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Why Do Research?

Alternatives to Social Science Research

What Research Involves—A Scientific
Approach

Varieties of Social Research

Steps in the Research Process

Why Learn How to Conduct Social
Research?

Conclusion

The sociologist, then, is someone concerned with under standing society

in a disciplined way. The nature of this disciplineis scientific. This means that
what the sociologist finds and says about the social phenomena he studies
occurswithin a certain rather strictly defined frame of reference.

| wrote thistext to help you learn about how social
scientists do research and so you can conduct your
own studies. | consider two mainissuesinthischap-
ter: why you should learn about doing social re-
search and the basi cs of what social scienceresearch
isall about.

Socia science research is pervasive, and it af-
fects your daily life aswell as that of your family,
friends, neighbors, and co-workers. Findings from
socia science studies appear on broadcast newspro-
grams, in magazines and newspapers, and on many
Web sites and blogs. They cover dozens of topics
and fields: law and public safety, schooling, health
care, persona and family relations, political issues,
and business activities aswell asinternational and
socia trends. We use the knowledge and principles
of social science research, directly or indirectly, as
weengagein relationshipswith family, friends, and
co-workers, participatein community life or public
policy, and make daily decisions in business, pro-
fessional life, and health care. Social researchisnot
just for college classrooms and professors; high
school teachers, parents, businessowners, advertis-

—Peter Berger, An Invitation to Sociology, p. 16

ers, managers, administrators, officials, service
providers, health care professional's, and othersuse
its findings and principles. They use themto raise
children, reduce crime, manage health concerns,
sell productsor services, digest news events, and so
forth. Thereislittle doubt about theimportanceand
centrality of socia science research. Despite scat-
tered criticismtothe contrary, researchishighly rel-
evant for understanding social life generally and to
the decisions you make each day.

To seethepractical relevance of social research,
let us consider a couple raising a three-year-old
child. Onestudy (Wrigley and Derby, 2005) found
that paid child careisquite safe but a so discovered
striking differencesin fatality rates across various
types of care. Center-based care is far safer than
care provided in private homes. Another study
(Bridges et al., 2007) showed that center-based
care significantly raises a child's reading and
math scores, but it has a negative effect on socio-
behavioral measures (e.g., the child exhibits less
cooperation, more aggression). Children who start
at ages two to three get the largest benefit rather

From Chapter 1 of Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 7/e. W. Lawrence Neuman.
Copyright © 2011 by Pearson Education. Published by Allyn & Bacon. All rights reserved.
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than younger or older children. Active parental
involvement with a child lessens any negative be-
havioral consequences from child care. Another
study (Love et al., 2003) showed that child care
centers vary widely in quality. Quality of care
makes a bigger difference than amount of timein
care or whether parents or a care center is provid-
ing the care. Another study (Sosinsky, Lord, and
Zigler, 2007) learned that care center quality was
generally higher in nonprofit, nonreligiously affil-
iated centersthan other types. Based on thesefind-
ings, acouple may decideto look for aspecifictype
of child care center, devote time to checking into
the quality of care it offers, and make special ef-
forts to encourage their child's socia skill devel-
opment. The studies are not only relevant for
specific parents but also haveimplicationsfor pub-
lic policy and how a community addresses child
care issues.

Social science research yields valuable infor-
mation and expands our understanding, but it isnot
100 percent fool proof. It doesnot guarantee perfect
resultsevery timeor offer “ absolutetruth.” Thismay
bewhy some peopledistrust research-based know!-
edge or why some people, including afew media
commentators, even ridicule professiona re-
searchers and study results. Despite some derision,
in a head-to-head comparison with the alternative
ways we can learn about the world and make deci-
sions, research readily wins hands-down. Thisis
why professionals, educated people, and respon-
sibleleaders consistently turn to the methods, prin-
ciples, and findings of social research when they
want to learn more or make important decisions.

Thistext considers both the methodology and
methods of social science research. Theterms may
seem to be synonyms, but methodology is broader
and envel ops methods. Methodol ogy means under-
standing the entire research process—including its
social-organizational context, philosophical as-
sumptions, ethical principles, and the political im-
pact of new knowledgefromthe research enterprise.
Methods refer to the collection of specific tech-
nigues we use in a study to select cases, measure
and observe socid life, gather and refine data, ana-
lyze data, and report on results. Thetwo areclosely
linked and interdependent.

Reading and doing socia research can be ex-
citing: Itisaprocessof discovery inwhichwelearn
many new things. Doing social scienceresearchre-
quires persistence, personal integrity, tolerance for
ambiguity, interaction with others, and pride in
doing top-quality work. It also requires logical
thinking, carefully following rules, and repeating
steps over and again. In the research process, we
jointheoriesor ideaswith factsin asystematic way.
We also use our creativity. To conduct a study, we
must organize and plan. We need to select research
methods appropriateto aspecific question. We must
always treat the study participants in an ethical or
moral way. In addition, we need to communicateto
others how we conducted a study and what we
learned fromiit.

In this chapter, we consider some alternatives
to social science research and why research is pre-
ferred. We next examine how the enterprise of sci-
entific research works, including the stepsin doing
aresearch study and typesof social sciencestudies.

ALTERNATIVES TO SOCIAL
SCIENCE RESEARCH

In this section, we look at four commonly used
alternatives to social science research that many
people rely on to acquire knowledge and make
decisions:

Personal experience and common sense
Experts and authorities

Popular and media messages
Ideological beliefsand values

Knowledge from Personal Experience
and Common Sense

If something happensto us, if we personally seeit
or experience it, we probably accept it astrue. Per-
sonal experience or “seeingisbdieving” isapow-
erful type of knowledge. Unfortunately, it can also
lead us astray. Something similar to an optical illu-
sion or mirage can occur. What appears to be true
actualy isdueto anillusion, yet the power of im-
mediacy and direct personal contact isso strong that
weeasily fal for illusionswithout evenreadlizingit.
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Thisis why many people insist on believing what
they personally experience rather than what they
learn by reading a carefully conducted research
study that was designed to avoid the errors of per-
sonal experience. Thisis especially true when re-
search studies contradict what personal experience
or common sense tell us. Moreover, errors of per-
sonal experiencereinforceeach other. A few people
even purposely use the distortions of personal ex-
perience to mislead others through propaganda,
consor fraud, magic tricks, political manipulation,
and advertising gimmicks.

Entire subfields of research are devoted to un-
covering thewayswe misjudge, over- or underesti-
mate, and make mistakes. Here is an example;
Women tend to stick with skin creams that do not
work. Moreover, the less effective abeauty product
or treatment, themorelikely they will keep usingit.
These are the findings of a study of 300 women,
ages 27 to 65, who were trying to achieve a more
youthful appearanceby using creams, vitamins, and
other beauty treatments. Thefindingswere not what
we might expect: The women were most loyal to
products and treatments when they didn’t work!
Among women who felt that the treatments were
not working, 27 percent stopped using them.
Among women who felt the treatments were suc-
cessful, 55 percent stopped using them. The re-
searchers think the women keep doing something
that did not work because when people don't feel
good about themselves, fear isamore powerful mo-
tivator than success. Fear about looking older
spurred the women to keep trying even when prod-
uctsdon’t work.!

Whilestudiesthat uncover our tendency tomis-
judge are fun to read, they point to a general prin-
ciple: Everyday reasoning and perceptions are
imperfect and subject to error. Moresignificantly, we
rarely notice or catch such errorsright away if at al.

Knowledge from personal experience, com-
mon sense “facts,” and reasoning might be correct,
but they can lead us astray (see Expansion Box 1,
What We Think WeWill Do and What WeA ctually
Do). For example, common sense saysthat distrib-
uting free condoms in high schoolswill encourage
teens to engage in sexual activity or that impos-
ing harsh punishment, such as the death penalty,

EXPANSION 1

What We Think We Will Do and
What We Actually Do

Social scientists note a paradox: Most people
strongly condemn overt racism, yet acts of blatant
racism still occur. To examine this, Kawakami and as-
sociates (2009) conducted an experiment. They
thought perhaps people inaccurately estimate what
they would feel and do if they were to witness
racism. To examine this, they asked non-Black stu-
dents how they would feel and what they thought
they would do if a racist act occurred. Most predicted
that they would be very upset. However, when the
researchers staged a racist act in front of them, most
of the students showed little distress. Most said they
would avoid a person who made a crude racist com-
ment, but again what people said did not match their
actual behavior. Study results suggest that one rea-
son racism continues is that many people who be-
lieve they would feel upset or take action actually
respond with indifference when an act of racism
actually occurs. Apparently, we are not good at
predicting how we will act in real situations when
they happen.

decreases violent crimes—yet numerous studies
suggest that both of these beliefs are false. Most
people think an eyewitness account of acrimeis
ideal, but studies show they are highly inaccurate.
Many of usworry about tragic accidentsand horrific
events, such as a plane crash or a school shooting.
However, we tend to worry about the “wrong”
things because our estimates of something happen-
ing are far from actual probabilities based on care-
ful studies. Likewise, we can be misled by surface
appearances. Many people purchased a large,
powerful-looking SUV for itssafety at atimewhen
crashtestsand accident records showed SUVsto be
less safe than many meeker looking cars.2
Erroneous “common sense” misperceptions
havereal consequences. Moreover, the mediaoften
repeat and spread the misperceptions, schools or
busi nesses make deci sions based on them, and | aw-
makers and politicians advance new laws or poli-
ciesfounded on them. We often makethefollowing
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five errors in our everyday decisions, but the re-
search process triesto reduce such errors.

Overgeneralization
Selective observation
Premature closure
Halo effect

False consensus

1. Overgeneralization occurs when we have
some believable evidence and then assume that it
applies to many other situations as well. Note the
word “over.” Generalization can be appropriate but
it islimited. We can generalize a small amount of
evidenceto abroader situation but only if we do so
with great care. Unfortunately, many of us tend to
generalize far beyond what is acceptable with lim-
ited evidence. We often generalize from what we
know to unknown areas. For example, over the
years, | have personally known five peoplewho are
blind. All of them were very outgoing and friendly.
Can | conclude that al people who are blind are
friendly? Do the five people with whom | had per-
sonal experience fully represent al people on the
planet who are blind?

2. Selective observation isdlightly different
than overgeneralization. It occurs when we take
special notice of certain people or eventsand then
generalize from them. Most often wefocus on par-
ticular cases or situations, especially when they fit
preconceived ideas. We also tend to seek out

Overgeneralization Statement that goes far beyond
what can be justified based on the data or empirical
observations that one has.

Selective observation Process of examination in a
way that reinforces preexisting thinking rather than in
a neutral and balanced manner.

Premature closure Act of making a judgment or
reaching a decision and ending an investigation before
gathering the amount or depth of evidence required
by scientific standards.

Halo effect Occurrence that allows the prior reputa-
tion of persons, places, or things to color one’s evalua-
tions rather than evaluating all in a neutral, equal
manner.

evidence that confirms what we already believe.
At the same time, most of ustend to overlook the
entire range of cases. We often dismiss contradic-
tory information as being an exception we can ig-
nore. For example, | believe people who are
overweight are more outgoing and friendly than
thin people. My belief comes from stereotypes
learned from my parents and media sources. | ob-
serve people who are overweight and, without
being aware, pay more attention to their smiling,
laughing, and so on. | notice thin people more
when they arelooking serious, distracted, or angry.
Without realizing it, | notice people and situations
that reinforce my preconceived way of thinking.
Studies also document our tendency to “ seek out”
and distort memories to make them more consis-
tent with what we already think.

3. Premature closur e operates with and in-
forces the first two errors. It occurs when we feel
we have the answer and no longer need to listen,
seek information, or raise questions. For practical
purposes, at some point, we need to stop gathering
information and cometo adecision. Unfortunately,
most of usare alittle lazy or get alittle Sloppy. We
gather asmall amount of evidence or look at events
for a short time and then think we have it figured
out. We look for evidence to confirm or reject an
idea and stop after getting a small amount of evi-
dence and jump to conclusions.

4. The halo effect occurs when we overgen-
eralize from what we believe to be highly positive
or prestigious. We give ahalo to, or a positive rep-
utation to, things or people we respect. This halo
“rubs off” on other things or people about which
weknow little. Thus, | pick up areport by aperson
fromaprestigiousuniversity, say, Harvard or Cam-
bridge University. | assumethat the author issmart
and talented, and | expect the report to be excellent.
| do not make the same assumption about areport
written by someone from Unknown University. |
form an opinion in advance, and | do not approach
each report on its own merits alone. Perhaps a
celebrity or person | trust endorses a product or
political candidate about which | know little. | use
my positive feelings as a substitute for doing the
work of finding out for myself or asashortcut when
making decisions.
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5. False consensusis a psychological effect
documented by dozens of studies (Marks and
Miller, 1987). It suggests that we are not good at
distinguishing between what we personally think
and what we think most other people believe. In
short, wetend to seethe views of most other people
asbeing similar to our ownviews. Thisisnot amat-
ter of purposely conforming to and copying a
crowd perspective. Rather, most of usfeel that our
own viewsare“normal” or “ordinary” in compar-
ison with others. While this might be true, we
greatly overestimate how much our views match
those of other people. Interms of socia eventsand
issues, studies suggest that most of us are not very
good at judging the thoughts of people around us.

Sacial research helps addressthe errors of per-
sonal experience. Research standards, rules, and
principles are designed to reduce the misjudgment,
bias, and distorted thinking that frequently occurs
with personal experience.

