to fix these machines if they break down. Most
of us do not know the principles of electricity
by which they operate. Yet they are very much a
part of our lives. We act as consumers without
understanding the social economy, obey laws
while ignorant of theories of social control, and
try to learn from our teachers without neces-
sarily appreciating the process of learning, and
we may be the victims of crime without realiz-
ing what motivates the criminal. In sum, we are
never quite as knowledgeable about society as
we may think.

Human behavior is so diverse and complex
that systematic research is required to deter-
mine the norms and social regularities of society.
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Our personal experiences do not necessarily
give us an accurate view of behavior in general
because we rarely move beyond our own aware-
ness. If the thief who is caught removing Uncle
Ed’s flat screen television turns out to be from
a rundown neighborhood, it would be natural
for Ed to see crime as a social problem through
the prism of his personal involvement with it.
It is easier for him to imagine millions of other
victims who are also in his relatively comfort-
able position than to imagine victims who them-
selves are poor. His experience may reinforce
the idea that criminals are economically des-
perate individuals, a generalization that ignores
so-called respectable, or white-collar, crime in
business or government.

Arelated point is that we often make assump-
tions about our immediate environment that
other people, equally experienced, would not
make. The movie industry appears differently
to performers, producers, and technicians,
depending in part on their function and status
within it. Authoritarian parents may describe
their family as being free of conflict whereas
their outwardly compliant children view it as
a prison. In short, our perception of society is
usually limited and shaped by the demographic
categories into which we fall, including our age,
sex, income, ethnicity, religion, occupation, and
educational level. Our economic behavior, our
political attitudes, and our sense of what is nor-
mal psychologically — are all dependent in large
measure on our membership in these kinds of
social groupings.

The arena with which most of us are familiar
is limited and relatively simple, when compared
to the multiple realities that social researchers
must understand if they are to obtain a com-
prehensive view of social relations. People often
lack the skill, or the desire, to expand their hori-
zons in a way that would let them appreciate the
world as others see it.

EMOTIONS. Another reason that common sense
fails us is that our everyday observations are col-
ored by our emotions (Turner and Stets, 2005).
Feelings are not bad in themselves, but their
effect on our powers of judgment may go unrec-
ognized. Some of us feel uncomfortable around
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people with disabilities; they may act in unex-
pected ways or appear different, and this makes
us feel embarrassed and self-conscious. If we
have to decide whether students with disabil-
ities should attend classes with nondisabled
children, we may find ourselves saying that
their disabilities will prevent them from prof-
iting from the experience. However, is it their
lack of skill or our discomfort that prompts this
assessment?

Many of us fail to recognize our negative reac-
tions to others. People may profess love for
humanity in general although they may actu-
ally have great difficulty relating to specific indi-
viduals who deviate from their norms of behav-
ior. In addition, most of us find it difficult to
overcome negative feelings toward others. Prej-
udice against African Americans, Jews, Italians,
or any other racial or ethnic group will not nec-
essarily be reduced by exposure to favorable evi-
dence about them (Adams, Blumenfeld, and
Castaneda, 2000). Through SELECTIVE OBSER-
VATION, data that might disconfirm negative
stereotypes can be screened out. The data may
prove to be too much of a challenge to the obser-
ver whose favorable self-image is intimately
connected with apoor view of others. How many
times, in polite conversation, do we say, “Well,
let’s drop the subject”? The feeling of being
bored or otherwise dissatisfied with an encoun-
ter may result from having heard an argument
that is threatening to one’s ego or worldview.

Thus, our commonsense notions of how soci-
ety works are often inaccurate or incomplete
because we are either too distant from the data,
or too close, or because our emotions act as a
smokescreen. Despite these barriers to under-
standing, we may still believe that we are astute
observers because we are rarely forced to rec-
ognize our mistakes. Prejudice, ignorance, and
fear may be perpetuated generation after gen-
eration. People in everyday life are usually not
held responsible for their opinions and may
not always appreciate the far-reaching conse-
quences of the domestic and foreign policies
that they favor. It is much easier to advocate
“bombing the enemy into the Stone Age” than
to drop the bomb oneself or to cope with the
human suffering that results from it.
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Principles of Scientific Investigation

Although we may make many errors of omission
and commission as we judge and observe, we
may nonetheless function acceptably as private
citizens in society. A scientist, however, is not
allowed this luxury. Before research findings and
procedures are scrutinized by outsiders, they
are rigorously monitored by researchers them-
selves. A good scientist is a self-critic who wants
toeliminate, or atleast toreduce asmuch as pos-
sible, biased, prejudiced, or incomplete obser-
vation. Of course, this does not mean that cre-
ativity is lost in the process!

OBJECTIVITY. Some scientists assert that their
work is objective, meaning that their own pri-
vate values never intrude in determining their
findings. In other words, the researcher’s race,
creed, color, or political beliefs have absolutely
no significance in determining the outcome of
a study. The canon of OBJECTIVITY maintains
that, ideally, any two researchers who study the
same behaviors, processes, or phenomena should
arrive at identical findings.

Objectivity, so-called, is perhaps approached
more closely in the physical science laboratory
than in most social research because, in the lab-
oratory, itis easier to control the environment for
the collection of data. In all fields of systematic
inquiry, however, objectivity remains an ideal.
That most research reports in the natural sci-
ences ignore the personal motives of investiga-
tors does not mean the reports really were com-
pletely objective. When a renowned biochemist
lets us glimpse what goes on behind the scenes
(Watson, 1969/1997), we discover that the back-
ground, personality, financial needs, and career
interest of scientists do influence their work.
The orderly accumulation of knowledge may be
upset by professional rivalry and jealousy, sex-
ism, or racism.

Recognizing that researchers in all fields,
because they are human, cannot be wholly
objective, many social scientists in recent years
have given up chasing the ghost of objectivity.
The investigator is not like a robot that works
the same way in every case. Each person observ-
ingasocial phenomenon will inevitably exercise
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some selective observation and memory. Evenin
choosing a topic for study, a researcher is indi-
cating certain value biases; our perception of
what constitutes a social problem may depend,
to some degree, on our own position in society.
Moreover, it is virtually impossible to keep from
taking sides in studying some social phenomena
(Becker, 1971). How would a study of the crim-
inal justice system avoid adopting the perspec-
tive of the courts and police, or the criminal, or
the innocent accused of crime? Can an analysis
of the social welfare bureaucracy really be writ-
ten from the point of view both of social workers
and clients?

As the twenty-first century began, many
researchers as well as philosophers of science
were rethinking the issues surrounding objec-
tivity (see Hammersley and Gomm, 1997). These
writers have been influenced by the postmod-
ern school of philosophy and sociology. Most of
them believe that the people, events, and insti-
tutions that researchers study do have an exis-
tence “in reality,” independent of the accounts
of these phenomena that investigators create.
But they also insist that the language used to
construct these accounts becomes a part of that
reality. Thus, the explanations developed in so-
cial research make the conventional canon of
objectivity impossible to achieve. Even when a
number of researchers agree to identical expla-
nations of the same phenomenon, their argu-
ments are socially constructed; that is, their ac-
counts represent these phenomena from one or
another point of view. Therefore, researchers are
constantly “under the constraint of not produc-
ing an account that is at odds with the evidence
available” according to established knowledge
(Hammersley and Gomm, 1997:4.2). This con-
straint raises the likelihood of unconscious error
resulting from the production of knowledge.
According to this critique, researchers need to
remain more skeptical than those working in
other areas of social life because it is they who
are primarily concerned with avoiding the dan-
ger of accepting as true what is in fact false.

Because objectivity is an elusive concept,
some scholars believe that all investigation
should stem from a clearly enunciated value
position. They claim that little or no effort need
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be made to present opposing points of view. A
Marxist who personally supports the aims of the
Cuban Revolution may describe how that rev-
olution has succeeded, deemphasizing its fail-
ures, based on the assumption that more con-
servative writers will take on the responsibility
of pointing them out. On the basis of a similar
assumption, an advocate of free enterprise as
a principle of economic organization may con-
centrate on the beneficial effects of competition
and give less attention to the problems of ram-
pant materialism and unemployment that cap-
italism may create.

Mostresearchers, including the authors of this
book, would not advocate abandoning the idea
of objectivity. It remains a worthy goal because
we do have control over many sources of bias
and error (Kitcher, 2006). To test our theories
fully, we must actively seek evidence that chal-
lenges them. One does not strengthen a theory
by omitting, or dismissing as irrelevant, the data
that do not support it.

To increase objectivity, researchers can solicit
the views of all, not only those with whom they
agree. By using a number of sources, they can
verify the information they receive to guard
against deliberate or unintentional misrepre-
sentation of the facts. We cannot eliminate our
feelings, but instead of ignoring their potential
effect on our work, we can be explicit about
our own biases and assumptions (Gubrium
and Holstein, 2006). Such an explicit state-
ment will be useful to those who evaluate our
work. Inaddition, such INTROSPECTION, or self-
examination, will help us to present as balanced
and as complete a view of society as we can.

Finally, communication among social scien-
tists is not precluded by the differences in their
subjective orientation. Regardless of the varia-
tion in their backgrounds, two researchers may
agree on a great deal of factual information. Our
confidence in the report of a white policeman
arresting a black suspect is increased when we
discover that both black and white observers
describe the scene similarly; our faith in the
diagnosis of mentalillnessis strengthened when
psychiatrists, psychologists, and social work-
ers can achieve consensus. Even in cases in
which two investigators differ regarding the sig-
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nificance of a given event, they may still agree
to disagree, in the sense that their argument
is attributed to an honest difference of opin-
ion, rather than to stupidity, bigotry, or mutual
antipathy. This opens the way for scientists to
learn from each other, although their research
findings may sometimes be contradictory.