Knowledge from Experts and Authorities

Most of what we know probably comes from our
parents, teachers, and experts aswell as from books,
film, television, the Internet, and other media. Often
we accept something as being true because someone
with expertiseor inaposition of authority saysitisso
or because it appears in an authoritative, trusted
source. Thisis using authority as a basis of knowl-
edge. Inmany ways, relying onthewisdom of experts
and authorities is a quick, smple, and inexpensive
way to learn something. An expert may spend agreat
amount of timeto learn something, and we can ben-
efit from that person’s experience and efforts.
Relying on expertshaslimitations, and it iseasy
to overestimate someone’ sexpertise. Authoritiesmay
speak on fields they know little about; they can be
plainwrong. Someonewith expertisein oneareamay
extend his or her rea authority to an unrelated area.
Using the hal o effect, an expert on oneareamay ille-
gitimately act asan authority inadifferent area. Have
you ever seen commerciasinwhich amovie star or
football hero triesto convince you to buy aproduct?
Who decides who is or is not a genuine expert
or authority? A person might become a“senior fel-
low” or “adjunct scholar” in a private “think tank”

False consensus A tendency to project one’s way of
thinking onto other people. In other words, the person
assumes that everyone else thinks like he or she does.

with an impressive name, such asthe Center for the
Scientific Study of X. Some think tanks are legiti-
mate research centers, but many are fronts for
wealthy special-interest groups who want to engage
inadvocacy poalitics. Noregulationscontrol thetitles
of think tanks, and anyone can becomea* scholar” in
the group. Think tanks enable an “expert” to make
authoritative statementsto themassmedia, giving the
impression of being neutral and knowledgeable.
Such people may lack real expertise and make state-
mentsbased on opinion or ideol ogy, not onresearch.®
Later inthischapter, youwill read about how the sci-
entific community operates and how it determines
who isagenuine expert.

Evenif welocatelegitimate expertsin aspecific
field, they may disagree. Perhapsyou have heard the
dozens of contradictory and confusing research-
based recommendations about health and diet. You
might ask what is so great about research if thereis
so much disagreement. This situation happens be-
cause much of what fills the mass media using the
words* research” or “scientific” doesnot involve sci-
entific research. Unfortunately, the media often use
“research” whentechnically noreal research backsa
statement. Nonetheless, scientists or experts do not
agree 100 percent of the time. In many areas—the
best diet, health practice, public policy, or climate
change—there is some disagreement. Later in this
chapter, youwill read about the principles of science
and the operation of thescientific community and see
how disagreement arisesand isresolved aspart of the
process of scientific research.

Morethan finding an expert, it isimportant for
usto learn how to think independently and evaluate
research on our own. Alwaysrelying on expertsand
authoritiesis not consistent with the principlesof a
free, democratic society. Experts might promote
ideas that strengthen their power and position. We
lose the ability to decide for ourselvesif wefollow
only the authorities. Thisisareason to learn about
research and acquire the skills so we can evaluate
strong from weak studies.
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Knowledge Based on Popular
and Media Messages

Beyond relying on common sense, personal expe-
rience, and experts, wemay try to extend our know!-
edge by talking to others and picking up what we
can from the media. Thisisagood idea, but it has
serious limitations. Talking to others may be help-
ful, but studies have found that most people are
weak with regard to scientific literacy, geographic
knowledge, and clear, logical thinking. Thisistrue
eveninarich, advanced, and educated country like
the United States in the twenty-first century. (See
Expansion 2, Scientific Literacy Discussionlater in
this chapter.) Our ability to use advanced technol-
ogy (an iPhone, geographic positioning system, or
car with advanced equipment) does not mean we
generally think in arational, scientific way. A 2006
survey of young men and women ages 1824 found
about half could not locate the states of New York
or OhioonaU.S. map (50% and 43%, respectively)
and amajority (63%) could not find Iraq on amap
of the Middle East despite nearly constant news
coverage since the U.S. invasion in March 2003.
Large proportions of the U.S. population believein
phenomena that science rejects, such as UFOs
(34%), horoscopes and astrology (31%), ghostsand
goblins (51%), witches (34%), or adevil (61%).4
Average levels of formal schooling have risen,
but many peoplelack factual knowledge, rely onin-
accurate information, or cling to nonlogical think-
ing. Some peopl e go through schooling but learned
little or do not continue to apply the knowledge,
skills, or thinking they acquiredintheir school years
later intheir daily lifeor injob decisions. Also, many
people “follow the herd,” or rely on mass opinion.
The mass mediaoften echoes mass opinion without
serious evaluation. Asyou know well, just because
most people believe somethingistrue doesnot make
it true. However, many of usjust follow “what most
other peoplethink” even thought it might bewrong.
Many of usrely on the mass media(i.e., film,
television, newspapers, magazines, and Internet
sources) for information. Unfortunately, the
media tend to jumble together different types of
statements—ones that are based on sound research
and ones without real backing. In addition, the

media can distort social issues. The mediatend to
perpetuate the cultural myths or create “ hype” that
aserioussocial problem existswhenit may not. We
may hear of aterrible problem in the mass media,
but with closer inspection and alittle research, we
may learn that it was seriously overstated.

Road Rage Example

Americans hear a lot about road rage. Newsweek
magazine, Time magazine, and newspapersin most
major cities have carried headlines about it. Lead-
ing national political officialshaveheld public hear-
ingsonit, and thefederal government givesmillions
of dollarsin grants to law enforcement and trans-
portation departmentsto reduceit. A Californiapsy-
chologist now specializes in this disorder and has
appeared on several major television programs to
discussit.

The term “road rage” first appeared in 1988,
and by 1997, the print media were carrying more
than 4,000 articles per year onit. Despite media at-
tention about “aggressive driving” and “anger be-
hind the wheel,” there is no scientific evidence
concerning road rage. Thetermisnot precisely de-
fined and can refer to anything from gunshotsfrom
cars, use of hand gestures, running bicyclists off the
road, tailgating, and even anger over auto repair
bills! All of the dataon crashes and accidents show
declines during the period when road rage reached
an epidemic.

What instead happened wasthat mediareports
fueled perceptions of road rage. After hearing or
reading about road rage and having alabel for the
behavior, people started to notice rude driving be-
havior and engaged in sel ective observation. Wewill
not know for sure until itisproperly studied, but the
amount of such behavior appears not to have
changed. It may turn out that the national epidemic
of road rageisawidely held myth stimul ated by re-
portsin the mass media.

Holiday Havoc Example

Newspapersandtelevison reportsarefilledwithdire
warnings about the many traffic accidents that
occur on holidays. Thus, the Fourth of July weekend
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holiday in the United States is presented as very
deadly with an average of 161 people killed each
year, yet the holiday period may be no more danger-
ousthan other timesand may even beabit safer! How
can this be? After a careful comparison with other
weekends and accounting for the extra amount of
driving, the holiday’saccident rateisnot very differ-
ent. Safety advocates publicize and distort statistical
informationinthemediato encourage peopletodrive
more safely.

Lesson

Road rage and holiday havoc are hardly unique sit-
uations; misrepresentation happens with many so-
cial issues. “Problem promoters,” especially in the
broadcast media, highlight dramatic cases or selec-
tively use statistical information to generate atten-
tion and agitate the public about a social problem.
Themediareportsare not so muchwrong asthey are
misleading. They are more effective for public per-
suasionthanisgiving acarefully documented pres-
entation of the entire picture. If we rely on mass
mediareportsto learn about the social world, major
trends, or serious problems, we can easily be mis-
led (Best, 2001; Fumento, 1998; and Wald, 2004).
Studies have documented poverty, crime, and
many other concerns shown in film, on television,
and in magazines do not accurately represent social
reality. The writers who create or “adapt” red life
for tel evision shows and movie scripts often distort
reality. Thisisrarely doneintentionally; rather, they
repeat misinformation they have picked up, and
their primary goal is to entertain. For example,
about only 5 of 400 films that portray psychiatric
treatment do so accurately. Likewise, mediareports
on the size of the Muslim population in the United
Statesaretwo to threetimesmorethan scientifically
based estimates suggest. African Americans were
62 percent of all poor people shown in news-
magazine photos and 65 percent ontelevision news,
yet in the true racial mix of poor people, only 29
percent are African Americans. What we seeontel-
evision or visually in photos strongly shapes our
viewson social issues. Mediadistortionsmean that
if werely onthe mediafor knowledge of the social
world, wewill often have inaccurate knowledge.>

In addition to informing and entertaining us,
the media provide aforum in which competing in-
terests try to win over public support. Those for or
against a cause will mount public relations cam-
paigns and use the media to shape public thinking.
As mentioned earlier, advocacy think tanks some-
times have false “experts’ to discuss topicsin the
media. Also, in recent years, the number of video
newsreleases (VNR), also called “fake TV news,”
has grown dramatically. A VNR is the result of a
major company or advocacy group that paysto cre-
ate sophisticated video that looks just like an inde-
pendently produced newsreport. InaVNR, an actor
or actress plays an independent reporter. The “re-
porter” presents what appears to be neutral infor-
mation or news. Inredlity, itisapublic relations or
apromotional statement. Most TV stationsshow the
VNRswithout informing viewers about the source.
A news report on television might be atype of so-
phisticated propaganda designed to influence our
views on atopic or product. We need to be careful
before accepting the mass media as an authority.

Many earnest sciencewritersand seriousjour-
naliststry to deliver accurate research-based infor-
mation. However, they can be overshadowed by the
volume and prominence of other media messages.
Asyouwill seelater inthischapter, themassmedia
are not the best sourcesto learn about research stud-
ies. Instead, rely on the scientific community’scom-
munication system that is available at no cost to
anyone with some knowledge of research and who
devotesthetimeto exploreit.

Knowledge Subordinated to Ideological
Beliefs and Values

Despite the strength and availability of social sci-
enceresearch, some managersand decision makers
consciously reject it and instead promote and de-
fend actions based on their palitical, religious, or
ideological beliefs. For example, in 2001, the U.S.
federal government beganto fund “faith-based” so-
cial programs. Studies questioned the effectiveness
of such programs, yet they replaced programs that
were supported by research. At the same time,
knowledgeable scientists serving in government
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TABLE 1

Alternative Explanations to Social Research

EXAMPLE ISSUE: WOMEN ARE MORE LIKELY THAN MEN TO DO LAUNDRY.

Personal experience and common sense: In my experience, men just are not as concerned about clothing or
appearance as much as women are, so it makes sense that women do the laundry. When my friends and | were
growing up, my mother and their mothers did the laundry, and female friends did it for their boyfriends but never

did the men do it.

Experts and authority: Experts say that as children, females are taught to make, select, mend, and clean clothing
as part of a female focus on physical appearance and on caring for children or others in a family. Women do the

laundry based on their childhood preparation.

Popular and media messages: Movies and television commercials show women often doing laundry and enjoying
it, but men hate it and mess it up. So, women must be doing laundry because they enjoy it and are skilled at it. It

is what we see everywhere and what everyone says.

Ideological beliefs: The proper, natural place division of labor is for women to take charge of the home, caring for
children and overseeing household duties, including cooking, cleaning, and doing the laundry.

agencieswerereplaced by political appointees, per-
sonscommitted to certainideol ogies. Respected re-
search findings that contradicted ideological views
were removed from official health or environmen-
tal public information.”

Atonetime, leading U.S. government officials
promoted antiscience beliefs. Onetop aideto Pres-
ident GeorgeW. Bush claimed to rgject “theredlity-
based community,” defined as peoplewho “believe
that solutions emerge from your judicious study of
discerniblereality” (Suskind, 2004).

For an example of how the alternatives would
explain an aspect of socid life, see Table 1.

WHAT RESEARCH INVOLVES:
A SCIENTIFIC APPROACH

Socia science research is central in a*redlity-based
community.” It relieson peoplecarefully studying ex-
periences, events, and factsin socid redity. Whileso-
cia research helps us answer questions about the
socid world, it aso raises new questions and may
change how welook at theworld aswell. It relieson
theprocessand evidenceof scienceassuch, andit can
differ from casual observation, common sense rea-
soning, and other waysto eva uate evidence, includ-
ing pure logical-rational reasoning (mathematical or
philosophica proof) or lega-judicia procedure. We

next examine science in the context of doing socia
science research.

Science

When most people hear theword* science,” thefirst
image that comes to mind islikely to be alab with
test tubes, electronic equipment and microscopes,
exotic space ships, and people in white lab coats.
These outward trappings are apart of science. The
physical and biologica sciences—biology, chem-
istry, physics, and zoology—ded with the physical
and material world (e.g., rocks, plants, chemical
compounds, stars, muscles, blood, electricity).
These natural sciences are at the forefront of new
technology and receive a great deal of publicity.
Most people first think of them when they hear the
word “science.”

The social-cultural sciences (such as anthro-
pology, economics, human geography, psychology,
political science, and sociology) involve the study
of human social-cultural life: beliefs, behaviors, re-
lationships, interactions, institutions, and so forth.
Just as we apply knowledge from the physical and
biological sciences in related, more pragmatic
fields (such as agriculture, aviation, engineering,
medicine, and pharmacol ogy), we apply social sci-
ence knowledge to practical concerns in related
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applied areas (such as counseling, criminal justice,
education, management, marketing, public admin-
istration, public health, social work, and urban
planning).