REPLICATION AND RELIABILITY. Another scien-
tific ideal is REPLICATION. Research should be
conducted in such a way that those who ques-
tion its outcomes can repeat it and obtain the
same results. A measurement instrument, such
as a test of intelligence or personality, that yields
the same results when repeated is said to have
high RELIABILITY. Since scientific knowledge
has to be cumulative, reliability is a cornerstone
of science; one cannot build a coherent body
of information without reliable measurement
tools.

In the physical sciences, it is possible to repli-
cate a study under conditions identical to the
original. The laboratory environment may be
monitored and controlled so that, for example,
every time the two substances sodium and chlo-
rine are combined in the proper amounts, we
get table salt. In social research, by contrast,
it is often difficult to recreate the original set-
ting. Herbert Gans (1962) studied Italian Amer-
ican families in the West End of Boston. Today,
the streets he walked are gone; the people he
talked to are displaced. The entire area is a
giant complex of government buildings, hospi-
tals, and high-rise apartments. Gans’s study thus
could never be replicated.

Even when the buildings remain, the research
environment may be altered. Suppose you study
a nursing home and discover that the elderly
residents are quite satisfied with their treat-
ment. You might convey a relatively benign
picture of convalescent care. Six months later
another researcher visits the same place and
finds the facilities in disrepair and patients lying
in squalor, many of them demoralized and dis-
satisfied. What has happened? Either you were
an unusually poor observer or some events
have occurred that changed the setting dramat-
ically, events over which the investigator had
no control - for example, the owners of the
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home wentbankrupt, the custodial staff staged a
work stoppage, or supervisory personnel quit or
were terminated. Any one of these happenings
might affect the research conclusions in a major
way.

In this example, and in any duplication of a
study, the variation in results could be caused
by differences in the conditions for observation
rather than by a lack of objectivity in the orig-
inal study. In many cases, researchers have lit-
tle choice but to contend with these difficulties.
Nevertheless, they are obligated to design their
data collection procedures in such a way that
replication is, at least, not precluded.

Studies that use highly reliable data collec-
tion tools are more easily replicated than those
that depend on the questions that individual
researchers devise “on the spot.” For this reason,
pencil-and-paper tests and printed schedules of
questions have been developed to measure the
skills, opinions, and attitudes of large numbers
of people again and again. These instruments
ensure that identical questions are asked each
time a study is repeated, but they are still not
perfect measures because itis difficult to control
the environment in which the answers are being
provided. People’s opinions may be influenced
by their health, life situation, or even the tem-
perature or noise level in the room. Therefore,
as with the goal of objectivity in social research,
replication and reliability are scientific ideals
worth trying to attain, but no instrument is per-
fectly reliable.

PRECISION. A fourth principle of science is PRE-
CISION in measurement. In the laboratory,
microscopes and scales have been developed
to an extremely fine tolerance. We may know
exactly how much of two chemical elements are
present in the experimental environment. So
precise are these measurementtools, in fact, that
researchers may verify the existence of a com-
pound by separating it into its component parts
and recombining them at will.

Measurement is much more problematic in
social science because in many ways the social
world is more complex than the physical world.
One can analyze a piece of paper blown about by
the wind in terms of its velocity, weight, and the
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force of gravity, but people cannot literally be
placed under a microscope to determine how
and why they are swept along by crowd emo-
tion. In spite of thislimitation, we do have means
available for checking on the quality of our mea-
sures. So, whereas social science can no more
make the claim to perfect measurement than to
perfect objectivity, we must again consider the
problem to be one of degree.

VALIDITY. Social researchersare frequentlyinter-
ested in measuring complicated and abstract
phenomena, such as happiness, alienation,
community solidarity, political conservatism,
the popularity of a president, and various psy-
chological conditions. There is a great deal of
disagreement regarding how best to measure
these concepts because no unique, explicit,
and comprehensive set of observable behav-
iors is indicative of each, to the exclusion of
everything else. Moreover, the meaning of each
of the concepts varies with its social context.
The alienation suffered by white-collar work-
ers is different from that experienced by poor,
inner-city residents. The situational nature of
these abstractions makes them more difficult
to manipulate than concepts in the physical
sciences such as height, density, distance, and
pressure.

These problems with defining many of the
concepts used in social research frequently cre-
ate a dilemma: Are we really measuring what we
claim to be measuring? Schizophrenia, a form of
mental illness, is usually defined as disorienta-
tion in time, place, and person. A schizophrenic
may suffer hallucinations or delusions and be
highly distractible, losing a sense of emphasis
and subordination in conversation and action.
If we observe someone with these symptoms,
how confident are we that we are measuring
what we want to measure (Caplan, 1996)? Per-
haps, instead of mental illness, we are merely
seeing the temporary effects of LSD, Ecstasy, or
some other mind-altering drug.

VALIDITY refers to the fit between the con-
cept that a researcher wants to examine and the
evidence for that concept. Increasing validity is
another important goal of science. We want to
make the fit between concept and evidence as
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exact as possible and to be aware of potential
slippage between the two. In our last example,
the longer we observe the various symptoms,
the more valid representations of schizophrenia
they become, in that the chances of the patient
beingin a temporary, drug-induced state dimin-
ish over time. As another example, a ballot cast
fortheincumbentpresidentmaynotbe the most
valid measure of his popularity. Instead, it may
indicate his opponent’s unpopularity!

We need to pay careful attention to the man-
ner in which complex concepts like schizophre-
nia and political popularity are defined in social
research. If some important component of a
conceptis omitted from its definition, the inves-
tigator will have difficulty assessing how much
of that concept is really there. At the same time,
if the definition is too broad, we may create
a less precise measure than we need. If social
researchers are as explicit as possible about the
definitions of the concepts they use and the sit-
uations to which they apply, it is possible to con-
struct a cumulative body of knowledge about
social reality. Ingenuity in devising concepts is a
challengeinall sciences, particularlyin the study
of human behavior.

The Critical Perspective

Thus far, we have examined some canons of
scientific inquiry: objectivity, replication, relia-
bility, precision, and validity. These criteria are
useful as a baseline for evaluating the scien-
tific status of social research, but they do not
fully capture its quality. There is, in addition, a
particular attitude, a CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE,
that social researchers share. To be critical is not
necessarily to be negative about society, but it
entails looking beyond the obvious and into the
many possible meanings and interpretations of
human behavior. 1t is driven by a restlessness
of spirit and intense curiosity. The comparison
between aresearcher and a police detective is an
aptone. The social scientist is like the lieutenant
knocking at the door of the witness to a murder
whom he has already questioned for an hour:
“You know,” he says earnestly, “you’ve been very
helpful to me and I don’t mean to trouble you
again, but there’s just one more thing that’s been
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nagging me, and if I don'’t get an answer I won’t
be able to sleep tonight.”

Scientists are constantly challenging the qual-
ity of the knowledge they produce. They adopt
a skeptical attitude that forces them to ques-
tion the truth of the data being collected.
They ask continually, “Are my data reliable and
valid? What are the potential errors that might
be intruding into my findings? What kinds of
data will cause me to reevaluate my theoreti-
cal ideas?” Scientific understanding and expla-
nation are not predicated on faith alone. The
scientist considers theoretical speculation log-
ical only when it is accompanied by supporting
data. Scientists should never become so com-
mitted to a set of theoretical ideas that they are
unwilling to modify them in the face of con-
flicting evidence. Although they may be disap-
pointed when their own promising theories are
challenged or disconfirmed, the canons of sci-
ence dictate that researchers press on with their
work.

Science is, in this regard, subversive. It can-
not accept, without testing, the explanation of
the status quo offered by the powers that be.
The “official” reasons for war, economic reces-
sion, the high rates of crime, or poor national
reading scores are merely part of the evidence.
The social researcher is “compelled by what he
is doing to fly in the face of what those around
him take for granted,” notes sociologist Peter
Berger (1963:38). This imperative to “unmask
the pretensions and the propaganda” by which
humans cloak their actions is a logical outcome
of research methodology. We do not stop once
we learn people’s explanations for their own
behavior. On the contrary, we check out their
explanations by talking to other people and by
making our own observations. Using this strat-
egy, what we discover through scientific inves-
tigation becomes both less obvious and more
comparable from one setting to another.

Remaining Questions

What may we say about the scientific status of
social research? Some attempts to understand
the world, including theology, on the one hand,
and common sense, on the other, are wholly
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nonscientific. By contrast, the modern practices
of physics, biology, and chemistry are highly
scientific. When speaking of social research,
however, it seems fruitless to look at the issue
of science in either/or terms. Some political
science, psychology, and sociology studies are
every bit as scientific as studies in the disci-
pline of physics; others are no more scientific
than most of whatis today called philosophy. For
most of the twentieth century, there was general
agreement among the social sciences that the
principles and goals of scientific inquiry were
worthy. However, there has been great varia-
tion in the extent to which the canons of sci-
ence are metin practice, and, at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, as we will see in Chap-
ter 10, there is even some significant resistance
to the scientific model of inquiry within post-
modern sociology.

Itislegitimate to conclude thattheapplication
of the scientific method to the study of human
behavior is more than a sterile exercise of aping
the physical sciences. The scientific method rep-
resents a mechanism for the systematic reduc-
tion of error in the description and analysis
of society. Through social science, we are held
accountable for our theories and explanations,
and we are compelled to consider their effect on
the world. If our findings are incomplete or our
recommendations unwise, then itis we, as social
scientists, who are responsible.

SUMMARY

Social research is a dynamic process that
involves the collection and analysis of data and
the formation of conclusions based on those
data. Its goal is to add to knowledge through
the exploration, description, and explanation of
social reality. The sources of data are diverse,
from the interaction between two people to the
behavior of states and nations. The recommen-
dations of social researchers have in recentyears
become important in the formation of govern-
ment policy, the evaluation of legislation, and
the determination of judicial decisions.
Methodology is the study of the research pro-
cess itself — the principles, procedures, and
strategies for gathering information, analyzing
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it, and interpreting it. The conclusions of a study
are only as good as the methods of investiga-
tion that were used to obtain them. Therefore,
to be able to judge research critically, as well as
to conduct it, we need a thorough knowledge of
methodology.

The scientific method is a general model of
inquiry in education research, political science,
psychology, sociology, and other disciplines.
Theories, general explanations for behavior, are
continually being modified in light of new find-
ings. This model was initiated in the physical
and natural sciences. It has been adopted by
the behavioral sciences with profitable results
because it requires the systematic elimination
or control of biased and inaccurate observa-
tion based on emotion or inadequate measur-
ing tools. Principles of scientific investigation
include the ideals of objectivity, reliability, preci-
sion, and validity. One must be able to replicate
a scientific study and to assess whether it mea-
sures, in fact, what it was designed to measure,
intheory. Scientists are self-critical and skeptical
about the procedures they use and the data they
obtain. They try to find as many explanations as
possible for each phenomenon observed.

KEY TERMS

common sense
critical perspective
data analysis
data collection
description
disconfirmation
experimentation
explanation
exploration
fieldwork
findings

hunch
hypothesis
introspection
methodology
objectivity
positivism
postpositivism
precision
reliability
replication
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scientific method
selective observation
theory

validity

verification

1. Select one or more books or articles in which
social research findings are presented and ana-
lyze each study from the standpoint of exploration,
description, and explanation. Can you give exam-
ples of each research function? Did the researchers
emphasize one function more than the others? How
do you know?

2. We have suggested that the same form of social
life might be investigated in a number of diverse
empirical contexts. Try to list as many different set-
tings or contexts as possible in which you could
conceivably do a case study of alienation.

3. Attend a social gathering and note down five
commonsense conclusions about social life from
ordinary conversation. How would a scientific
researcher attempt to verify each conclusion?

4. Imagine that you are about to embark on a study
of the behavior of college students in their dormi-
tories. Without specifying in great detail what you
would study, write a short essay on the difficul-
ties you might expect to face in meeting the three
canons of the scientific method: objectivity, preci-
sion, and replication.
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INTRODUCTION a guide in the collection and analysis of data.

In Chapter 1, the scientific method was des-
cribed as a process that contains theory and the
testing of hypotheses or hunches suggested by
the theory. Indeed, in all of the various social sci-
ence disciplines,! and no matter what method
of data collection is employed, theory is used as

1 Psychology, sociology, political science, anthropology, and
economics.

Moreover, in many studies where the researcher
doesnotbegin with a thoroughly defined theory,
we can create theory by searching through the
data for recurring patterns of behavior.

The application of social theory to research is
one of the prime areas for the use of the research
imagination. This chapter explains the relation-
ship between theory and methods in detail. It
describes the various forms that theory may
take. It compares and contrasts research that is

17
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designed to verify existing theory with studies
that are designed to create new theory. Then,
the source of research ideas or how researchers
decide what to study is discussed. Finally, the
idea ofresearch as a “craft,” or set of related skills
that can be practiced and learned, is introduced.

THEORY AND SOCIAL RESEARCH

There are numerous options open to the inves-
tigator in choosing a theoretical perspective.
Moreover, the many different kinds of social the-
ory vary in terms of the specific concepts they
contain, how complete or well articulated they
are and in the way they are expressed on paper,
with words or diagrams. An exhaustive review is
beyond the scope of this book; however, in this
chapter, some examples of theories that have
been particularly influential in social research
are offered to illustrate three key points about
the relationship between theory and the re-
search process:

¢ The scientific method is compatible with a
variety of theoretical approaches to data.

* Creating and expanding theory itself are
prime motives for research.

* The choice of theory is crucial because it may
influence one’s topic for investigation, as well
as one’s conclusions.

What Theory Looks Like

“Hunches,” as described in the diagram of the
scientific method (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1),
arereally theories in embryo form; they are spec-
ulations that have a relatively short life span.
They may never actually be written down. By
contrast, SOCIAL THEORIES are more elabo-
rate, general explanations of human behavior,
and they usually take a concrete form. Some
of the formats used to express theory in social
research are taxonomies, models, typologies,
and paradigms. To show what theory actually
looks like in practice, these expressions of the-
ory will be examined in this chapter.
Taxonomies, models, and typologies are sche-
mes for classifying data. Some of them are
extremelylengthy and intricate. In practice, they
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represent conceptual frameworks that guide the
analysis of data as they are being collected. To
understand how these schemes work, consider
what happens when the morning mail arrives
at a bustling business office. It has to be sorted;
perhapsitis distributed in boxes or pigeonholes,
each one with a person’s name on it or with the
name ofadepartment. In thisanalogy, the morn-
ing mail is the data. At first it is all jumbled and
undifferentiated, but we can make sense of it by
placing each piecein the proper box. Many theo-
ries approach the explanation of social reality in
a similar way, by atomizing it, or breaking down
observable phenomena systematically. Data are
organized according to a diagram or to a list of
categories, corresponding to a row of mailboxes.
Thus, each bit of information gathered by the
researcher, whetheritiswhatsomeonesays, how
someone looks, or what someone has written,
fits in somewhere in a well-articulated scheme.

If a taxonomy, model, or typology merely sup-
plies labels for each of its conceptual “boxes,”
it is basically descriptive, rather than explana-
tory. It may be suggestive of theory, but it can-
not stand as a complete presentation of theory.
We can make only a few generalizations about
thebusiness office bylookingat each pigeonhole
separately. What makes these schemes more
valuable theoretically is the explanation of how
their various components relate to one another.
Thus, each datum not only belongs in a certain
category; it also carries implications for the rest
of the data. It is useful to know how many letters
goin each mailbox; itis perhaps more important
to know why some mailboxes are always much
fuller than the rest.

The foregoing generalizations are illustrated
in the following examples.

TAXONOMIES. Perhaps the easiest of the classifi-
catory schemes to understand is a TAXONOMY,
or list of categories. An example depicted in Ta-
ble2.1isthe Taxonomy of Educational Objectives
(Anderson, Krathwohl, and Bloom, 2000), used
in research on teaching and teaming in schools.
The authors created definitions of general con-
cepts such as knowledge and intellectual ability
and separated each into its component parts.
They designed this to be an exhaustive list, in
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Table 2.1. The Taxonomy of Educational
Objectives

Knowledge
Knowledge of specifics
Terminology
Specific facts
Knowledge of ways and means of dealing
with specifies
Conventions
Trends and sequences
Classifications and categories
Criteria
Methodology
Knowledge of the universals and
abstractions in a field
Principles and generalizations
Theories and structures

Intellectual Abilities and Skills
Comprehension
Translation
Interpretation
Extrapolation
Application
Analysis
Analysis of elements
Analysis of relationships
Analysis of organizational principles
Synthesis
Production of a unique communication
Production of a plan or proposed set of
operations
Derivation of a set of abstract relations
Evaluation
Judgments in terms of external criteria

From Lorin W. Anderson, David R. Krathwohl. A Tax-
onomy For Learning, Teaching, And Assessing: A Re-
vision of Bloom’s Taxonomy Of Educational Objec-
tives, 1/e. Published by Allyn & Bacon, Boston,
MA. Copyright © 2001 by Pearson Education. By
permission of the publisher.

other words, to contain every type of knowledge
and every kind of intellectual ability and skill.
The taxonomy is an aid in sorting data. The
researcher may, for instance, observe the work
of a particular teacher for several weeks, placing
each class exercise and homework assignment
somewhere in the scheme. It may be discovered
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that there are many occasions where students
showed their “comprehension” of the lessons
by making outlines of chapters, reciting what
they had memorized, or putting the teacher’s
lectures into their own words. There might be
fewer entriesin other categories, thatis, compar-
atively less opportunity for students to apply, to
analyze, or to synthesize what they had learned.
These data might help the teacher understand
why some students appear uninterested in class
or are discipline problems or why test scores
are lower than expected. Because the taxonomy
shows that there are many types of learning
that the data indicated had been ignored, the
researcher may suggest some specific changes
in assignments and lectures to involve students
more actively in learning.

Thus, taxonomies may point the way toward
the explanation of human behavior and to-
ward policy recommendations. Aside from the
exhaustive description of knowledge and abili-
ties, there is no real theory of learning expressed
in the list of categories in Table 2.1. Nowhere in
the scheme is it stated that the curriculum in
each school subject must contain all types of
knowledge or that tests must measure all kinds
of intellectual ability. The taxonomy does not
state that it is more difficult, or more desirable,
to acquire one type of knowledge than another.
It does not specify the degree of difficulty for
each academic skill, nor does it specify that
each must be acquired in a logical sequence
or order. In fact, there is no particular relation-
ship proposed between any of the elements in
the taxonomy; they are merely labels. As the
authors themselves note, researchers may use
the categories “in very arbitrary fashion,” out of
sequence in the scheme, so long as their defini-
tions remain intact (Anderson, Krathwohl, and
Bloom, 2000:10-11).

Thus, the primary utility of taxonomies is for
description. A complete list of objectives in any
field, whether it be education, business, com-
munity organization, or medical treatment, is
invaluable as a baseline against which to mea-
sure performance. Having commonly accepted
definitions of concepts such as intellectual skill
makes it easier to compare behavior in a variety
of settings. This same list of categories could
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Figure 2.1. An organizational model.

be used to evaluate the curriculum in English,
chemistry, sociology, history, or any other school
subject. Finally, the taxonomy is useful for devis-
ing strategies of data collection. It tells us what
the possible types of behavior are in a given
setting; thus, we are encouraged to look for
them, and, if some behaviors are not present,
we can wonder why not.