Some people call social sciences “soft sci-
ences.” Thisisnot because the fieldslack rigor but
because their subject matter—human social life—
ishighly fluid, formidable to observe, and difficult
to measure precisely. The subject matter of a sci-
ence (e.g., human attitudes, protoplasm, or galax-
ies) shapes the techniques and instruments (e.g.,
surveys, microscopes, or telescopes) it uses.

Scienceisahumaninvention. Today’s science
emerged out of amajor shift in thinking nearly 400
years ago. It began with the Age of Reason or En-
lightenment period in western European history
(1600s-1700s). The Enlightenment Eraushered in
new thinking that included logical reasoning, care-
ful observations of the material world, a belief in
human progress, and aquestioning of traditional re-
ligious and political doctrines. It built on past
knowledge and started by studying the natural
world. Later it spread to the study of the social
world. A dramatic societal transformation, the In-
dustrial Revolution, spread scientific thinking. The
advancement of science and related applied fields
did not just happen on its own—it was punctuated
by the triumphs and struggles of individual re-
searchers. It was also influenced by significant so-
cial events, such as war, economic depression,
government policies, and shiftsin public support.

Before scientific reasoning grew and became
widespread, peoplerelied on nonscientific methods.
These included the alternatives discussed previ-
oudly aswdll as other methods |ess accepted today
(e.g., oracles, mysticism, magic, astrology, and spir-
its). Such systems continue to exist, but science is
now generally accepted. We still use nonscientific
methodsto study topics defined as outside the scope
of science(e.g., religion, art, literary forms, and phi-
losophy).

Science refers to both a system for producing
knowledge and the knowledge that resultsfrom that
system. Science evolved over centuriesand contin-
uesto dowly evolve. It combines assumptionsabout

the world; accumulated understandings; an orien-
tation toward knowledge; and many specific proce-
dures, techniques, and instruments. The system of
science is most tangible and visible as a socia in-
stitution, the scientific community (see discussion
of it later in this section).

Theknowledgethat scienceyieldsisorganized
into theories and grounded in empirica data. Let us
examinethreekey terms: theory, data, and empirical.
Many peopl e confusetheory with opinion, unfounded
belief, or wild guess. “Whereas a scientist under-
stands theory to be awell-grounded opinion . . . the
genera public understands it as ‘just a theory,” no
more valid than any other opinion on the matter”
(Yankelovich, 2003:8). For now, we can define
social theory asacoherent system of logically con-
sistent and interconnected ideas used to condense
and organize knowledge. You can think of theory as
amap that helps us better visuaize the complexity
in the world, see connections, and explain why
things happen. We use data to determine whether a
theory istrue and we should retainiit or isfalseand
needs adjustmentsor can be discarded. Data arethe
formsof empirical evidenceor information carefully
collected according to the rules or procedures of sci-
ence. Empirical refersto evidence or observations
grounded in human sensory experience: touch, sight,
hearing, smell, and taste. Scientific researchers can-
not usetheir sensesto observedirectly some aspects
of the world (e.g., intelligence, attitudes, opinions,
emotions, power, authority, quarks, black holes of
space, force fields, gravity). However, they have

Social theory A system of interconnected ideas that
condenses and organizes the knowledge about the so-
cial world and explains how it works.

Data Numerical (quantitative) and non-numerical
(qualitative) information and evidence that have been
carefully gathered according to rules or established
procedures.

Empirical Description of what we can observe and
experience directly through human senses (e.g., touch,
sight, hearing, smell, taste) or indirectly using tech-
niques that extend the senses.
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created specialized instruments and techniques to
observe and measure such aspectsindirectly.

Data or empirical observations can be
quantitative (i.e., expressed precisely as numbers)
or qualitative (i.e., expressed as words, images, or
objects). Later, you will see how we can measure
aspects of the social world to produce quantitative
or qualitative data.

Pseudoscience, Junk Science,
and “Real” Science

Acrossthe centuries, science achieved broad respect
and acceptance around the globe; however, many
people till 1ack scientific literacy (See Expansion
Box 2, Scientific Literacy) or confuse real science
with pseudoscience. The prefix pseudo isGreek for
false or counterfeit. We face a barrage of pseudo-
science through television, magazines, film, news-
papers, highly advertised special seminars or
workshops, and the like. Some individuals weave
the outward trappings of science(e.g., technical jar-
gon, fancy-looking machines, complex formulas
and statistics, and white lab coats) with afew sci-
entific facts and myths, fantasy, or hopesto claima
“miracle cure” “new wonder treatment,” “revolu-
tionary learning program,” “evidence of alien visi-
tors” or “new age spiritual energy.” Experts in
pseudoscience might hold an advanced academic
degree, but often it is in unrelated academic fields
or from avery weak, marginal school.

In addition to experts, magazinesor books offer
popularized or “pop” social science. Some of these
are accurate popularizations written by legitimate
social researchersto communicateto awide public
audience. Otherslook likelegitimate socia science

Pseudoscience A body of ideas or information
clothed in the jargon and outward appearance of sci-
ence that seeks to win acceptance but that was not cre-
ated with the systematic rigor or standards required of
the scientific method.

Junk science A public relations term used to criticize
scientific research even if it is conducted properly that
produces findings that an advocacy group opposes.

to anonspecialist but actually present a distorted
picture or amisuse of socia science. These authors
write the books to promote a particular political or
social position in the guise of social science, but
they do not meet the standards of scientific com-
munity. For example, the famous Hite Report on
femal e sexuality was aseriously flawed study con-
ducted by a nonscientist who seriously distorted
actual social relations. Despite its weaknesses, the
book became abest sdller that waswidely discussed
on television talk shows and in newspapers. The
same s true of the book The Bell Curve that made
claimsof African Americanintellectual inferiority.®
Unfortunately, books advertised on television or
radio, cited in newspaper articles, or sold at alocal
bookstore can be filled with opinion, personal be-
liefs, or serioudly flawed research. It is easy for an
unwary consumer to be misled and confuse suchin-
accurate or highly opinionated books with legiti-
mate socia science.

Perhaps you have heard the term junk sci-
ence. Publicrelationsfirmscreated thisterminthe
1980s as a strategy to denigrate actual scientific
evidence. They used the term to attack research
findingsthat were presented in courtsto document
injury or abuses caused by powerful, large corpo-
rations. In press releases and public statements,
such firms manipulated language to contrast junk
with sound science (i.e., studies that supported
their own position). Sound and junk are rhetorical
and imprecise terms. Moreimportant, the quality,
methodol ogy, or precision of theresearch for each
may not differ in quality. Publicists applied the
term“junk science” to any research study, no mat-
ter how accurate or rigorous, that they opposed and
“sound science” to any research study, no matter
how flawed, that they used to challenge opponents.
For example, the tobacco industry used junk sci-
enceasatacticto criticize research on secondhand
smoke and spent millions of dollars to deny the
harmful health effects of smoking.® The goal was
to confuse juries and the public and to create an
impression that the scientistslacked consistent re-
search evidence. In contrast to pseudo- or junk sci-
ence, authentic science comes from the outl ook,
operations, and products of the scientific commu-
nity (seethe next section).
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EXPANSION 2
Scientific Literacy

For more than 50 years, leading educators, business
leaders, and policy makers stressed the need for quan-
titative and scientific literacy to perform professional
work and make good everyday decisions in a complex
world. Quantitative literacy, or numeracy, is the abil-
ity to reason with numbers and other mathematical
concepts. A person with quantitative literacy can think
in quantitative-spatial terms and apply such thinking
to solve problems. They understand how data are
gathered by counting and measuring and presented
in graphs, diagrams, charts, and tables. A lack of quan-
titative literacy is called innumeracy (Paulson, 1990).
Scientific literacy is the capacity to understand sci-
entific knowledge; apply scientific concepts, principles,
and theories; use scientific processes to solve problems
and make decisions; and interact in a way that reflects
core scientific values (Laugksch, 2000:76). The Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) carries out international studies
of how much students know about science and de-
fines scientific literacy as the following (PISA, 2006:23):

Scientific knowledge and use of that knowledge to
identify questions, acquire new knowledge, explain
scientific phenomena, and draw evidence-based con-
clusions about science-related issues
Understanding of the characteristic features of sci-
ence as a form of human knowledge and enquiry
Awareness of how science and technology shape our
material, intellectual, and cultural environments
Willingness as a reflective citizen to engage in science-
related issues and with the ideas of science

People who lack quantitative and scientific liter-
acy easily accept pseudoscience and make judgment
errors. Innumeracy also leads journalists to report in-
accurate news and to readers/viewers lacking suffi-
cient skepticism to evaluate the reports. Innumerate
people make poor financial investment decisions and
often lose money on gambling and related activities
because they do not understand basic math con-
cepts. People who lack these types of literacy are poor
at assessing risk. Their prospects for a career as a
technical-managerial professional, the fast growing,
high-income part of the labor market, are poor.

You may think that those people are not like you,
in a technologically advanced, ultra-modern society.

However, people can use modern technology (com-
puters, cell phones, iPods, airplanes, and the like) and
retain prescientific thinking or rely on magic or su-
pernatural beliefs to explain events make decisions.
An ability to use advanced technology does not
mean a person thinks in a rational, scientific way.
Only 25-28 percent of American adults qualify
as scientifically literate. Overall, adults in other ad-
vanced countries are at about the same general sci-
entific literacy. However, international math and
science tests for high school students regularly show
that United States ranks about twentieth among
other nations. A cross-national study of the United
States and nine European nations in 2002—-2003 con-
firmed that American adults are near the bottom in
endorsing the theory of evolution compared to other
all other advanced nations: only 32 percent in 2009.
A June 2007 USA Today/Gallup Poll found that 37
percent of Americans rejected the scientific theory of
evolution and 56 percent favored a religious expla-
nation instead. A March 2007 poll found that 39 per-
cent said something completely opposite from the
opinion of the world scientific community: that sci-
entific evidence does not support evolution. A Pew
Research Center for the People poll in 2006 found
more than one-half of Americans said schools should
teach religious views on scientific issues in public
schools and that it should be nationally mandated.
A Gallup Poll in 2006 found that over one-half believed
that humans did not evolve (Polling Report, 2007).
Scientists generally agree on global warming, and
84 percent say the earth is getting warmer because
of human activity such as burning fossil fuels, but
only 49 percent of the public agrees. Well over 90
percent of scientists favor the use of animals in re-
search and stem cell research compared with slightly

Innumeracy The lack of quantitative literacy; not
having an ability to reason with numbers and other
mathematical concepts.

Scientific literacy The capacity to understand and
apply scientific knowledge, concepts, principles, and
theories to solve problems and make decisions based
on scientific reasoning and to interact in a way that
reflects the core values of the scientific community.

(continued)
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EXPANSION 2
(continued)

over half of the public (Pew Research Center for the
People and the Press, 2009).

While evolution has been extremely politicized in
the United States with some elected officials at-
tempting to impose religious beliefs as science in
public schools, Americans also do poorly in terms of
general scientific-quantitative thinking and other sci-
entific concepts. Despite getting X-rays, only about 10
percent of the U.S. public knows what radiation is and
about 20 percent think the sun revolves around the
earth—an idea science abandoned in the seventeenth

The Scientific Community

The scientific community brings scienceto life; it
sustains the assumptions, attitudes, and techniques
of science. The scientificcommunity isasocia in-
stitution of people, organizations, and rolesaswell
as a set of norms, behaviors, and attitudes that all
operate together. It is not a geographic community
existing in one physical location nor doeseveryone
know everyone elsewithinit, althoughitsmembers
communicate and interact with one another fre-
guently. Rather, it is aloose collection of profes-
sionals who share training, ethical principles,
values, techniques, and career paths.1°

The community is organized like a series of
concentric circles. Itsrings or layers are based on
the productivity and engagement of researchers. At
the core are a small number of highly productive,
very creative, and intense scientific leaders. They
sowly moveinto and out of the core over time based
on career stage and contributions to knowledge. At
thefringeor outer ring aremillionsof practitioners,
clinicians, and technicians. They regularly use and
apply the knowledge, principles, and techniques
first devel oped and refined by thosewithinthe core.
Professionals who toil on the outer rings develop a
level of expertise in and regularly use various sci-
entific research principlesand techniques; however,

Scientific community A collection of people who
share a system of attitudes, beliefs, and rules that
sustains the production and advance of scientific
knowledge.

century (“Scientific Savvy? In U.S., Not Much,” Dean,
New York Times, August 30, 2005). You may think
college students know better. Studies found that
many college students used illogical “magic” rather
than science-based thinking. Large numbers of col-
lege students accepted voodoo magical power as a
cause of someone becoming ill, and college sports
fans believed their thoughts could influence the out-
come of a basketball game as they watched it on tel-
evision (Pronin, Wegner, McCarthy, and Rodriguez,
2006).

their knowledge of science may not be as deep as
those in the middle or core of the scientific com-
munity. Also, those on the outer rings are usualy
less engaged in advancing the overall enterprise of
science (i.e., to generate significant new knowl-
edge). Nonetheless, everyone who uses scientific
methods and results of science, whether at the core,
middle layer, or outer fringe, can benefit from an
understanding of how the scientific community
operates and its key principles.

The boundaries and membership of the scien-
tific community are fuzzy and defined loosely.
There is no membership card or master roster. In
some respects, a doctorate of philosophy (Ph.D.)
degreein ascientificfieldisaninformal “member-
shipticket.” The Ph.D. isan advanced graduate de-
gree beyond the master's degree that prepares
people to conduct independent research. A few
members of the scientific community lack a Ph.D.
and many peoplewho earn Ph.D.senter occupations
inwhich they do not conduct research studies. They
focusexclusively on teaching, administration, con-
sulting, clinical practice, advising, or sharing
knowledgewith thewider public. Infact, about one-
half of the people who receive scientific Ph.D.sdo
not follow careers as active researchers.