MODELS. A MODEL is a visual depiction of how
something works. It is a prototype to which the
real world is compared as data are gathered.
Some models are almost entirely descriptive, in
that they are really labels arranged spatially in a
diagram. Figure 2.1 is an organizational chart of
a mental health clinic. It tells us who the prin-
cipal actors in the bureaucracy are, and it spec-
ifies the lines of communication and authority
between them. It also details the responsibilities
of the various parts of the clinic. The adminis-
trative wing, on the right, relates to the depart-
ments that provide direct service, on the left,
through the office of the executive director. The
various clinical departments, for example, geri-

atric services and adult counseling, communi-
cate with each other directly, although they all
are the responsibility of the director of clinical
services.

Like the taxonomy we have already examined,
this model is suggestive of theory. We may, for
instance, speculate that there could be friction
between administrators and clinicians because
they rarely, if ever, interact on a daily basis.
In analyzing the role of the executive director,
we may look for evidence of tension between
administrative and clinical duties. Finally, the
chart may lead us to investigate the difficulties
of coordinating the several, diverse departments
on the left of the diagram.

These hunches and insights may help us
determine how the organization works, but the
chart does not contain a real theory of group
functioning or structure. It could not explain
why two clinics, set up with substantially the
same official positions and lines of authority,
may differ greatly in their effectiveness and effi-
ciency. The diagram, informative as it is, does
not indicate how many employees work for the
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Father's
Education

Respondent's
Education

clinic, the caseload, what sort of neighborhood
it serves, or other details that may be theoreti-
cally relevant to the study of mental health care
delivery.

By contrast, Figure 2.2 presents a model that
is primarily explanatory. The components of
Figure 2.2 are not parts of any single organi-
zation. Instead they are VARIABLES (character-
istics, attitudes, or behaviors that can be mea-
sured and that take on differing values). These
variables are used to explain part of the process
of social class formation; namely, what leads a
RESPONDENT (person whois the subject of inves-
tigation) into a particular occupation.

Accordingto the modelin Figure 2.2, arespon-
dent’s choice ofemploymentisinfluenced by the
nature of the first position that person obtained
on entering the job market. Equally important,
in theory, is the amount of education that the
respondent has received. Two other variables
are thought to be significant — the education
and the occupation of the respondent’s father.
The model thus reflects the idea that a person’s
own educational history is greatly influenced by
his or her parents. A father’s occupation may
influence his children’s career patterns directly
(“followingin his footsteps”) as well as indirectly,
through the amount of education that they are
given and the initial occupational goals that they
are encouraged to set for themselves. There are
many statistical procedures that may be used to
verify the relationships among the variables in a
model of this type.?

Figure 2.2 has much more explanatory power
than Figure 2.1, the model of the mental health
clinic. To create general explanations, however,

2 More on this point in Chapter 19.
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Figure 2.2. A model of the process of
Respondent's socioeconomic achievement.
Present
A\ 4 Occupation
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we often must sacrifice rich, descriptive detail.
Both DESCRIPTIVE and EXPLANATORY MOD-
ELS are thus useful in the social sciences, but
thedescriptive models are only aids to theory con-
struction, whereas explanatory models are theory
itself.

TYPOLOGIES. ATYPOLOGY is a device for analyz-
ing all the logical combinations of at least two
variables. Figure 2.3 shows a simple descriptive
typology for examining a population of college
students according to the variables grade-point
average and intelligence measured by an IQ
(intelligent quotient) test. Nine student “types”
are conceptualized in the cells, or boxes, in this
table. A person classified as a “straight arrow”
(type 1) is someone with both high grades and a
high IQ. A “striver” (type 8) has fair grades buta
low IQ. Two other types are “marginals,” whose
poor grades are perhaps more consistent with
their low intelligence test scores, and “apathet-
ics,” who, despite superior IQs, have only fair
grades.

This scheme lets us compare all students on
a given campus; everyone may be placed some-
where in the typology. However, it has additional
theoretical utility. We expect to find some people
with average-tested intelligence in each of the
three grade-point average categories (types 4, 5,
and 6). The individuals whom we have labeled
“underachievers” and “overachievers” (types 3
and 7) are probably more unusual, in that there
is a great disparity between their tested intel-
ligence and their grades in college. These are
precisely the sorts of people we should examine
closely if we want to understand fully the the-
oretical connection between natural talent and
actual performance. Yet, without the typology,
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Figure 2.3. Typology of college students according to grades and 1Q scores.

we might fail to isolate them, or we might con-
centrate exclusively on students whose IQ scores
were more closely related to their grade-point
averages.

PARADIGMS. Another sort of theorizing is of
broader scope and not as easily diagrammed as
those we have looked at so far. It is the applica-
tion of a PARADIGM, or coherent worldview, to
social life. In effect, when we follow a paradigm,
we put on apair of glasses that colors all behavior
with a particular interpretation.

A classic example from social psychology is
the work of Erving Goffman (1959), who has
attempted to explain social interaction by
uncovering its basic processes. The inspiration
for Goffman’s paradigm is Shakespeare’s claim
in Hamlet that “all the world’s a stage and all
the men and women merely players.” He takes
that notion seriously and offers evidence for it.
In fact, Goffman’s work is called DRAMATURGI-
CAL because of the close analogy between social
life and what occurs “on stage.” According to this
paradigm, human beings are all “actors” who,
depending on the situation, must play a variety
of roles for society, the “audience.” People are
constantly trying to convince their audiences

that their performances are genuine. Thus,
Goffman forces us, as observers, to confront
the manipulative, sometimes artificial quality of
people’s contacts with one another. If the “act” is
successful, the audience gives people approval
and confirms them in their roles. Only “back-
stage” in areas hidden from the public are people
permitted a respite from their acting chores.

If we accept this paradigm, we see the basis
of social reality continually shifting along the
dimensions of managing impressions, putting
our “best foot forward,” and hiding imperfec-
tions. The categories Goffman develops to orga-
nize an enormous quantity of data provide
strong insights into interpersonal relations. No
one act is seen as being any more real or true
than another. Acting per se is part of the human
condition.

Another paradigm, one of the most influential
in twentieth-century American social science, is
the image of society associated with Talcott Par-
sons (1902-1979). It is known as STRUCTURAL
FUNCTIONALISM in sociology and political sci-
ence and as SYSTEMS THEORY in social work
and business management. According to this
paradigm, every element of a society that exists
over a period of time serves a distinctive function,
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helps to maintain the social system, and is sup-
ported by public consensus or agreement (Par-
sons, Shils, and Smelser, 1962/2001; Alexander,
1998). Society is much like any living organism,
claims Parsons, so thata changein anyonesocial
institution will result in corresponding changes
in other elements of the system. Any alteration in
the economic structure of a society, for example,
will cause complementary changes in the polit-
ical, religious, and educational spheres. Func-
tionalists argue that any social system is always
moving toward a state of equilibrium. In this
paradigm, society is much like a rubber ball that
may on occasion be squeezed out of shape but
is always striving to return to its original form.
The questions for functional analysis are there-
fore, What function is performed by each social
element, and what would be the consequences
for the social system as a whole if it were absent?

The explanations provided by functionalism
are not very concrete. They seem abstract and
general because they are meant to apply, at
several levels of analysis, to families, business
enterprises, ethnic groups, nations, and even
the world system. Nonetheless, functionalism
has been an attractive paradigm because it con-
firms the scientific notion of an orderly uni-
verse, in which there is a place and a reason
for every element of society. It makes a very
complicated world seem more intelligible by
proposing that the relatively small social groups
to which we belong operate according to the
same principles as the larger society. Finally,
although the paradigm of functionalism is rel-
atively weak in providing specific explanations,
it is extremely flexible. Like the dramaturgical
perspective, there is scarcely a human action or
attitude that cannot be fitted into the function-
alist conceptual scheme and vocabulary.

A third key paradigm, which will be exam-
ined in detail in Chapter 10, is inspired by fem-
inism. It sees research about women, and per-
formed primarily by women, as contributing to
the improvement of women’s position in society.

Description and Explanation

Theory, as we have seen, takes many forms, but
all help us to understand the world. To find out
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how something works, we must know its dimen-
sions and the identity of its components, as well
as the general principles of its operation. There-
fore, in making use of theory, a balance must
be struck between description and explanation.
We must have both, but here is a dilemma: As
we become wrapped up in the vivid descrip-
tion of a single event or person, it becomes diffi-
cult to generalize about other similar or related
phenomena. Conversely, if we place less empha-
sis on description than on general explanation,
theory tends to become a series of disembod-
ied, self-evident propositions. Perhaps there is
no foolproof solution to this dilemma, but the
attempt to solve it is a constant challenge in
social science.

The Verification and Discovery of Theory

Thus far some of the many ways that social the-
ory may be expressed have been shown. How-
ever, the form that theory takes does not deter-
mine its place in the research cycle. We may
begin with observation and gradually discover
or create a model, a typology, or a general expla-
nation for behavior. Or we may initiate research
with the theory firmly in mind and through test-
ing attempt to verify it. This section discusses
the implications of these two approaches for the
ongoing practice of research.

DEDUCTION. In the physical sciences, the typical
research strategy is to begin with a theory and
then to subject it to observation. This mode of
inquiry is called DEDUCTION, and it has been
mostinfluential in the social sciences as well. We
start with general principles and subsequently
deduce whether they are sound. Deductive the-
ory does not emerge immediately from the data;
it is conceived beforehand and applied to the
data.