The core of the scientific community is made
up of researcherswho conduct studieson afull-time
or regular basis, usually with the help of assistants,
many of whom are graduate students. Working asa
research assistant, more or less as an apprentice, is
thebest way tolearn the detailsof scientific research.
Most core members work at colleges, universities,
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or research institutes. Some work for the govern-
ment, nonprofit organizations, or privateindustry in
organizationssuch asthe Bureau of Labor Statistics,
theNational Opinion Research Center, andthe Rand
Corporation. Themajority areat approximately 200
major research universities or institutes in about a
dozen advanced industriaized countries. The scien-
tific community is scattered geographically, but its
membersusually work together insmall clustersand
communicate with one another regularly. The com-
munity iswidely accepting, and anyoneinit can con-
tributetoit. A key principleisto shareone'sresearch
findings and techniques (i.e., new knowledge) with
othersin the community. Over time, the community
developsaconsensusabout the significance or worth
of the new knowledge based on an unbiased evalu-
ation of it. The process of producing and evaluating
new knowledgeishighly dynamic with new knowl-
edge being generated on nearly adaily basis.

We do not really know the exact size of the sci-
entific community. As of 2006, roughly 3 percent of
thetotd U.S. workforce was employed in ascience
or engineering field (U.S. Census, 2008: Table 790).
Thebasicunitinthelarger scientific community isan
academicfiddor discipline(e.g., sociology, biology,
psychology). Academicfieldsoverlap somewhat, but
this gives us a better idea of size. The United States
has about 11,000 anthropologists, 16,000 sociolo-
gists, and 15,000 political scientists, most with doc-
toral degrees. Theseare small numbers compared to
practitionersin related technica-professional areas:
about 180,000 architects, 950,000 lawyers, and
820,000 medical doctors. Each year, about 600
people receive a Ph.D. in sociology, 15,000 receive
medical degrees, and 38,000 receive law degrees.

Recall that only about one-half of people who
earn an advanced degreein ascientific field become
lifelong, active researchers. During a career, an ac-
tive researcher may complete only two to ten stud-
ies. A small handful of researchers is highly
productive and conducts numerous studies, partic-
ularly highly influential and widely read ones.
At any one time, perhaps one hundred researchers
are actively conducting studies on a specific topic
within adiscipline (e.g., study of divorce or of the
death penalty) around the world.11 New knowl-
edge from their studies could influence the lives of

millionsof peoplearound the globefor generations
to come. This knowledge creation process makes
being an active participant in the scientific commu-
nity or the consumer of new research findings both
personally rewarding and exciting.

The Scientific Community’s
Norms and Values

Sacia norms regulate behavior in al human com-
munities. During their many yearsof schooling and
regular interactions with one another, researchers
learn and internalize professional normsand val ues.
Thenormsand valuesare mutually reinforcing and
contribute to the unique role of a social scientist.
Professional norms express ideals of proper con-
duct, yet ideals do not always work perfectly in
practice. Researchers are real human beings with
prejudices, egos, ambitions, and personal lives.
Such factors may influence afew researchersto vi-
olate the community’s norms.12

The scientific community does not operate in
avacuum isolated from the “real world.” It is af-
fected by social, political, and economic forces.
Nonethel ess, the normsand val uesteach ushow the
scientific community and thelarger research enter-
prise operate. They also provide a guide for the
proper way to conduct aresearch study and provide
the principles of good research practice.

Thefivebasic normsof the scientific commu-
nity (see Summary Review Box 1, Normsof the Sci-
entific Community) differ from thosein other social
ingtitutions(e.g., business, government, law) and tend
to set professional researchers apart. For example,
consistent with the norm of universalism, scientists
tend to admireabrilliant, creative researcher even if
the person hasstrange personal habitsor adisheveled
appearance. Scientistsmay argueintensely with one
another and “tear apart” acarefully prepared research
report as part of the norm of organized skepticism.
Scientistsare usualy very open and willing to listen

Norms of the scientific community Informal rules,
principles, and values that govern the way scientists
conduct their research.

13
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SUMMARY REVIEW 1
Norms of the Scientific Community

1. Universalism. Regardless of who conducts research
(e.g., old or young, male or female) and of where it
was conducted (e.g., United States, France, Harvard,
or Unknown University), the research is to be judged
only on the basis of scientific merit.

2. Organized skepticism. Scientists should not accept
new ideas or evidence in a carefree, uncritical man-
ner. They should challenge and question all evidence
and subject each study to intense scrutiny. The pur-
pose of their criticism is not to attack the individual
but to ensure that the methods used in research can
stand up to close, careful examination.

3. Disinterestedness. Scientists must be neutral, im-
partial, receptive, and open to unexpected observa-
tions and new ideas. They should not be rigidly
wedded to a particular idea or point of view. They
should accept, even look for, evidence that runs
against their positions and should honestly accept all
findings based on high-quality research.

4. Communalism. Scientific knowledge must be
shared with others; it belongs to everyone. Creating
scientific knowledge is a public act, and the findings
are public property, available for all to use. The way
in which the research is conducted must be de-
scribed in detail. New knowledge is not formally ac-
cepted until other researchers have reviewed it and
it has been made publicly available in a special form
and style.

5. Honesty. This is a general cultural norm, but it is es-
pecially strong in scientific research. Scientists de-
mand honesty in all research; dishonesty or cheating
in scientific research is a major taboo.

to new ideas, no matter how odd they might appear
at first. Following disinterestedness, scientists tend
to be somewhat detached. They see study results, in-
cluding those from their own research, as being ten-
tativeand subject to external eval uation and criticism.
They want other social scientiststo read and react to
their research. A deep belief in opennesshasled many
socia scientists to oppose al forms of censorship.
Thisisconsistent with the norm of communalismor
sharing new knowledgewithout personal ownership,
whichislikeadding an ingredient into ashared soup
that weall eat together. However, thisdoesnot always

work, especially when communalism conflictswith
theprofit motive. For example, the publication of re-
search findings by scientistsin thetobacco, pharma-
ceutical, and computer chip industries often were
suppressed or seriously delayed by corporate offi-
ciasfor whom the profit motive overrode the scien-
tific norm of commumalism. 12 Scientistsexpect strict
honesty in the conduct and reporting of research.
They become morally outraged if anyone cheatsin
research.

Scientific Method, Attitude, or Orientation

You have probably heard of the scientific method,
and you may be wondering how it fitsinto thisdis-
cussion. The scientific method isnot onething; itis
a collection of ideas, rules, techniques, and ap-
proaches used by the scientific community. It grows
out of aconsensusformed within the community. It
is important to grasp the orientation or attitude of
scienceinstead of a” scientific method.” The scien-
tific community values craftsmanship, pridein cre-
ativity, high-quality standards, and plain hard work.
AsGrinnell (1987:125) stated:

Most people learn about the “ scientific method”

rather than about the scientific attitude. While the
“ scientific method” is an ideal construct, the sci-
entific attitude is the way people have of looking at
the world. Doing science includes many methods;
what makes them scientific is their acceptance by
the scientific collective.

The scientific orientation tends simultaneously to
be precise and logical, adopt along-term view, be
flexible and open ended, and be willing to share
information widely (see Yankelovich, 2003). By
contrast, nonscientific thinking is impatient with
pursuing great accuracy or rigor, wantsdefiniteim-
mediateanswersto particular issuesthat are current
now, and tends to be rather possessive and appre-
hensive about freely sharing everything.

Journal Articles in Science

Perhaps you have seen an article from an academic
or scholarly journal. When the scientific commu-
nity creates new knowledge, the new information
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appears in scholarly journals or academic books
(called research monographs). Most new research
findings often first appear as scholarly journal
articles. These articles are the way that scientists
formally communicate with one another and dis-
seminate the research results. The articles are aso
part of the much discussed “explosion of knowl-
edge.” An academic discipline or field may have
50-300 such journals. Each may publish an issue
every one or two months, with five to twenty-five
articlesin each issue. For example, aleader among
the sociology journals, the American Sociological
Review, publishes about 65 articles each year. The
scholarly journal article is critical to the research
processand the scientific community, but it isnot al-
wayswell understood.4

L et usconsider what happensonceasocial sci-
entist completes aresearch study. First, the scien-
tist writes adescription of the study and the results
asaresearch report in aspecial format. Often he or
shegivesa20-minuteoral presentation of thereport
at themeeting of aprofessional association, suchas
the American Sociological Association or Society
for the Study of Socia Problems. Heor shegivesan
oral summary of theresearch to dozensof social sci-
entistsand studentsand answers questionsfromthe
audience. He or she may send a copy of the report
to afew other researchers for comments and sug-
gestions. Finally, the researcher sends copiesto the
editor of a scholarly journal, such as the Social
Forcesor the Social Science Quarterly. Each editor,
a respected researcher who has been chosen by
other scientists to oversee thejournal, removesthe
title page, whichistheonly placetheauthor’sname
appearsand then sendsthereport to severa referees
forablind review. Therefereesare social scientists
who have conducted researchinthe sametopic area.
Thereview iscalled“blind” becausetherefereesdo
not know who conducted the research and the au-
thor does not know who the referees are. Thisrein-
forces the norm of universalism because referees
judge the study on its merits alone. They evaluate
the research based on its clarity, adherence to high
standards of research methodology, and original
contributionto knowledge. Therefereesreturntheir
evaluations to the editor, who decides to reject the

Scholarly journal article An article in a specialized
publication that has members of the scientific com-
munity as its primary audience; a means to dissemi-
nate new ideas and findings within the scientific
community.

Blind review A process of judging the merits of a re-
search report in which the peer researchers do not
know the identity of the researcher, and the researcher
does not know the identity of the evaluators in advance.

report, ask the author for revisions, or accept it for
publication.

Almost al academic fieldsuse peer refereesfor
publication, but not all use ablind review process.
Fields such as sociology, psychology, and political
science use blind reviews for ailmost all scholarly
journals, often having three or more referees. By
contrast, fields such as biology, history, and eco-
nomics use a mix of review processes; sometimes
referees know the author’sidentity and only one or
two review the study. Blind reviews with many ref-
ereesslow the processand lower acceptancerates.’®
The blind review is a very cautious way to ensure
quality control. Its purpose is to advance the norm
of organized skepticism and universalisminthesci-
entific community.

Some scholarly journals are widely read and
highly respected and receive many morereportsthan
they can publish. For example, major social science
journas, such as American Economic Review, Amer-
ican Sociological Review, American Political Sci-
ence Review, and Social Problems, accept only 10
to 15 percent of submitted manuscripts. Even less
esteemed journalsregularly reject half of their sub-
missions. Publication represents tentative accept-
ance by the scientific community. Publishing abook
involves a somewhat different review process that
also includes cost and sales considerations, but the
acceptance rate is often lower than for journals.16

Unlike popular magazinesthat you seeat news-
stands that pay authors for their writing, scholarly
journals do not pay authors for publishing. In fact,
to havetheir manuscript considered, an author often
isrequired to pay asmall feeto help defray admin-
istrative costs. Social scientists want to make their
research available to informed peers (i.e., other

15
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scientists and researchers) through scholarly jour-
nals. Likewise, referees are not paid for reviewing
papers. They accept the work as a responsibility of
membership in the scientific community. Members
of the scientific community impart great respect
toresearcherswho areableto publish many articles
in the foremost scholarly journals. The articles
confirm that they are highly skilled and leadersin
advancing the primary goal of the scientific com-
munity: to contribute to the accumulation of scien-
tific knowledge.

Publication of research isthe primary way aso-
cial scientist gains respect from peers, achieves
honor within the scientific community, and buildsa
reputation as an accomplished researcher. Morere-
spect from peers (i.e., knowledgeable social scien-
tists) enables a scientist to move toward the center
of the scientific community. Publications and the
resulting respect from peers also help a social sci-
entist obtain grant money for further research, fel-
lowships, a following of top students, improved
working conditions, lucrativejobs offers, and salary
increases.’

Even if you never publish a scholarly journal
article, you will likely read some of them. They are
avital part of the system of scientific research. Most
new scientific knowledge first appearsin scholarly
journds. Active socid scientistsand collegeteachers
regularly read thejournal sto learn about new knowl-
edge being produced and the research methods used.

Science as a Transformative Process

In the research process, socia scientists apply var-
ious scientific methodsto transform ideas, hunches,
and questions, sometimes called hypotheses, into
new knowledge. Thus, the social scientificresearch
process essentially transforms our ideas, theories,
guesses, or questionsinto a“finished product” with
real value: new knowledge. The new knowledge can
improve our understanding of the social world and
its operation. It might be used to help solve prob-
lems or to expand future knowledge and under-
standing.

Many newcomersto social research feel over-
whelmed and that doing a study is beyond them.

Doing so requires analytic reasoning, complex tech-
nical skills, intensive concentration, and a signifi-
cant time commitment. Yet with time, practice, and
education, most college studentsfind they can mas-
ter the fundamentals of doing a research study.
Learning to do social research is no different from
learning many other activities. You want to begin
small and simple, practiceover and again, and learn
from your experiencesand missteps. Gradually, you
will seeimprovements and be able advance to big-
ger and more complex endeavors. In addition to as-
similating ascientific attitude, youwill needtolearn
how and when to apply specific research techniques.
After studying thistext, you should grasp both the
method and methodol ogy of social scienceresearch
and be able to conduct research studies.

VARIETIES OF SOCIAL RESEARCH

You may think social scientific research means
conducting asurvey or an experiment and perhaps
using advanced statistics with charts, tables, and
graphs. Or you may think it involves carefully ob-
serving people asthey carry out their everyday af-
fairsin some natural setting such as a café, family
reunion, or classroom. Both arepartialy true. Some
social scientific research involvesquantitative data,
(i.e., dataintheform of numbers), but other research
uses qualitative data (i.e., non-numerical) without
statistics.

You will seethat we examineboth quantitative
and qualitative data and associated approaches to
conducting social science research. Both ap-
proaches use multipleresearch techniques(e.g., sur-
vey, interview, ethnography) to gather and analyze
empirical data. Despite some real differences be-
tween quantitative and qualitative research, they
overlap a great deal. Unfortunately, advocates of
one approach do not always understand or appreci-
ate the other approach. Some socia scientists treat
the differences in the approaches as being at war
with oneanother. Levine (1993:xii) called the quan-
titative approach “real social science” and claimed
it “won the battle’ against qualitative studies. On
the other hand, Denzin and Lincoln (2005:ix)
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TABLE 2 Quantitative versus Qualitative Approaches

QUANTITATIVE APPROACH

Measure obijective facts
Focus on variables
Reliability the key factor
Value free

Separate theory and data
Independent of context
Many cases, subjects
Statistical analysis
Researcher detached

QUALITATIVE APPROACH

Construct social reality, cultural meaning
Focus on interactive processes, events
Authenticity the key factor

Values present and explicit

Theory and data fused

Situationally constrained

Few cases, subjects

Thematic analysis

Researcher involved

Sources: Crewsell (1994), Denzin and Lincoln (2003a), Guba and Lincoln (1994), Marvasti (2004), Mostyn (1985), and Tashakkori

and Teddlie (1998).

argued that “the extent to which aqualitative revo-
[ution istaking over the social sciences and related
professional fieldsis nothing short of amazing.”

Both approaches share core scientific prin-
ciples, but they aso differ in significant ways (see
Table 2). Each approach hasiits strengths and limi-
tations. Therearetopicsor issueswhereit excel, and
classic studiesthat provideremarkableinsightsinto
socid life. Socia scientists who do quantitative or
qualitative research try to avoid both the misudg-
mentsand errorsdiscussed earlier. All social scien-
tists gather data systematically, make careful
comparisons, and use critical thinking. By under-
standing both approaches, you can best understand
the full range of social scientific research and use
them in complementary ways.

Ragin (1994a:92) explained how the ap-
proachescomplement each other asdatacondensers
or enhancers:

The key featurescommon to all qualitative methods
can be seen when they are contrasted with quanti-
tative methods. Most quantitative data techniques
are data condensers. They condense data in order
to see the big picture. . . . Qualitative methods, by
contrast, are best understood as data enhancers.
When data are enhanced, it is possible to see key
aspects of cases more clearly.

The ideal isto conduct a multimethod study
that draws on the strengths of both the quantitative

and qualitative approaches, but thisrarely happens
for severa reasons. Mixing approachesismoretime
consuming. Few researchershave expertisein more
than one approach. Also, each approach usesadis-
tinct logic for guiding the research process, and
blending the distinct logics in one study adds sig-
nificant complexity.

STEPS IN THE RESEARCH PROCESS
The Steps

To conduct a study, we follow a sequence of steps;
however, the exact sequence and specific stepsvary
according to whether we follow a quantitative or
qualitative approach and thetype of social research
study we are conducting. Later you will seethat the
stepsoutlined heremay be somewhat smplified and
idealized from the actual process, but they are till
auseful starting point.

Quantitative Approach to Social Research

1. Select a topic. This may be a general area
of study or an issue of professional or per-
sonal interest. Topics are broad, such as the
effects of divorce, reasons for delinquency,
impact of homelessness, or how elitesusethe
media.
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2. Focusthequestion. A topicistoo broad for ac-

tually conducting a study. This makes the next
step crucial: Wemust narrow thetopicto focus
on a specific research question that a study
can address. Often this requires reviewing the
research literature and developing hypotheses
that often come from socia theory. For
example, a broad topic—reasons for delin-
guency—becomes the focused research ques-
tion: Are teenage East Asian immigrant males
with strong tiesto their home culture and who
have not assimilated into the new society more
likely to engage in delinquent acts than those
with weaker home culture ties and who have
assimilated?Notice how theinitial broad topic,
reasonsfor delinquency, becomesfocused. We
focuson aspecificreason for delinquency (i.e.,
degree of assimilation) and look at a specific
group of people (i.e., teenaged immigrant
males from East Asia).

. Designthestudy. Oncewesettleonaresearch

guestion, we need to design the study. Design-
ing a study requires making many decisions
about the type of case or sampleto select, how
to measure relevant factors, and what research
technique (e.g., questionnaire, experiment) to
employ. At this stage aswell, decision making
isinformed by theory.

. Collect data. After we design a study in

detail, we must carefully record and verify
information typically in the form of numbers.
Next we must transfer numerical data into a
computer-readableformat if itisnot already in
that format.

. Analyze the data. This step usually requires

theuseof computer softwareto manipul atethe
numerical data to create many charts, tables,
graphs, and statistical measures. These com-
puter-generated documents provide a con-
densed picture of the data.

. Interpret the data. After we produce charts,

tables, and statistics, we must determine what
they mean. We examine the analyzed data, use
knowledge of the research topic, and draw on
theory to answer our research question. We

consider aternativeinterpretations of the data,
compare our resultswith those of past studies,
and draw out wider implications of what we
have learned.

Informothers. At thisstage, wewriteareport
about the study in a specific format and pres-
ent a description of both the study and its re-
sults (see Figure 1).

We next consider three examples of the quan-

titative approach to social research. Each isatype
of quantitative research that will be the focus of a
chapter later in this book: the experiment, sample
survey, and existing statistics.

Authors and title of the study: Lowery and col-
leagues (2007) “Long-Term Effects of Subliminal
Priming on Academic Performance”

1

2.

6. Interpret Data

7. Inform Others
\\

Select a topic. Priming and academic per-
formance

Focus the question. Do undergraduate college
students who are “primed” subliminally with
intelligence-related wordsimprovetheir perfor-
mance on atest? Subliminally meansto present
something in away so that the receiver is not
consciously awareof it. Priming occurswhen a
word, image, or information alerts, prepares or
“setsup” aperson for asubsquent behavior.

1. Select Topic
A \
)
i
i 2. Focus Question
|
| 4
|
i

< E - “>-x(" 3. Design Study
/, \\\

4

5. Analyze Data

4. Collect Data

FIGURE 1 Steps in the Quantitative
Research Process



WHY DO RESEARCH?

3. Designthe study. The authors conducted two
similar experiments. Thefirst waswith seventy
students in a beginning undergraduate statis-
tics class. The second was with seventy-eight
students in an introduction to socia psychol-
ogy class. In both experiments, the authors
showed students words on different sides of a
computer screen. They told students that the
study was about their ability tolocatethewords
(thiswasnot true). Onerandom half of students
saw words related to intelligence (e.g., sharp,
bright, genius, educated). The other random
half saw unrelated words. Studentsin both ex-
periments took a practice exam. A few days
later, they took the exam in their course.

4. Collectthedata. Datafor thisstudy weretest
resultsfor both the practice and actual examin
both the statistics and introduction to socia
psychology classes.

5. Analyze the data. The authors|looked at vari-
oustables and conducted statistical tests.

6. Interpretthedata. Theresultsshowed that the
studentsin both classeswho had been exposed
or “primed” with intelligence-related words
scored much higher on both tests.

7. Informothers. A description of thestudy with
its results appeared in the scholarly journal
Basic and Applied Social Psychology.

How doestheory fit in? The authors retested
atheory of subliminal priming. They looked at
whether effects can continue for several days
after apriming event.

Authorsand title of the study: Penny Edgell and
Eric Tranby (2007) “Religious Influences on Un-
derstandings of Racial Inequality in the United
States”

1. Sdectatopic. Religionand racial attitudes

2. Focusthe question. Does awhite evangelical
Christian subcultureand belief system encour-
age or discourage an individualist, nonsup-
portive stance toward inequality and toward
African Americans?

3. Designthestudy. Theauthorspreparedalarge-
scale national survey in 2003 involving 2,081
randomly selected adultsin the United States.

4. Collectthedata. Therandomly selected adults
answered many questions on socia back-
grounds, religious practice and belief, expla-
nations of racia inequality, and beliefs about
African Americans in a 30-minute telephone
interview.

5. Analyze the data. The authors looked at nu-
merous tables with percentages and statistical
tests.

6. Interpret the data. The authors found that
survey respondents with strong conservative
Protestant Christian beliefs and who were
most involved in religious activities favored
individualistic explanations of Black in-
equality (i.e., personal failings, lack of moti-
vation) over structural explanations (i.e.,
racial discrimination). In addition, among
conservative Christians, the views of women
differed from men, and the educated from the
less educated.

7. Informothers. Theauthorsprepared adescrip-
tion of the study with its results that they sub-
mitted tothe scholarly journal Social Problems.

How doestheory fit in? Theauthorsexamined
atheory suggesting that awhite evanglical sub-
culture fosters particular attitudes about social
and political issues; it deemphasizes structural
explanations (discrimination, government
help) and emphasizes individualist, self-help
explanations.

Authorsand titleof thestudy: Rory McVeighand
Julian Sobolewski (2007) “Red Counties, Blue
Counties, and Occupational Segregation by Sex and
Race’

1. Sdectatopic. Social inequality and voting

2. Focus the question. Did occupational segre-
gation by gender and race—a major source
of socia inequality—influence how people
voted in the 2004 U.S. presidential election?
Occupational segregation occurs when one
group (e.g., one gender, one race) almost ex-
clusively holds atype of job.

3. Design the study. The authors identified spe-
cific factorsfor which the government collects
data at the county level: choice of presidential
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candidate and occupational segregation by race
and gender. They also considered features of
thelabor market in acounty (e.g., racia mix of
the county, educational credentials of women
and non-Whites, degree of mobility into a
county) that might threaten or weaken the de-
gree of occupational segregation.

4. Collectthedata. DatacamefromtheU.S. cen-
Sus on occupations, demographics, and voting.

5. Analyze the data. The authors examined
numerous correlations, charts, and statistical
tests.

6. Interpretthedata. Theauthorsfound that both
occupational and sex segregation in county-
level labor marketsto berelated to election out-
comes. In countiesthat had equal or integrated
labor markets, the Demacratic party candidate
received more votes. In counties with highly
segegrated labor markets, especially with other
conditions that threatened to undermine the
segegration, the Republican party candidatere-
ceived more votes.

7. Inform others. The authors submitted a de-
scription of thestudy withitsresultstotheschol-
arly journal American Journal of Sociology.

How doestheory fit in? Theauthorsused eth-
nic competition theory and split labor market
theory to explain how county-level inequality
influencethelocal political climate and voting
behavior.

Qualitative Approach to Social Research.
Many social scientists who adopt a qualitative
approach follow a slightly different set of steps
than they use in quantitative studies. These steps
also vary according to the specific qualitative re-
search methods used. In addition, thisapproachis
more fluid and less linear, or step by step.

1. Acknowledge self and context. Social scien-
tists also start with atopic as with quantitative
research, but the start issimultaneouswith per-
forming a self-assessment and situating the
topic in asocio-historical context. Many qual-

itative researchers rely on personal beliefs,
biography, or specific current issuesto identify
atopic of interest or importance.

2. Adopt a perspective. Qualitative researchers
may ponder the theoretical-philosophical
paradigm or place their inquiry in the context
of ongoing discussionswith other researchers.
Rather than narrowing down atopic, thismeans
choosing adirection that may contain many po-
tential questions.

3-6. Design a study and collect, analyze, and inter-
pretdata. Aswithquantitativeresearch, aqual-
itative researcher will design a study, collect
data, analyze data, and interpret data. More so
thanthe quantitativeresearcher, aquditativere-
searcher islikely to collect, analyze, and inter-
pret datasimultaneoudly. Thisisafluid process
with much going back and forth among the
steps multiple times. Often the researcher not
only uses or tests a past theory, but also builds
new theory. At theinter pret data stage, the qual-
itative researcher creates new concepts and
theoretical interpretations.

7. Inform others. This is similar for both ap-
proaches, but here again, the style of a report
varies according to the approach used. (See
Figure2.)

Next we consider examples of two qualita-
tive studies. Each illustrates a type of study that is
the focus of a chapter, field research-ethnography,
and historical-comparative research.

Author and title of the study: Sudhir Venkatesh
(2008) “Gang Leader for aDay”

1. Acknowledge self and context. This author
describeshispersonal interest and background
and explains how an interest in inner-city
poverty shifted to gangs in an urban housing
project.

2. Socio-cultural context. The physical-social
setting was an urban housing project in South
Chicagolocated near the University of Chicago
wherethe author wasagraduate student. Drug-
dealing gangs operated in the projectsthat had
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1. Acknowledge

Social Self \
7. Inform Others i 2. Adopt
- ! Perspective

6. Interpret Data < \‘\ 3. Design Study
5. Analyze Data 4, Collect Data

FIGURE 2 Steps in the Qualitative Research
Process

very high rates of poverty and that were over-
whelming occupied by African Americans.