To apply theory to data, the researcher for-
mulates HYPOTHESES, specific predictions that
follow from the general theory. Recall the model
presented in Figure 2.2 showing the process
of socioeconomic achievement. This model
explains a person’s present occupation by con-
sideringhis or her firstjob and level of education,
aswell as his or her father’s occupation and level
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of education. How could we develop hypotheses
from this model? We would need to make some
testable predictions based on its assumptions;
for example:

* The less well educated a respondent’s father,
the less well educated the respondent

¢ Thehigher the status ofarespondent’s father’s
occupation, the higher the status of a respon-
dent’s occupation

The researcher, in fact, might produce a series of
additional hypotheses that could be tested using
a variety of deductive research methods.

Because the prediction of behavior is central
to the process of deduction, itis difficult to begin
that process with only a descriptive model or
a very general paradigm. Each of the separate
variables in a deductive theory must be care-
fully defined in advance, so that the researcher
will recognize them when they appear in the real
world, and so that they may be measured. We
have to be as rigorous as possible because as we
create measures and variables, we are in effect
creating a yardstick against which everything we
later observe willbe compared. If our model sug-
gests that a large organization will experience
difficulty in communication among its parts, we
had better be specific about what constitutes a
large organization and what constitutes a bar-
rier to communication. We need such reliable
measures because we may have to examine as
many as a hundred different groups to confirm
or disconfirm our theory.

The more general, abstract, and purely
descriptive the model or paradigm, the greater
the problems of measurement and explanation,
and the more difficult it is to use in deductive
research. For thisreason, models that specify the
relationship among several well-defined vari-
ables are more easily adapted to the process of
deduction.

INDUCTION. The major alternative mode of
inquiry is INDUCTION. Its hallmark is the dis-
covery and building of new theory as research
progresses. The research cycle is begun with
observation. From the data collected, a gener-
alized understanding of behavior is gradually
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induced. Measurement of variables is as impor-
tant to inductive research as it is to deductive
research, but neither hypotheses nor measur-
ing tools are developed in advance. Instead, the
research problem emerges as a result of direct
confrontation with a set of behaviors. The pri-
mary focus for study, the development of theory,
and the production of an analysis may emerge
at any point in inductive research, even toward
the very end of the process. Induction is initially
exploratory and vividly descriptive. Investiga-
tors must take in a vast amount of information
because they have to develop categories for clas-
sifying data, based not on already existing theory
but on the actual range and variety of data in the
field.

No list of examples could do justice to the vast
amount of excellent inductive research that has
been conducted in the United States in recent
years. Among the countless variety of topics
that have been explored are inner-city life, the
working poor, occupations, and leisure. Elijah
Anderson (2003) uses induction to examine
social class and street-corner life of the inner
city. Mitchell Duneier (1999) describes the world
of sidewalk booksellers. Jody Miller (2006) ana-
lyzes girls in gangs. Marvin Scott (2005) exam-
ined “The Racing Game.” Cristina Rathbone
(2005) vividly recounts the experience of women
in prison. As downturns in the economy have
placed particular strain on the working poor, a
number of studies have focused on people who
struggle to improve their position on the social
ladder. These include Sharon Hays’s (2004) anal-
ysis of the effect of welfare reform and Barbara
Ehrenreich’s (2001) account of her own adven-
tures in taking a variety of low-paid jobs around
the country.

There is a lively tradition of exploration of
various stages of the life cycle. Recent studies
that have continued in this vein are Milner’s
(2006) work on adolescent culture and identity
and Dorothy and David Counts’s (2001) exami-
nation of the on-the-road culture of senior citi-
zens and their recreational vehicles. As you read
further in this book, you will learn some of the
methodological techniques that were employed
to obtain data in these diverse contexts.
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Although induction is usually identified only
with the research goals of exploration and des-
cription, the explanation of social reality may
also be created as research is being carried out
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin,
1998). By generating hypotheses on a day-to-day
basis, and discarding them when predictions are
notverified by observation, we may create a the-
ory. In a classic study, Becker (1953/1993) began
to study marijuana use by looking at the history
of people’s experience with the drug and eventu-
ally formulated a theory of deviancy. Katherine
Newman carefully observed and talked to young
men and women who are part of the “working
poor” in Harlem, primarily in the food industry.
She found that they “do not need their values
reengineered. They do not need lessons about
the dignity of work.” Newman (1999:297-298)
concludes that they need jobs that pay a living
wage.

These, and countless other inductive expla-
nations, tend to be highly valid, particularly
when they are based on lengthy fieldwork. Over
many months the process of induction gradu-
ally eliminates the weaker alternative explana-
tions for the behavior of the particular individu-
als observed. The chances become less and less
that important variables remain hidden from
theinvestigator. However, inductive explanation
tends to be less reliable than itis valid. The mea-
suring tools used in this mode of inquiry are
developed on an ad hoc basis, and they are influ-
enced to a considerable degree by the unique
experience of individual researchers. Thus, if
we use inductive, as opposed to deductive,
research strategies, the chances are increased
that another investigator may come to equally
valid, yet different, conclusions. The theoretical
explanations created by induction also may be
less generalizable from one setting to another.?

Despite these difficulties, inductive research
isno less scientific than the deductive approach.
The tension over reliability and validity is felt
by all researchers, no matter what their field of
inquiry. We may have to sacrifice a little of one
to improve the other. Indeed, the purely deduc-

3 For more details on this point, refer to Chapter 9.
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tive strategy is often not followed to the letter,
even in the physical and natural sciences. In all
disciplines, the development of theory is neces-
sarily both inductive and deductive. Scientists
may begin with a theory, try to test it deductively
with actual data, and find that it does not predict
well. At that point, they may choose to modify
the theory to make it more consistent with the
data. When they do this, they are beginning to
engage in an inductive process of inquiry.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH IDEAS

Even though the relationship between theory
and research has been explained in this chap-
ter, an important question remains: Where do
research ideas come from? This is one of the keys
to the research imagination!

Curiosity

Social researchers are generally intensely curi-
ous people. They want to know about those dif-
ferent from themselves, for example, an African
society (Trefon, 2005); mental patients in a back
ward (Knipfel, 2000); the very poor (Kozol, 1996);
ortheveryrich (Herman, 1999). Often theybegin
toinvestigate some setting or group for little rea-
son other than that they are intrigued by, or per-
plexed by, a set of behaviors. What is it like to
be a woman in a motorcycle gang (Hopper and
Moore, 1990)? Why can’t “Johnny” read at the
appropriate grade level (Spear-Swerling, 1997)?
Why was the 2004 election so divisive (Sabato,
2006)? These are questions that have inspired
social research. All scientists grapple with mys-
tery. Social scientists, in particular, are attracted
to those whose actions and motives are, at least
atfirst glance, unclear or puzzling. Once they are
attracted to a subject, the logic of science fuels
their curiosity and their imagination. The scien-
tific method disciplines the raw enthusiasm of
the researcher but does not dampen it.

Pure and Applied Research

The investigator’s curiosity is not confined to
bizarre settings and to social problems of an
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immediate nature. Some science involves basic,
or PURE RESEARCH, that is, finding the solu-
tion to questions that are intellectually challeng-
ing but that may not have practical applications
in the short run. Pure research in social science
is primarily devoted to expanding theoretical
horizons; thus, the actual setting for data col-
lection may be of secondary importance. If, for
example, we are keenly interested in how peo-
plelearn the grammatical structure of language,
we might choose to gather data in an elemen-
tary school. There we would find out a great deal
about how schools function, how teachers orga-
nize their time, and how young children dress
and play. Any and all of this information might
be of use to school administrators, teachers, and
parents, but our concentration in this setting
would be on data about language acquisition.
In fact, we could probably discover similar pro-
cesses oflearning in another setting entirely, say,
on a street corner, or in a home.

APPLIED RESEARCH, however, is inspired by
the needs of social action. Its findings and con-
clusions are applied immediately to solve a prob-
lem or to improve the effectiveness of an existing
or proposed social program. Are the agencies set
up to help poor people serving their intended
clientele? How many parking meters should be
puton Main Street? How can hospital emergency
rooms be made more efficient? These are exam-
ples of questions that inspire applied research.
The answers to these questions may have theo-
retical significance, but the investigations were
manifestly intended to help people. The results
of basic research may offer practical assistance
to the public sooner than expected, but its pri-
mary purpose is the accumulation of knowledge
for its own sake.

Public Sociology

In practice, PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY appears to be a
compromise between pure and applied research
that seeks to effect social change and public pol-
icy (Agger, 2000). Practitioners of public soci-
ology (e.g., Derber, 2000; Putnam, 2001) try to
communicateinlanguage thatresonates with the
people, groups, and organizations that compose
the nonacademic community, and to establish a
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dialogue with them. However, they also remain
true to the theoretical insights of professional
social science. A leading proponent of public
sociology, Michael Burawoy (2005), makes the
point thatheis “unequivocally committed to the
values and practice of professional sociology —
its rigour, its science, its research programmes,
its care to get things right, its concern with the-
oretical issues.” The primary purpose of pub-
lic sociology, in his view, is “promoting public
discourse.” However, he notes, “Without profes-
sional sociology there is no public sociology.”
An excellent example of these principles is
provided by Diane Vaughan (1996), whose aca-
demicinvestigation into the Challengerand Col-
umbia space shuttle disasters has led to media
exposure and numerous consulting opportuni-
ties. In the box on pages 27-28, Vaughan chroni-
cles her foray into the realm of public sociology.

Already Existing Theory

In addition to researchers’ basic curiosity and
the problems they want to help solve, another
major source of research ideas is the storehouse
of theory that has been built and expanded by
social science. These ideas channel the devel-
opment of research. It is easy to see why this
is so when we consider that deductive strate-
gies for the collection of data have dominated
the study of human behavior for the past sixty
years. Even when we use the inductive approach
to data, however, it is extremely difficult to
enter the field with a clean slate. Ideally, induc-
tion begins with no theoretical preconceptions,
but although researchers may not write down
hypotheses or sketch models in advance, they
still cannot fully erase the memory of alecture, a
book they have read, or the example of concep-
tual skill provided by another investigator whom
they respect or admire.