3-6. Design, collect, analyze, andinterpret. Theau-
thor initialy tried to conduct a quantitative sur-
vey but dropped this technique. Instead, he
observed and talked with gang members and
people in the housing project severa days a
week over eight years between 1990 and 1998
and took very detailed notes every day on what
he saw, heard, participated in, and thought.

7. Informothers. Resultsappearedinasemiaca
demic book Gang Leader for a Day about 10
years after the origina research study ended,
athough the author had written several studies
and booksrelated to the same general research
in the meantime.

How doestheory fit in: Aswith many ethnog-
raphies, the study is largely descriptive with
littletheory. The author providesalittletheory
on how agang providessocia organization and
servicesto aloca community, the economics
of drug dealing, and how local poor people
must negotiate with arange of othersfor their
day-to-day survival.

Authorsand title of the study: Holly McCammon
and six colleagues (2008) “ Becoming Full Citizens:

TheU.S. Women's Jury Rights Campaign, The Pace
of Reform, and Strategic Adaptation”

1

2.

Sdectatopic. Womengaining full citizenship
rights

Socio-cultural context. U.S. women did not
get theright to serve on juriesafter they won the
national right to votein 1920. Theright wasnot
upheld by the Supreme Court until 1975.
Women gained theright at dramatically differ-
ent times in different states (also sometimes
losing and regaining the right). Advocated by
women’sgroups, theissuewashotly contested
for many decades.

Design, collect, analyze, and interpret. The
seven authors devoted the most part of two
years to gathering data on jury-rights move-
ments in fifteen states between the 1910s and
the late 1960s. They visited twenty-two
archives (specialized libraries with historical
records) in the various states. They examined
the records of movement organizations, con-
sulted local newspapers and relevant maga-
zines, and read all relevant legal and political
documents (i.e., court decisions, legislative
hearings, and statutes) in each of the fifteen
states. In addition to analyzing details of each
state and movement organization, they looked
at the length of time required to enact jury
rights for women in each state and classified
specific features of each organization and its
activities. The mgjor finding was that in states
wherejury rightswerewon most quickly, orga
nizations had engaged in strategic actions.
They had continuously adjusted their demands,
sought arange of political alies, and changed
theway they phrased their arguments. In states
where progress was very slow, movement
groups were sporadic, inconsistent, or inflexi-
ble and failed to take advantage of changing
conditions.

Inform others. A description of the study and
the results were published in a scholarly jour-
nal, American Journal of Sociology

How doestheory fit in: Theauthorswanted to
explain why some social-political movements
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achieve their politica goals rapidly while
others do so slowly. They built on past social
movement theory and advanced the new idea
of “strategic adapation” by amovement.

The seven-step process shown in Figures 1
and 2 are oversimplified. In practice, we rarely
complete step 1, then leave it entirely to move to
step 2, and so on. Research is more of an inter-
active process, and the steps blend into each other.
A later step may stimulate the reconsideration of
an earlier one. The processisnot strictly linear; it
may flow in several directions before reaching an
end. Research doesnot abruptly end at step 7. This
is an ongoing process, and the end of one study
often stimulates new thinking and fresh research
guestions.

The seven-step cycle is for a single research
study. Each study builds on prior research and con-
tributesto alarger body of knowledge. The broader
process of conducting scientific research and accu-
mul ating new knowledge requires many researchers
conducting numerous studies. A single researcher
may work on multiple studiesat once, or several re-
searchers may collaborate on one study. Likewise,
one study may result in one or several scholarly
articles, and sometimes one article will report on
several smaller studies.

WHY LEARN HOW TO CONDUCT
SOCIAL RESEARCH?

Professional social scientists working in universi-
ties, research centers, and government agencies,
often with assistants and technicians, conduct re-
search. Results of their studies typically appear in
specialized scholarly journalsor collegetextbooks.
Their studiesexpand our understanding of the socia
world and have an indirect impact on broad public
knowledge. Onereason you may want to learn how
to conduct socia science research is to advance
knowledge of the social world in ways that avoid
the many failings of alternative, nonscientific ways
that people create knowledge.

People who work for newspapers, television
networks, market research firms, schools, hospitals,
social serviceagencies, politica parties, consulting

firms, government agencies, personnel depart-
ments, publicinterest organizations, insurance com-
panies, and law firms also conduct social research.
They do so aspart of their jobsand use the same so-
cial science research techniques. They use the re-
sults of their studies internally and do not widely
share or publish them, yet research-based findings
yield better informed, less biased decisionsthan the
guessing, hunches, intuition, and personal experi-
ence that were previously used (see Summary Re-
view Box 2, The Practitioner and Social Science).
Beyond expanding knowledge, asecond reason you
may want to learn how to conduct social researchis
for apractical reason: to improve decision making.

Unfortunately, afew people and organizations
misuse or abuse social research: use s oppy research
techniques, misinterpret findings, manipul ate stud-

SUMMARY REVIEW 2
The Practitioner and Social Science

Science does not and cannot provide people with fixed,
absolute “Truth.” This is so because science is a slow, in-
complete process of reducing untruth. It is a quest for
the best possible answers carried out by a collection of
devoted people who labor strenuously in a careful, sys-
tematic, and open-minded manner. Many people are
uneasy with the painstaking pace, hesitating progress,
and incertitude of science. They demand immediate, ab-
solute answers. Many turn to religious fanatics or polit-
ical demagogues who offer final, conclusive truths in
abundance. What does this mean for diligent practi-
tioners (e.g., human service workers, health care pro-
fessionals, criminal justice officers, journalists, or policy
analysts) who have to make prompt decisions in their
daily work? Must they abandon scientific thinking and
rely only on common sense, personal conviction, or
political doctrine? No, they, too, can use social scientific
thinking. Their task is difficult but possible. They must
conscientiously try to locate the best knowledge cur-
rently available; use careful, independent reasoning;
avoid known errors or fallacies; and be wary of any doc-
trine offering complete, final answers. Practitioners must
always be open to new ideas, use multiple information
sources, and constantly question the evidence offered
to support a course of action.
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iesto find previously decided results, and so on. In
addition, some people believe that they are being
overly studied or overloaded by research studies.
For example, people have refused exit poll studies
during €elections, and rates of answering surveys
have declined. Negative reactions against the mis-
use of social research can produce negative views
toward researchin general. A third reason you may
want to learn how to conduct research studiesisto
distinguish legitimate, valuable research from
bogus or poorly conducted studies, pseudoscience,
and misused research.

CONCLUSION

Thischapter presented what social scienceresearch
is, how theresearch process operates, and who con-
ducts research. It also described alternatives to so-
cial research: ways to get fast, easy, and practical
knowledge that often contains error, misinforma-
tion, and false reasoning. It showed you how the
scientific community works, how social research
fitsinto the scientific enterprise, and how thenorms
of science and journal articles are crucia to the

scientific community. The chapter also outlined the
steps of research.

Social science research isfor, about, and con-
ducted by people. Despite the attention to the prin-
ciples, rules, or procedures, social research is a
human activity. Social researchers are people not
unlike you. They developed a desire to create and
discover knowledge and now find doing social re-
search to befun and exciting. They conduct research
to discover new knowledge and to understand the
social world. Whether you become a professional
social researcher, someone who applies aresearch
technique aspart of ajob, or just someonewho uses
the results of research, you will benefit from learn-
ing about theresearch process. Youwill beenriched
if you can begin to create a personal link between
yourself and the research process.

Mills (1959:196) offered the valuable advice
in his Sociological I magination:

You must learn to use your life experiencesin your
intellectual work: continually to examine and
interpret it. In this sense craftsmanship is the cen-
ter of yourself and you are personally involved in
every intellectual product upon which you may
work.

KEY TERMS

blind review junk science scholarly journal article
data norms of the scientific scientific community
empirical community scientific literacy

false consensus overgeneralization selective observation
halo effect premature closure social theory
innumeracy pseudoscience

REVIEW QUESTIONS

IS

What sources of knowledge are alternativesto social research?

Why issocial research usually better than the alternatives?

Issocia research alwaysright? Can it answer any question? Explain.
How did science and oracles serve similar purposesin different eras?
What isthe scientific community?What isitsrole?

What are the norms of the scientific community? What are their effects?
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7. What is the process to have a study published in a scholarly social science

journa?

8. What steps areinvolved in conducting aresearch project?
9. What does it mean to say that research stepsare not rigidly fixed?
10. What types of people do social research? For what reasons?

NOTES

1. See Parker-Pope (2007) on the face cream study and
related research.

2. Onthelimitsto self-knowledge, seeWilson and Dunn
(2004); on inaccurate eyewitness accounts, Wells and
Olson (2003); on inaccurate risk eval uation, Gowdaand
Fox (2002) and Paulos (2001); on condoms in schools
(Kirby et al., 1999); on SUV's, Bradsher (2002).

3. From Rampton and Stauber (2001:274-277,
305-306).

4. Resultson geographicinformation arefrom National
Geographic (2006). Results on UFOs, devils, and so
forthisfrom Harris Poll (2003, 2005).

5. On mediainaccuracy on psychiatric treatment, see
Goode (2002), on the Muslim population, see Smith
(2002), and on African Americansin poverty, see Gilens
(1996).

6. Video News Reports are described by the Center
for Media and Democracy http://www.prwatch.org/
fakenews3/summary and Consumer Product Safety
Commission http://www.cpsc.gov/businfo/vnrprod.html.
Also see Barstow and Stein (2005, March 13), “Under
Bush, aNew Age of Prepackaged TV News,” New York
Times; Aiello and Profitt (2008).

7. On“faith-based” programs, see Goodstein, “ Church-
Based Projects Lack Data on Results,” New York Times
(April 24,2001); Crary, “Faith Based PrisonsMultiply,”
USA Today (Octaber 14, 2007); Ferguson et a. (2007);
and Reingold et al. (2007). On restrictions of sciencein
government, see Mooney (2005) and Union of Con-
cerned Scientists (2004).

8. See Herrnstein and Murray (1994) and a critique in
Fischer et a. (1996).

9. “Junk science” isdiscussed in Rampton and Stauber
(2001:223).

10. For more on the scientific community, see Cole
(1983), Cole, Cole, and Simon (1981), Collins (1983),
Callins and Restivo (1983), Hagstrom (1965), Merton
(1973), Stoner (1966), and Ziman (1968).

11. SeeCappell and Guterbock (1992) and Ennis(1992)
for studies of sociological specialties.

12. For moreonthe social role of the scientist, see Ben-
David (1971), Camic (1980), and Tuma and Grimes
(1981). Hagstrom (1965), Merton (1973), and Stoner
(1966) discuss norms of science, and Blume (1974) and
Mitroff (1974) talk about norm violation.

13. SeeAltman, “Drug Firm, Relenting, Allows Unflat-
tering Study to Appear,” New York Times (April 16,
1997); Markoff, “Dispute over Unauthorized Reviews
Leaves Intel Embarrassed,” New York Times (March 12,
1997); and Barry Meier, “Philip Morris Censored Data
about Addiction,” New York Times (May 7, 1998).

14. Science's communication and publication systemis
described in Bakanic and colleagues (1987), Blau (1978),
Cole (1983), Crane (1967), Gusfield (1976), Hargens
(1988), Mullins (1973), Singer (1989), and Ziman (1968).
15. See Clemens and Powell (1995:446).

16. See Clemensand Powell (1995:444).

17. For more on the system of reward and stratification
in science, see Coleand Cole (1973), Cole (1978), Fuchs
and Turner (1986), Gaston (1978), Gustin (1973), Long
(1978), Meadows (1974), and Reskin (1977).



What Are the Major Types
of Social Research?

Use and Audience of Research
Purpose of Research
Within or across Cases

Single or Multiple Points in Time
Data Collection Techniques
Conclusion

The objective of academic research, whether by sociologists, political scientists,
or anthropologists, isto try to find answers to theoretical questions within
their respective fields. In contrast, the objective of applied social research

Threeyears after they graduated from college, Tim
and Sharon met for lunch. Tim asked Sharon,
“So, how isyour new job as aresearcher for Social
Data, Inc.?What areyou doing?’ Sharon answered.
“Right now I’m working on a cross-sectional sur-
vey of teachersaspart of an applied research project
on six day care centers to provide descriptive
data that we can use in an evaluation study being
prepared for a nonprofit foundation.” Sharon’s
description of her research project on the topic of
day care touches on dimensions of social science
research. In this chapter, you will learn about the
dimensions and get a “road map” of the types of
socia research.

Social research comes in many shapes and
sizes. We can organize research in several ways.
experimental versus nonexperimental, case study
Versus cross-case research, or qualitative versus
quantitative.l We can organize the many kinds of
studiesaong fivedimensions (see Chart 1). Thedi-
mensions include how we use a study’s findings
and its primary audience; why we conduct astudy;
the number of cases and how we examine them;

isto use data so that decisions can be made.
—Herbert J. Rubin, Applied Social Research, pp. 6-7

how we incorporate time; and decide which tech-
niques we deploy to gather data. You can position
asingle research study on each of the dimensions
of social research.

Youwill findlearning thedimensionsand their
interrel ationships to one another useful. First, they
make it easier to understand research reports
that you hear about or read in scholarly journals.
After you recognize a study’s dimensions, you can
quickly grasp what a study says and how it was
conducted. Second, when you conduct your own
study, you must make many decisions. You can
think of the dimensions as decision points you will
encounter as you develop a specific research plan.
To make good decisions, you should be aware of
trade-offsand the strengths and weaknesses at each
decision point. Additionally, the dimensions are
interrelated. Some dimensions tend to go together
(e.g., study goal and a data collection technique).
Asyou learn about the dimensions, you can begin
to see how best to combine dimensions to address
specific research questions of interest.

From Chapter 2 of Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 7/e. W. Lawrence Neuman.
Copyright © 2011 by Pearson Education. Published by Allyn & Bacon. All rights reserved.
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CHART 1 Dimensions and Major Types of
Social Research

USE AND AUDIENCE OF RESEARCH

Basic

Applied

* Evaluation

¢ Action

* Social Impact

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

Explore
Describe
Explain

WITHIN OR ACROSS CASES

Case Study Research
Across Case Research

SINGLE OR MULTIPLE POINTS IN TIME

Cross-Sectional
Longitudinal

* Time series
¢ Panel

¢ Cohort
Case Study

DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Quantitative Data

* Experiment

* Survey

* Nonreactive (content analysis, secondary
analysis, existing statistics)

Qualitative Data

* Field (ethnography, participant observation)

« Historical-comparitive

USE AND AUDIENCE OF RESEARCH

Social research hastwo wingsor orientations. There
isasomewhat detached “ scientific” or “academic”
orientation and amoreactivist, practical, and action-

Basic research Research designed to advance fun-
damental knowledge about how the world works and
build/test theoretical explanations by focusing on the
“why” question. The scientific community is its primary
audience.

oriented orientation. Thisisnot arigid separation.
Many researcherswork in both, or they move from
one to the other at different career stages. The
orientations differ in how to use findings and who
the primary audienceis.

Basic Research

Also called academic research or pure research,
basic research advances fundamental knowledge
about the social world. It isthe source of most new
scientific ideas and ways to think about social
events. The scientific community isits primary au-
dience. Researchers use basic research to support
or refute theories about how the social world oper-
ates and changes, what makes things happen, and
why social relations or events are a certain way.

Some peopl ecriticizethe basic research orien-
tation and ask, “What good isit?’ They consider
basic research to be a waste of time and money
because they cannot see an immediate use for it or
resolve apressing issuewith it. While many practi-
tioners want answers to questions that they can
implement within the next week, month, or year, a
basi ¢ researcher might devoteyearsto painstakingly
seeking answers to questions that could reshape
thinking for many decades to come. Much basic
research lacks practical applications in the short
term, but it builds a foundation for knowledge and
broad understanding that has an impact on many
issues, policy areas, or areas of study. Basic research
isalso the main source of the tools—methods, the-
ories, and ideas—that all researchers use. Almost
al of the maor breakthroughs and significant
advancesin knowledgeoriginated in basic research.
It lays a foundation for core understandings and
may have implications for issues that do not even
exist when astudy is conducted.

Basic researchers may examine issues that
appear impractical because applications for the
resulting knowledge may not appear for many years
or decades. Often we can see only the practical
applicationsafter diverse basic knowledge advances
have accumulated over along time. For example, in
1984 Alec Jeffreys, ageneticist at the University of
Leicester in the United Kingdom, was engaged in
basic research studying the evolution of genes. As
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anindirect accidental side effect of anew technique
he developed, he learned how to produce human
DNA “fingerprints’ or uniqgue markingsof the DNA
of individuals. Thiswas not hisintent. Jeffreyseven
said hewould never havethought of thetechniqueif
creating DNA fingerprints had been hisgod . By the
mid-1990s, applied uses of the technique had been
developed. Today, DNA analysisis widely usein
criminal investigations and other areas. Dozens of
major practical breakthroughs and innovations had
similar originsininitially unrelated basic research.

Few practitioners (e.g., police officers, coun-
selors of youthful offenders) see relevance to a
basi c research question such as“Why does deviant
behavior occur?’ Nevertheless, answering such
foundational questions stimulates new ways of
thinking. Theanswersmight revolutionizeand dra-
matically improve what practitioners do. Public
policies and socia services can be ineffective and
mi sguided without an understanding of core causes
of eventsor behaviors. Applied research, too, builds
new knowledge. Nonetheless, basic research is
essential to expand knowledge. Researchers work-
ing close to the center of the scientific community
conduct most basic research.

Applied Research

When we do applied resear ch we address a spe-
cific concern. We may offer solutionsto aquestion
raised by an employer, a loca community, or a
socia cause.2 Only rarely inapplied research dowe
try to build, test, or make connections to theory.
Most applied research studies are short term and
small scale. They offer practical resultsthat we can
use within ayear or less. For example, the student
government of University X wants to reduce alco-
hol abuse. It wants, therefore, to find out whether
the number of University X students arrested
for driving while intoxicated would decline if the
student government were to sponsor alcohol-free
parties next year. An applied research study would
be most applicable for this situation.

Businesses, government offices, hedth care
facilities, social service agencies, political organiza-
tions, and educational institutions conduct applied
studies and make decisions based on findings.

Applied researchfindingsshapemany decisions. They
might trigger the decisionto beginaprogram that will
reducethewait timebeforeaclient recelvesbenefits.
Findings may help palice decide whether to adopt a
new policeresponseto reduce spousd abuse. Applied
research findings may help afirm decide to market
product A to mature adultsinstead of teenagers.

Active practitioners (e.g., teachers, doctors and
nurses, sales representatives, counselors and case-
workers, judges, managers, supervisors, and city
managers) are the audience for applied findings.
Many inthislargediverseaudiencelack abackground
inresearch or astrong scientific perspective. Thiscan
create complications. For example, acourt proceed-
ing obtains the results from aresearch study such as
a survey. However, nonscientists (judges, jurors,
lawyers) eval uatethe survey’ smethodol ogy and find-
ings on a nonscientific basis.3 As aresult, they can
misinterpret the results and use evaluation standards
that diverge from those of the scientific community.
They may accept findings from a study that does
not meet basic scientific criteria but reject findings
from a study with the highest standards of scientific
rigor. Applied researchers must trand ate scientific-
technical findings into the language of lay decision
makers. The researchers need to highlight strengths
and limitations of astudy’sdesign or findings.

A researcher might conduct an applied research
study for a decision maker who is uninterested in
detailsof how it was conducted and who wantsonly
abrief summary of key findings. Nonetheless, the
researcher should al so prepare acompl ete, detailed
research report. Otherswho have thetime and abil-
ity to evaluate the quality of the research may be
interested, or disputes might arise later. One con-
straint regarding applied research is that it is less
likely to appear in apeer-reviewed publication, if at
all. Many times, findings have only limited distri-
bution and are available only to afew decision mak-
ersor the practitionersin one organization.

Because we put applied research into practice,
it can generate controversy. This is not new. For

Appliedresearch Research designed to offer practical
solutions to a concrete problem or address the immedi-
ate and specific needs of clinicians or practitioners.
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example, in 1903, Ellwood conducted an applied
study of the jails and poorhouses and documented
serious deficiencies. His research report generated
great public indignation. However, he was accused
of slandering the state government that had given
him employment.* William Whyte (1984) encoun-
tered conflict over applied studies of afactory in
Oklahomaand of restaurantsin Chicago. Inthefirst
case, the management was more interested in de-
feating aunion than in learning about employment
relations. In the other case, the restaurant owners
wanted to make the industry look good rather than
let anyone learn about the practical details of its
operations. Some business organizations have a
mind-set that differs from a research-oriented
inquiry. Learning to negotiate and communicate
across mind-sets is an important skill to develop
(Reingold, 1999). A related issueisthat sometimes
officials call for an applied study on a policy
controversy asadelaying tactic. They want only to
deflect criticism or postpone a decision until after
the political heat dies down and have no redl inter-
est in the study or itsresults.

Applied and basic research orientationsweigh
research methodology differently (see Table 1). In
applied research, researchers must make more
trade-offs or compromise scientific rigor to obtain
fast, usable results. Compromise is no excuse for
sloppy research, however. Applied researcherslearn
to how to squeeze research into the constraints of
an applied setting and balance rigor against practi-
cal needs. Such balancing requires an in-depth
knowledge of research and an awareness of the con-
sequences of compromising standards.

Three Types of Applied Research. Applied socia
research comes in about a dozen forms. Here you
will learn about three major types: evaluation,
action oriented, and social impact assessment.

1. Evaluation research is the most widely
used type of applied research.® Large bureaucratic

Evaluation research Applied research in which one
tries to determine how well a program or policy is
working or reaching its goals and objectives.

TABLE 1 Basic and Applied Research

Compared
ASPECT BASIC APPLIED
Primary Scientific Practitioners,
audiences community participants, or
(other supervisors
researchers) (nonresearchers)
Evaluators Research Practitioners,
peers supervisors
Autonomy of High Low-moderate

researcher

Research rigor  Very high Varies, moderate

Highest priority  Verified truth Relevance
Purpose Create new Resolve a
knowledge practical problem
Success Publication and  Direct application
indicated by impact on to address
knowledge/ a specific
scientists concern/problem

organizations (e.g., businesses, schools, hospitals,
governments, large nonprofit agencies) frequently
use it to learn whether a program, a new way of
doing something, a marketing campaign, a policy,
and so forth is effective—in other words, “Does it
work?’ Thereisevenascholarly journal devotedto
advancing the field of evaluation research,
Evaluation Review.

Evaluation research greatly expanded in
the 1960s in the United States when the federal
government created many new social programs.
M ost researchers adopted a positivist approach and
used cost-benefit analysis (we will examine this
later in this chapter). By the 1970s, most govern-
ment socia programs required evaluation research
studiesto determine their effectiveness.

Evaluation research questions could include
these: Does alaw enforcement program of manda-
tory arrest reduce spousal abuse?Will arapeaware-
ness program reduce college men’s coercive sex
with women? Will a flextime program increase



WHAT ARE THE MAJOR TYPES OF SOCIAL RESEARCH?

employee productivity? In an evaluation research
study, we measure the effectiveness of a program,
policy, or way of doing something. In evaluation
research, we can use severd techniques(e.g., survey
and ethnographic field research), but if the experi-
ment can be used, the result is most effective.

Some practitioners conduct their own evalua-
tion research studies. More often, however, outside
managers or decision makers request a study. Out-
siders sometimes place boundaries on what a study
can include. They might specify one specific out-
come of interest. For example, education officials
may request astudy onimprovementsin math skills
between the second and fifth grades but tell the
researcher to ignore other subjects, other aspects of
learning, and changes in cognitive-socia develop-
ment in the children.

Ethica and palitical tensionsoftenarisein eval-
uation research. This happens because people
develop strong interests in specific findings. The
findingscan affect whoishired, who buildspalitical
popularity, or which program is advanced. If some-
oneis displeased with the study findings, they may
criticize the researcher or call the study sloppy,
biased, or inadequate. Some evaluation researchers
have experienced pressuresto rig astudy, especially
oneabout controversial issuesor programs. The pos-
sihility of controversy makesit especially important
for the applied researcher to be honest and open, and
to carefully adhere to proper research procedures.

Despite their value, evaluation research stud-
ies have limitations. Few go through a rigorous
peer review process, and their raw data are rarely
publicly availablefor scrutiny or replication. In ad-
dition, policy makers can selectively use or ignore
evaluation reports (See Example Box 1, Evaluation
Research). Many studiesadopt avery narrow focus,
looking at select inputs and outputs more than the
entire process or ramifications of a program. For
example, in 1996, U.S. social welfare programs
were dramatically changed or “reformed.” Evalua
tion research studies of the new welfare programs
focused on whether they reduced welfare casel oads
and the costs of administering new programs. Few
studies considered the impact of new programs
on unfulfilled family obligations or rising distress
among children. Tojustify the new programs, policy

EXAMPLE 1
Evaluation Research

Wysong, Aniskiewicz, and Wright (1994) evaluated
the effectiveness of the Drug Abuse Resistance
Education (D.A.R.E) program found in 10,000 schools
in the United States and 42 other countries. The pro-
gram is widely used, well funded, and very popular
with police departments, school officials, parent
groups, and others. By having police officers deliver
talks in early grades, D.A.R.E. tries to reduce illicit
drug use among teens by increasing their knowledge
of drugs, developing antidrug coping skills, and
raising self-esteem. The authors examined two
groups of students who were seniors in a high school
in Indiana. One group had participated in the D.A.R.E.
program in seventh grade and the other group had
not. Consistent with many past studies, the authors
found no lasting differences among the groups
regarding age of first drug use, frequency of drug
use, or self-esteem. The authors suggest that the pro-
gram’s popularity may be due to its political symbolic
impact. The program may be effective for latent goals
(i.e., helping politicians, school officials, and others
feel morally good and involved in antidrug actions)
but ineffective for official goals (i.e., reducing illegal
drug use by teenagers).

makersand politiciansused the evidence selectively
and boasted of its positive benefits.6

Twotypesof evaluation research areformative
and summative. Formative evaluation has built-in
monitoring or continuous feedback on a program
used for program management. Summative evalua-
tion reviews final program outcomes. Both are
usually necessary.