In a book that is still widely read and dis-
cussed, Alvin Gouldner (1970) argued that in
the latter decades of the twentieth century there
was a reluctance to work at testing new ideas
in the investigation of social life and a tendency
to deal with the same old assumptions about
society, merely applying them to new settings.
Although we might agree with him concerning
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How Theory Travels: A Most Public Public Sociology

The tragic disintegration of NASA Space Shuttle Columbia on February 1, 2003, sent
me on an unexpected and remarkable eight-month journey in public sociology. Hours
after the accident, | was deluged with press calls stemming from my study of the
causes of the 1986 Challenger disaster. Recognizing the teaching opportunity and
professional responsibility, | tried to respond to everyone.

| was teaching the theoretical explanation and key concepts of the book, linking
them to data about Challenger and Columbia as changing press questions dictated.
Because the investigation went on for months, these conversations became an ongo-
ing exchange where the press brought me new information, and | gave a sociological
interpretation. | noticed that the concepts of the book — the normalization of deviance,
institutional failure, organization culture, structure, missed signals — began appearing
in print early in the investigation and continued, whether | was quoted or not.

Two weeks after the accident, the publicity director at my publisher sent a copy of the
Challenger book to retired Admiral Harold Gehman, who headed the Board investigating
the Columbia accident. As the Admiral later told me, he read it mid-February, along
with my jargon-free condensation published in a management journal. Persuaded of
the relevance of the sociological analysis to Columbia, he sent copies of both to the
Board. The Admiral and the Board members were experienced accident investigators,
trained to look beyond technical causes to human factors, but the organizational focus
and concepts of the book were new to them, helped make sense of their data and led
them to other social science sources.

The Admiral believed that history was a scene-setter, not a cause. Citing exam-
ples from the Challenger case, | explained how historic decisions in NASA'’s political
and budgetary environment changed the organization structure and culture, ultimately
affecting risk decisions, thus contributing to both accidents. He was dubious [but as
we collaborated] information and ideas flew fast and freely. Extraordinary investigative
effort, data, analysis, and insights were integrated into my writing; sociological con-
nections and concepts became integrated across the chapters of the Board’s Report
on the accident. It was based on their data but the outline of chapter topics paralleled
my data and causal model. The Admiral, it turned out, was “delighted” with the result.
The Board, too, accepted “History as Cause: Columbia and Challenger” as a chapter
in the Report, along with its implications for the expanded causal model.

The new centrality of sociological ideas and the connection with the Challenger acci-
dent were not lost on the media. In press conferences, Admiral Gehman stressed the
importance of the social causes. When he announced that | would testify before the
Board in Houston, the field’s leading journal, Aviation Week and Space Technology,
headlined “Columbia Board Probes the Shuttle Program’s Sociology.” My testimony
covered the causes of the Challenger accident, comparison with Columbia, and iden-
tification of systemic common institutional failures. The book’s theory and concepts
traveled farther as my testimony — like that of other witnesses — aired live on NASA
TV and video-streamed into TV, radio, and Internet outlets.

The New York Times announced the equal weight the report would give to technical
and social causes, identifying me as the source of the Board’s approach. The language
of sociology became commonplace in the press. The theory of the book traveled one
more place that August week. An AP wire story, “NASA Finally Looks to Sociologist,”
revealed that NASA had invited me to headquarters to talk with top officials, who
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shifted from denial to acknowledgement that the systemic institutional failures that
led to Challenger also caused Columbia.

Never did | foresee the extent of my involvement nor my impact. To give an idea of
the extent of public and press interest in a sociological interpretation of the disaster’s
causes, | had been quoted in print 50 times by the end of May. [I was] elucidating
principles that bring sociology alive, out of textbooks, academic monographs, and
classrooms and into the public consciousness and policy debate. Sociology was the
instigator of it all. The theory and concepts that explained Challenger led to these con-
nections because they were an analogical fit with the Columbia data and made sense
of what happened for journalists and the Board. My book and university affiliation gave
me the opportunity to engage in ongoing dialogic teaching — akin to daily grass-roots
activism — but with these two tribunals of power with authoritative voice. . . translating
the ideas of the book into grist for critical public dialogue.

Excerpted with permission from Diane Vaughan. 2003. “How Theory Travels: A Most Public
Sociology.” ASA Footnotes, 31 (8) November/December.

the limitations of the theories bequeathed to us
by previous generations of researchers, we must
alsorecognize thatscience develops through the
continual testing of already existing theoretical
ideas (Kuhn, 1996).

Often the setting or subject for research is
chosen because it appears to be ideal for test-
ing a theory or a part of a theory. An extraordi-
nary number of studies have stemmed from the
work of Parsons, Shils, and Smelser (1962/2001).
Investigators, starting with functionalist theo-
ries, have analyzed large-scale organizations,
schools, and the military, as well as the gen-
eral phenomenon of social stratification. Davis
(1945/1993) concluded that our system of dis-
tinctsocial classeswas of greatvalue to society, in
part because we need to reward people of talent
and skill at ahigher rate than those with less abil-
ity and ambition. The great disparity between
rich and poor in America is desirable, according
to this view, to motivate people to perform the
important tasks of leadership in business and
government.

Studies based on Parsons’ paradigm have
been challenged by those who see functional-
ism as inherently conservative and overly sup-
portive of the status quo and the interests of the
“establishment.” Therefore, much research has
been generated out of what social scientists see
as the limitations of systems analysis. Marxists
and other CONFLICT THEORISTS argue that

structural functionalism does not deal effect-
ively with issues of social change and deviance
(Harper, 2006). Their paradigm contrasts sharp-
ly with Parsons’ because they see change and
conflict as continuous and natural, not disrup-
tive of social order. Whereas functionalists main-
tain that every society rests on the consensus
of its members, their critics believe that every
society exhibits constraint of some of its members
(Ritzer and Goodman, 2003).

A change in theoretical position encourages
changes in the kind of data that need to be
acquired. Thus, assomeresearchers have moved
away from the paradigm of functionalism, there
has been increased emphasis on the investiga-
tion of groups that contribute to the disrup-
tion of the social system, for example, radi-
cal students and gays (Burawoy et al., 1991;
Gamson, 1999). In addition, more attention has
been devoted to power relations of dominance
and subordination in the economy, law enforce-
ment, among racial and ethnic groups, and
between the sexes.

Training and Experience

Finally, in reviewing the sources of research
ideas, we must consider the training and expe-
rience of the investigator. The nature of one’s
employmentisimportantbecause a certain type
of research may be expected in a particular
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department or agency. The priorities of the gov-
ernment bureaus that provide funding for the
social sciences also influence the goals of the re-
search and the settings chosen. Often the selec-
tion of a specific model or paradigm is influ-
enced by one’s colleagues and teachers at work
or in the university.

These pressures can never be entirely elimi-
nated, nor should they be. Science is a cooper-
ative enterprise, and researchers often require
some assistance in formulating research ideas.
The choice of theories, models, and paradigmsis
crucial. It may, as we have seen, help determine
the subject ofan investigation. Even more signif-
icant is the effect of theory selection on research
findings and conclusions. Whether a criminal is
portrayed as a victim of society or as one who
victimizes society may depend less on the crime
committed than on whether the investigator was
influenced by labeling theory or by functionalist
theory.

To the layperson this may not sound very sci-
entific, but the scientific method does not spec-
ify which theory is most appropriate or the form
in which it should be presented. Because these
choices are to be made by researchers, they need
to be aware of the ways in which their prior train-
ing, and the expectations of others, influence
the decisions they make. Data do not “speak
for themselves.” It is up to the researcher, using
social theory, to demonstrate the significance of
data. It is an awesome responsibility.

INTELLECTUAL CRAFTSMANSHIP

If by now you suspect that there are some dilem-
mas in research methods that cannot be re-
solved once and for all, you are right. To learn
methodology and to do research itself requires
a tolerance for ambiguity and living with some
uncertainty. Itis always possible that the data we
collect may continually support our hypotheses
but that our theory itself may be wrong. Or our
stated hypotheses may be supported by the data,
but for reasons simply unknown to us.

The canons of science are a basic blueprint,
but to do good research, we must do more than
follow their direction. The scientific method
does not tell us whether to maximize descrip-
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tion or explanation in data analysis, nor does
it tell us how much validity may be sacrificed
to improve the reliability of a study. It does not
guide us automatically to the theory that fits our
data best or to the most effective technique of
data collection. Weighing such decisions skill-
fully is only partly a science; it is also a craft that
calls for research imagination. The researcher is
both a scientist and craftsperson whose toolkit
includes a vibrant imagination.

Noted sociologist C. Wright Mills (1959/2000:
215-223) explained that a true craftsman is
someone who maintains the image of a com-
pleted product from start to finish, someone
who knows everything that goes into it, even if
some of the tasks are performed by others. It is
in this sense that the skilled researcher practices
a craft. Craftsmanship follows a plan devised by
theworker. This plan, whetheritis the pattern for
carving a rocking chair or the design for exam-
ining a social problem, is of course shaped by
the worker’s imagination and prior experience.
A researcher may use a theory that has been
used before, in the same manner as the car-
penter decides to make another chair like the
one in his parlor. However, the plans of both
are also highly individualistic and subject to
modification as the work progresses. The result,
therefore, reveals the personality and interests
of the worker. The scientific canon of objectivity
does not mean that research has to be uniform
and colorless. The difference between ordinarily
and finely crafted studies is comparable to the
distinction between mass-produced and one-
of-a-kind items. Despite the freedom to create
which craftsmanship affords, there is, inevitably,
some mechanical drudgery in some phases of
the work. However, says Mills, the craftsman is
“carried over these junctures by keen anticipa-
tion” of what the finished product will look like,
and by pride at its completion.

Learning the Craft

In generations past, young apprentices received
instruction in the workshop of a master. They
first acquired some basic skills from books and
perfected the essential “hands on” techniques
by practicing continually. In teaching research
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methods, the authors of this book can perform
some of the same functions. We will clarify the
criteria that social scientists use in evaluating
their work and the work of others. We will show
you techniques for improving reliability and
validity, and we will offer you helpful suggest-
ions as you go, step by step, through the research
process. When you finish, you will be acquain-
ted with most of the tools in the researcher’s
“workshop.”

Your ability to use these tools is indispensable
for the collection of data about the world, but
it will not, in itself, make you an imaginative
craftsman or craftswoman. Norules or set of pro-
cedures will ever replace a keen imagination in
producinga good study. Technique isimportant,
but showing off methodological expertise for its
own sake is pointless. The purpose of research is
to produce findings that add to our knowledge.

Using Research Imagination

How, then, does one go about cultivating an
“imagination”? Contrary, perhaps, to popular
conception, creativity is not something that one
either possesses ordoesnot. One can acquire the
knackofbeinganimaginative researcher by con-
tinually structuring one’s thoughts and ideas. It
takes work to develop this talent; how perceptive
an observer you are will depend more on your
own energy than on anything we can tell you.
In his essay on intellectual craftsmanship,
Mills (1959/2000) suggested ways of channeling
mental energy. He said that ideas and problems
for research gradually take shape as social sci-
entists “play around” with concepts. It is not
uncommon to begin toying with an idea and
wait, sometimes several years, before actually
beginning to work on it. During the interven-
ing period, the problem remains in the back of
the mind, and each time one reads something,
or has a relevant personal experience, a mental
note is made. Part of intellectual craftsmanship
is this continual reflection on ideas over time.
Mills, in fact, advocated that researchers keep
afile, or journal, to serve as a reservoir for ideas.
Entries in this file should continually reflect
one’s own life experiences. In this sense, to be
a scientist does not mean separating our per-
sonal intellectual life from our career. Our pri-
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vate troubles, as workers, parents, consumers,
and voters, are in reality public issues. We must
appreciate this point and try to get others to
understand itas well. In our journal we may keep
memos to ourselves, excerpts from books, half-
baked theories, snatches of conversations heard
on the street, even our dreams. As the file begins
to grow, it is useful to go through the entries,
trying to see which pieces of information seem
to have things in common. This periodic rear-
ranging of data itself constitutes an exercise of
the research imagination and frequently gener-
ates newideas. We may find through such a con-
tinual reorganization that certain key concepts
emerge and that many of our entries, previously
seen as wholly independent and discrete, begin
to fit into a larger mosaic.

One of the features of such a process is that
we will eventually reach a point where we have
generated more ideas than we could likely inves-
tigate in a lifetime. We find ourselves necessar-
ily setting priorities among our several ideas. In
Mills’s own words, “Any working social scientist
who is well on his way ought at times to have
so many plans, which is to say ideas, that the
question is always, which of them am I, ought
I, to work on next?” (2000:198). A true crafts-
man or craftswoman, whether working in wood,
clay, paint, or ideas, is never without something
to do.

SUMMARY

The selection of an existing theory, or the con-
struction of new theory, is as important to social
research as the perfection of techniques for the
collection of data. Theory may be suggested by
taxonomies, models, typologies, and paradigms.
Most theoretical forms are compatible with the
scientific method. Creating and expanding the-
ory are prime motives for research. The choice
of theory is crucial because it may influence
not only the topic of an investigation but the
research findings as well. Existing theoretical
models and paradigms exercise great influence
over the research enterprise, but neither these
formulations, nor any guidelines for gathering
social data, can substitute for a creative imagina-
tion. The individual investigator as practitioner
of a craft remains at the heart of the process.
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KEY TERMS

applied research
conflict theory
deduction

descriptive model
dramaturgical paradigm
explanatory model
induction

model

paradigm

public sociology

pure research
respondent

social theories
structural functionalism
systems theory
taxonomy

typology

variable

1. Choose some examples of research in the social
sciences that attempt to offer theoretical expla-
nation of some phenomena. For each, indicate
whether the theoretical explanation is arrived at
through an inductive or a deductive process. Then,
say whether you feel the theories have been ade-
quately verified by the data collected.

2. Using the same piece(s) of research as for exer-
cise 1, try the following:

® Indicate the assumptions that you believe
underlie the respective theories by creating a
list of propositions that follow one another in
sequence.

e If the theory is stated only in verbal terms, try
to create a model similar to Figure 2.2 to illus-
trate the proposed causal connections between
the variables in the theory.

3. From a textbook such as Shoemaker (2006), find
two competing theories of delinquency. Indicate
which theory you believe to be more reasonable
and why. What type of data would you need to test
each of your chosen theories?

4. On the basis of your personal observation, try
to construct a classificatory scheme for describing
the types of students on your campus.

5. Keep ajournal in which you note aspects of your
own everyday life that you believe have sociolog-
ical, psychological, or political significance. After
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one week, reflect on the process of developing cate-
gories for making generalizations about your activ-
ities. Why are you selecting these categories? What
have you left out, and why?
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INTRODUCTION

The first two chapters have explained the ele-
ments of the scientific method and examined
the connection between theory and the research
process. After reading these chapters, you are
now ready to look at how research is actually
designed, step-by-step. RESEARCH DESIGN is
the overall process of using your imagination as
well as the strategy and tactics of science to guide
the collection and analysis of data. Have you
have ever wondered: “What is a proper problem
to write about in my term paper?” This issue,
selecting a topic for study, is the first and most
crucial one to be addressed in social research.
The dilemmas of research design are sometimes
difficult to resolve. Professional social scientists
with years of experience sometimes wonder if
investigating a problem that happens to interest
them personally will produce a worthy addition
to knowledge in their field of inquiry.

A related and equally thorny issue to be
explored in this chapter is whether it is legiti-
mate, or desirable, to be wholly descriptive in
one’s work, rather than explanatory. In other
words, should all research make some theoret-
ical contribution? In addition, we will examine
the question ofhow much informationisneeded
to substantiate an argument. The old axiom that
“the more we know, the more we realize our own
ignorance” certainly applies in social research.
Are there guidelines to help us determine when
we should stop collecting data and begin to ana-
lyze it? Finally, this chapter will highlight the dif-
ficulties that may occur when a research topic
demands more time, attention, and money than
the social scientist can possibly give it. How
does one match the available resources to one’s
research interests?

To answer such questions, we need to know
more than the general canons and logic of the
scientific method. This chapter explains the spe-
cific components of the research process to aid
you in conducting your own investigations and
also to convey what happens as professional
social researchers actually begin to design a
study. As you will see, their work invites, and
even requires, the creative spark of the research
imagination.

Research Design

The Research Cookbook

Social investigation may be compared to the
fine art of cooking. In the kitchen, creativity
and skill each play a part in the preparation
of a tasty meal, and things do not always turn
out as expected. The first time you try to dupli-
cate Grandma’s prize recipe forhomemade clam
chowder it may look (and taste) like low tide at
Coney Island. The more you practice, the better
your results will be. The more relaxed you are,
the more you feel like trying new combinations
of ingredients. Grandma herself may seem like a
magician, adding a “pinch of this” and a “dash of
that.” She may claim thatintuition tellsher when
the oven is hot enough or when the baked apples
are soft enough. However, most excellent cooks
keep an extensive library of others’ recipes, for
information and inspiration. The following sec-
tion presents the “ingredients” of the research
enterprise and shows how they interact with one
another. Knowingwhat goes into the mixture will
not make you an instant success, but it is a good
place to begin to learn. You will become more
confident, and research will seem less a mystery,
as you discover what others have done, and as
you spend time doing it yourself.

MENUS AND RECIPES. Continuing the analogy,
Table 3.1 compares and contrasts the various
tasks of research design with the process of
putting a meal on the table.

The simple act of BRAINSTORMING, just let-
tingourimagination flow,isagood place tostart,
both for planning a meal and for research! As we
think about our dinner guests and the meal we
are about to prepare, our thoughts may wander
to a range of menu choices. What would they
most enjoy? Similarly, before we begin research
we may ask, “What topicsam I mostinterested in
studying?” “What do people already know about
that topic?” We are going to getlots of good ideas
from brainstorming, but unless we move beyond
it, we will remain rather unfocused; therefore, we
may want to consider some specific possibilities!
If in planning our meal, we eventually decide to
serve chocolate cake for dessert, we have made
a decision similar to the selection of a topic for
research, a choice that focuses our energy and
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Table 3.1. The Researcher as “Cook”

Preparing a meal...

Doing social investigation...

Deciding on the menu

Picking recipes

Budgeting time, space, and money
Shopping

Cooking

Inspecting

Serving

Selecting a topic

Conceptualizing a topic

Choosing a strategy for data collection
Collecting data

Processing and analyzing data

Interpreting and making inferences about data
Writing the final report

calls for some specific skills. In addition, as you
can see from Table 3.1, the initial choice of dish
(or topic) sets in motion a sequence of necessary
and related activities.

Having decided on chocolate cake, we are
immediately faced with a problem. Will the out-
side be milk chocolate or dark; will the inside be
devil’s food or yellow? Will the icing be smooth
and creamy, thick and fudgy, or hard and sugary?
Are we going to bake a cake with two large layers,
several smalllayers, or asheet cake with onlyone
layer? To answer these questions, we may turn
to arecipe that, in effect, refines the general con-
cept “chocolate cake.” This same process occurs
in social research after we choose to study a gen-
eral concept, for example, “alienation.” We must
then select a “recipe”; that is, we must make the
concept more specific. In this case, one of the
things we must do is decide whether the phe-
nomenon we want to explain is alienation from
work, alienation from loved ones, or alienation
from the political system. A recipe gives the cook
alistofingredients to use and tellswhatamounts
of each are required. In social research, a similar
function is performed by OPERATIONAL DEFI-
NITIONS. These are lists of the specific compo-
nents of each concept, or the actual evidence for
eachvariable. We may denote a politically alien-
ated person as an adult who has never voted or
supported a candidate of the two major parties.

There are many possible, valid operational
definitions of a given variable, in the same
sense that hundreds of different combinations
ofingredients may still produce delicious choco-
late cake. There are no absolute, one-and-for-
all definitions of concepts or lists of evidence

for variables in social research. Conceptualiza-
tion and operationalization are dependent, to a
certain extent, on the purpose of the research.
To return to our analogy, a large single-layer
cake might be appropriate for a child’s birthday
party; a small, elegant, multilayered cake may
be the perfect ending for a gourmet meal. If it is
our concern about declining labor productivity
in the United States that inspires our study of
the topic of alienation, we are likely to examine
the specific concept “alienation from work.” We
might define it by looking at three variables: evi-
dence of employees’ lack of pride in their work,
absenteeism, and industrial sabotage. Each of
these three dimensions of alienation from work
also must be operationalized — for example, does
absence from work because of illness count as
“alienation”?

BUDGETING. In the realm of cooking, the recipe
we select carries implications for the allocation
of time, space, and money. We must set aside
an hour or more if we have to follow a complex
series of steps in the preparation of our dessert. If
we must cook an entrée (say, aroast) in the oven,
beginning at four o’clock, then we must arrange
to bake the cake ahead of time. If we are planning
a gala feast, we had better check to see whether
we have exceeded our household budget for the
month. If we are pressed for time, space, and
money, we may elect to use a packaged mix in
which the major ingredients have already been
combined.

The comparison with social research strategy
is an apt one because we may have only a few
months to complete a study, a limited research
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staff, or a restricted budget. These considera-
tions influence research design and may even
preclude the selection of a topic that, though
interesting, is too complex for an individual
researcher. If we are planning to use a question-
naire as part of a social survey, we may save time
and money by selecting an already completed
instrument that has been used in a similar con-
text by other researchers. We may even decide
to avoid the collection of information ourselves
and rely on data collected by others.

The choice of recipe and allocation of our
resources affect the exercise of shopping for
the ingredients for our cake. Shall we patronize
an exclusive little store that sells delicious (but
expensive) imported chocolate? Or, if we have
more time than money, perhaps we can travel
several miles to the supermarket in a neigh-
boring community where a sale is in progress.
Maybe it would be a good idea to obtain our
ingredients at a wholesale outlet where we can
get a substantial discount by buying in large
quantities. Of course, we would need plenty of
room to store cases of chocolate and fifty-pound
sacks of flour.

The principle of shopping in the most desir-
able place for our ingredients applies as well to
the research process. The setting for the collec-
tion of data is influenced by the concepts that
interest us and the very real limits that restricted
resources may impose. A single factory could be
theideal placeto studyalienation fromwork, but
we also could investigate the same phenomenon
inalarge number of workplaces. Alienation from
loved ones might be analyzed either in the con-
text of therapeutic interviews or through using
data from counseling agencies. Political alien-
ation could be uncovered via public opinion
polls or through in-depth examination of radi-
cal political movements. In each case, the choice
of location may be affected by the nature of the
topic, by the purposes of the investigation, and
by whatis possible, given the size of the research
staff and available funding.

FROM KITCHEN TO TABLE. RAW DATA are bits of
information in the original form in which they
were gathered, for example, answers to ques-
tionnaires, field notes, or tape recordings. Just as
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the ingredients for a cake must be cooked, data
need to be processed and refined before they
are usable. Sometimes a computer software pro-
gram can help us to placeraw data into predeter-
mined categories or to perform statistical opera-
tions. Itis often assumed, in error, that this phase
of the investigation requires little creativity on
the part of the researcher. Many professionals
will tell you that their excitement or enthusiasm
does not diminish during the data processing
portion. There is the anticipation of results (per-
haps similar to the family peeking through the
oven door and imagining how delicious the cake
willbe when itis done), and there is also the pos-
sibility thatemergencies mayrequireimmediate
attention. Sometimes these unexpected events
are the results of unwitting errors such as mis-
takes inputting data into the computer. Often,
however, strategy itself changes as the data are
being processed. A cook may conclude that his
two-layer cake would really be more impres-
sive as a triple-decker, and, as we have noted,
a researcher may decide to expand her analysis
of data beyond what was originally planned.

When the cake is baked and frosted, the cook
may give it a critical eye. Did it turn out as it was
supposed to? Would itbe better if the ingredients
were modified slightly? At what other occasions
woulditbe appropriate to serve? This inspection
and critique are similar to what social scientists
dowhen theyinterpret data and drawinferences
from it. They ask what theories have been con-
firmed, disconfirmed, or created. What modifi-
cations in already existing theory are suggested?
In what other contexts would a similar study be
useful? These are questions that must be posed
if scientific inquiry is to take place.

Once the cook has examined his own work,
perhaps evenmade anotetorevise therecipe the
nexttime he bakesthe cake, itistime toserveit. It
is hoped that the diners at the table will confirm
the cook’s judgment. It may happen that a guest
or family member offers a suggestion that, if fol-
lowed, would make future cakes tastier. Serving
the cake is analogous to preparing a final report
of research, so that it may be evaluated by the
scientist’s peers and by the public.

Remember these parallels between cooking
and research as we discuss each of the elements
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ofresearch design in the sections that follow. Use
the “cookbook” as a device to help you to recall
the various components of social investigation
and to appreciate how they are interrelated.

THE COMPONENTS OF RESEARCH

Let us suppose that as one requirement of
the course in which this book is assigned, a
student must conduct original research; that is,
choose a topic and engage in inquiry to answer
questions that follow from it. How would you
go about completing this exercise successfully?
You would indeed have to perform each of the
tasks mentioned in the “research cookbook”
(although not necessarily in the exact order
presented).

Selecting a Topic

The TOPIC is the subject about which you wish
to generalize. We have already explained that
there are several sources of inspiration for good
research ideas, but as a beginning exercise, it is
perhaps most helpful to select a group, or an
individual, or a set of behaviors and attitudes in
which you have some personal interest. Perhaps
you are concerned about the possibilities for
employment after graduation, the changing and
sometimes conflicting values of marriage and
career, or the high prevalence of drug use among
teenagers. Whichever topic you choose, your
own curiosity will supply much of the energy
needed to overcome research difficulties.

To initiate exploratory research, all you need
to know is the subject for investigation. To move
beyond exploration to description or expla-
nation, you will need to begin specifying the
RESEARCH PROBLEM - the question or questions
concerning your topic that you believe are most
important to answer. Let us assume that you
have decided to investigate prevalence of drug
use among teenagers. To begin to convert this
general interest into a design for research, you
might ask: “What intrigues me most about this
topic?” Is it the threat that drugs pose to the lives
and personal safety of the users, the connection
between drug use and crime, or, in more specific
terms, what happens to the intimate relation-
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ships between drug users and their families and
friends? You might be more curious about the
“kingpins” and economic structure of the drug
trade or perhaps the effect of youths’ drug use
on the completion of their education. In the lat-
ter case, an appropriate research problem would
be to investigate the connection between drugs
and dropout rates from schools in certain urban
areas. This, in turn, maylead to a corollary issue:
What, if anything, can schools do to deter or dis-
courage drug use?

The formulation of a research problem nar-
rows the topic to manageable proportions and
suggests strategies for research design, particu-
larly the possible variables to be used and set-
tings for the collection of data. However, the fact
that some particular questions have been asked
does not determine how the abstractions “drug
use,” “teenage crime,” and “school dropout”
will be defined. This choice is still up to the
researcher.

Sometimes the purpose of a study is as impor-
tantas the topicin determining research design.
We may discover the purpose of a piece of
research by asking why and to whom it is use-
ful to have the answers to the questions being
asked. Sometimes there is no special motive
for research other than to explore some phe-
nomenon or to add to human knowledge in a
particular area. In this situation, the investiga-
tor enjoys a great deal of latitude in defining
concepts and operationalizing variables. How-
ever, on other occasions, particularly in deduc-
tive inquiry or in applied social science, the pur-
pose of the investigation is much more focused,
in that a specific hypothesis is being tested, or
human behavior is being evaluated according
to a predetermined set of standards. In these
instances, the purpose of the study has a pro-
found effect on research design. Indeed, we
often cannot begin to choose the most appro-
priate measuring tools for the variables we are
manipulating until we know why the data are
being collected in the first place.

Conceptualizing a Topic

Once your topic has been chosen and a more
specific research problem has been formulated,
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Table 3.2. Alienation Poll

time to time. Do you tend to feel or not feel...?”

Survey question: “Now | want to read you some things some people have told us they have felt from

Item 2005 2004 2000 1999 1998

1. “The rich get richer and the poor get poorer.” 75% 68% 69% 74% 72%

2. “What you think doesn’t count much any more.” 53% 51% 56% 68% 60%

3. “Most people with power try to take advantage of 60% 53% 59% 60% 58%
people like you.”

4. “The people running the country don’t really care what 53% 44% 53% 62% 54%
happens to you.”

5. “You're left out of things going on around you.” 35% 34% 39% 46% 33%

percentage responding: “tend to feel,” by year.

Adapted from the Harris Poll, November 8-13, 2005. N = 1,011 a