Many organizations(e.g., schools, government
agencies, businesses) have made evaluation re-
search part of their ongoing operations. One
example is the Planning, Programming, and Bud-
geting System (PPBS), first used by the U.S.
Department of Defense in the 1960s. The PPBS
restson theideathat researcherscan evaluateapro-
gram by measuring its accomplishments against
stated goals and objectives. The evaluator dividesa
program into components and analyzes each com-
ponent with regard to its costs (staff, supplies, etc.)
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and accomplishments relative to explicit program
objectives. For example, a women'’s health center
offers pregnancy education. It has four program
components: outreach, education, counsdling, and
referrals. The program has four main objectives:
reach out to and offer emotional support to women
who believe they are pregnant, provide current
information about pregnancy, counsel women about
their health risks and concerns, and refer pregnant
women to health care providers or family planning
agencies. An evaluation researcher might examine
the cost of each component and measure how well
the program has met each of itsfour objectives. For
example, the researcher asks (1) how much staff
time and how many supplies have been devoted to
outreach activities in the last year, (2) how many
calls or inquiries can be traced to such efforts,
and (3) how many of women from targeted groups
contacted or came to the center for counseling.”

2. Action research treats knowledge as a
form of power. It blends acquiring new knowledge
with using the knowledge to achieve a specific
purpose. In action research, we do not remain de-
tached. We close the gap between studying anissue
and engaging in social-political actiontoinfluence
the issue. Various types of action research are
inspired

by different phil osophical stances, inthemaindriven
by varying core assumptionsabout epistemol ogy and
ontol ogy, which normatively informtheir practition-
ersintermsof aimsand requirements. Yet theimpact
of such philosophical variation usually remains
unnoticed in published accountsthereby fuelling am-
biguity and controversy . . . (Cassell and Johnson
2006: 785-786)

Action research Applied research in which the pri-
mary goal is to facilitate social change or bring about
a value-oriented political-social goal.

Participatory action research Action research in
which the research participants actively help design
and conduct the research study. It emphasizes democ-
ratizing knowledge-creation and engaging in collec-
tive action, and it assumes that political knowledge
emerges from participating in research.

Most action research shares five characteris-
tics.

The people who are studied are active partici-

pantsin the research process.

Thestudy incorporatesthe popular knowledge

and concerns of ordinary people.

The study examines power relations and doc-

uments social inequality or injustice.

Study findings are shared to raise the aware-

ness and empower ordinary people.

Theresearchistied directly to social-political

action and achieving socia goals.

Action research triesto equalize the power rela
tions between research participants and researchers.
We avoid having control, status, and authority over
the people we study. Instead, we encourage equality
and direct involvement by research participants. We
want to raise avareness among participants and the
public, so published articles are secondary goals. In-
stead, the emphasis is on sharing the findings with
research participants and the public. This takes the
form of general reportsand pamphlets, pressreleases
for the mass media, or public meetings.

Action research often attractsresearcherswith
impassioned viewson anissue(e.g., environmenta,
egalitarian, feminist). A deeply committed feminist
action researcher may see a study as both advanc-
ing knowledge and creating social changeto trans-
form gender relations.? If the researcher studies
sexua harassment, the outcome might be making
policy changesto reduce its occurences and work-
ing with potential victims so they can better defend
their rights. Action researchers worked to preserve
a town that was about to be destroyed by a dam
project. They collaborated with union officials and
management to redesign work to prevent layoffs. In
developing nations, action researchers often work
among illiterate, impoverished peasants to teach
literacy, spread an awareness of problems, and
improve living conditions.®

Participatory action research, a subtype of
action research, emphasizes democratizing the
knowledge-creation process, revealing injustices,
highlighting socid inequality and conflict, and
engaging in collective action to improve conditions.
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A key belief in participatory action research is that
knowledgegrowsout of directly experiencing social-
politica activism. Astheresearch participantsengage
indirect action, they becomemoreinformed and em-
powered. They learn and are more likely to succeed.

In aparticipatory action study, research partic-
ipantstake an activerolein formulating, designing,
and carrying out theresearch. They cogeneratefind-
ingswith professional researchersinacollaborative
process. Research participants are involved in
problem definition and study implementation.
Because most participants are unfamiliar with
professional social research, the trained researcher
actsasaconsultant or collaborator who assists and
provides expertise in study design, data gathering,
and data analysig/interpretation.

An action researcher balances professional
standards with the practical limits of adapting to
local conditions and specific participant concerns.
Involvement and control by local participants means
joint ownership of thefindings. Theresearcher who
wantsto publish study resultsin aprofessional out-
let might find that the partici pantsfeel the researcher
is only trying to advance his or her career. This
makes getting the permission and cooperation of
participants critical before releasing findingsin a
professional setting or outlet.1

Organizations or people with value/advocacy
viewswho are opposed to the interests of study par-
ticipantsmay challengevisibleand successful action-
research. For thisreason, an action researcher needs
to have an in-depth knowledge of proper research
procedures and very carefully document study
methods (see Example Box 2, Action Research).

3. Social impact assessment research esti-
matesthe likely socia consequencesin advance of
aplanned change.1! Often social impact assessment
(SIA) research is part of a larger environmental
impact statement required by government agencies.
In the United States, the 1969 National Environ-
mental Policy Act (NEPA) requires an Environ-
mental Impact Statement (EIS) before a federa
government agency may take* actionssignificantly
affecting the quality of the human environment”
(NEPA, section 102). Preparing SIA for an EIS
requiressocial scienceresearch, and it assesseshoth
positive and negative impacts.

Social impact assessment Applied research that
documents the likely consequences for various areas of
social life if a major new change is introduced into a
community.

An EISisrequired for locating and building
schools, hospitals, prisons, housing developments,
shopping centers, factories, landfills, highways, air-
ports, reservoirs, parks, recreation areas, and power
plants. If SIA ispart of the EIS, it evaluatesthe con-
sequences of such action including the availability
and quality of housing, population characteristics
(such as age structure, racia-ethnic diversity,
income and education levels), and the distribution
of power-authority. It may examine attitudes or
perceptions, family bonds, and friendship networks.
The SIA part of the EIS can consider impacts on
community resources such as health, police, fire,
and sanitation services, employment, school and
recreational opportunities, and the vitality of non-
profit organizations. The SIA aso considers
impacts on the survival or continuity of distinct
communities of people who have established local
historical and cultural roots.’?

Researchers conducting social impact assess-
ments often work in an interdisciplinary research
team to measure areas of impact (see Example
Box 3, Socia Impact Research). Social impact
researchers have a professional organization, the
International Association for Impact Assessment,
with a scholarly journal, Impact Assessment and
Project Appraisal.

After decades of development, the tools and
effectiveness of social impact assessment research
are well established; however, this type of applied
research is seriously underutilized. Thisis due to
several factors. First, most EISs do not require a
SIA. Legidators, policy officials, or decision mak-
ersrarely ask for aSIA beforethey approveamajor
project. Except for avery few large-scale programs,
most decision makers choose to change zoning
regulations, develop a new business park, create a
housing devel opment, alter transportation routes,
and so forth without systematically considering the
social impact. These issues are decided based on
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EXAMPLE 2
Action Research

Williams and associates (2007) used a participatory
action approach to study quality of life in Saskatoon,
Canada. They gathered quantitative and qualitative
data from three areas of the city (low, middle, and
high income) in 2001 and again in 2004. They
focused on three themes: (1) a growing income gap,
(2) social knowledge translation strategies that would
include low socioeconomic populations, and (3) how
to bring about a positive change in local quality of
life. The researchers developed a “hybrid” research
organization. It was both university based and local
community based and had coleaders (one from the
university and one from the community). Commu-
nity leaders concerned about quality of life issues in
Saskatoon were active throughout the study. They
incorporated four knowledge-translation strategies:
regularly engage the local media (newspaper and tel-
evision), conduct several community forums, create
a Saskatoon Quality of Life Steering Committee with
several community organizations, and employ an ac-
tion researcher who would be a policy entrepreneur
(advocate for starting new policies). Community
members participated in research design, data col-
lection, and data analysis-interpretation. The authors
treated research findings as learning tool for the com-
munity that could raise awareness and stimulate
action. They used several methods to communicate
results: published short briefing papers, created
posters, and distributed research summaries at com-
munity forums for discussion. Discussing findings
was not an endpoint; rather, it was a stage toward
creating new policies, programs, or actions based on
community reactions to the findings.

Another action research study, this one by Quach
and associates (2008), involved an applied action
research study of Vietnamese nail salon workers in
one county in California “to collect preliminary
descriptive information” (p. 340). The authors noted
that California has 35,000 nail salons with 300,000

political and economic interests. Second, a socia
impact assessment study requires time and money.
Officias resist spending funds and object to slow-
ing the decision-making process. Because they
work in a short time frame, they do not require

nail technicians who work for long periods with nail
products that have toxic and hazardous ingredients.
In California, 59-80 percent of licensed manicurists
are of Viethamese descent, and 95 percent are
female. Between 1987 and 2002, the proportion of
Vietnamese nail workers grew tenfold, but almost
nothing was known about their health situation.
Researchers designed the study to raise awareness
of health issues and encourage participation by work-
ers by creating a Community Advisory Committee
to oversee the study. An important feature was that
targeted population were immigrants, many with
limited English language ability (99 percent had been
born in Vietham and over one-half had lived in
the United States ten years or longer). Led by the
outreach staff of a local health center, the committee
was comprised of ten Viethamese community mem-
bers (including nail salon workers), patients at the
health center, cosmetology instructors, breast cancer
survivors, and mental health counselors from
Alameda County (San Francisco Bay area). The study
included 201 nail salon workers at 74 salons in the
county. Researchers used a 10-minute Viethamese
language questionnaire, focus groups, and observa-
tions of salon conditions (e.g., number of doors and
windows, ventilators). The study documented
numerous health issues. More than one-half of salon
workers reported acute health problems (e.g., eye
irritation, headaches, breathing difficulties) that
started after they began working in the industry. A
large majority of nail salon workers reported con-
cerns over exposure to workplace chemicals, but less
than one-half of the salons had exhaust ventilation
to reduce chemical exposure. Local community
members were actively involved at several research
stages. Study authors used the findings to educate
a range of people in the local community and devel-
oped strategies to help reduce exposure to haz-
ardous occupational conditions.

studies, evenif onecould produceamoreinformed
decision that saves money and anguish in thelong-
term. Third, in many places, the political-cultural
climate is wary of planning and distrustful of
“expert” advice. Such distrust combines with
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EXAMPLE 3
Social Impact Research

Many forms of gambling, or “gaming,” have
expanded in the United States over the past 30 years.
In 1980, gambling was legal in only a few states and
yielded less than $10 billion in profits. Today, it is legal
in 48 states, and profits exceed $50 billion a year.
Lawmakers sought new sources of revenue without
raising taxes and wanted to promote economic
development. The gambling industry promised new
jobs, economic revitalization, and a “cut” of the flow
of money from gambling. This allowed lawmakers to
create jobs, strengthen the local economy, and obtain
more revenue—all without raising taxes. Legal rul-
ings have recognized the treaty rights of Amerindian
people, meaning that gaming laws did not apply to
Amerilndian lands. When a new casino was proposed
for downtown Rochester, New York, Kent (2004) was
commissioned to conduct a social impact study. Like
most reports of social impact studies, it was not pub-
lished in a scholarly journal. The report estimated that
the proposed casino would add 1,300 new jobs to
the city. New York state could earn an additional
$23 million per year, and the city of Rochester about
$11 million in tax revenues from casino operations.
To estimate the impact, one part of the study com-
pared data from several gambling versus nhongam-
bling cities and considered past studies on gambling
addiction behavior. This part considered both
the economic benefits and added social costs (e.g.,
crime rates, prostitution, illegal drug use, compulsive
gamblers) that appeared in cities with casinos. The
report stated that pathological gambling increases
with proximity to casino gambling and has costs for
individuals and families (with increased divorce and
child abuse). The report estimated the dollar value of
social costs could reach $10 million annually.

limited knowledge of social science research. Asa
result, people cling to traditional decision-making
methods. They use guesswork rather than research-
based knowledge about social impacts of decisions.
Fourth, the promoters or investors in new projects
often oppose conducting asocial impact assessment
study. They fear that itsfindingswill create delays,
force costly alterations, or derail their plans by

identifying social concerns. Lastly, in casesof socia
impact studies, officials often ignore their results
because of overriding political concernsand thein-
fluence of entrenched political-economicinterests.

Two Tools in Applied Research. Many appliedre-
searchersusetwo toolsaspart of their research stud-
ies: needs assessment and cost-benefit analysis.

A needs assessment involves collecting data
to determine major social needs and their severity.
It is often a preliminary step before a government
agency or charity decides on a strategy to help
peopleor conduct further study. Needs assessments
often become tangled in complex community
relations, and when doing one, we may encounter
several issues(see Summary Review Box 1, Dilem-
mas in Needs A ssessment).

A first issue is to prioritize serious needs or
problems. Perhaps acommunity hasadozenissues
or concerns, such as women subject to violent do-
mestic abuse, preteens abusing drugs, people who
arehomelessd egping inapark, working peoplelos-
ing large amounts of money betting at a racetrack,
or executives drinking too much at the country club
and then driving. Which issue receives the needs
assessment? The most visible need may not be
the most serious one or one that mobilizes a great
public outcry.

A second issue is to identify information
sources for the needs assessment. For example,
when deciding to conduct a needs assessment for a
program to aid people who are homeless, who isin
abest position to provide information? Should we
talk about the needs of people who are homeless
with the business owners who complain about
homeless people living on their street? Should we
ask the current service providers to the homeless
population (e.g., socia workers, health care centers,
schools, homeless shelters, food pantries, and soup
kitchens)? Should we rely on law enforcement
(e.g., palice, jailers, court officials)? Should we ask
friends, family members, and nonprofessional

Needs assessment An applied research tool that
gathers descriptive information about a need, issue, or
concern, including its magnitude, scope, and severity.
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advocates of people living on the street? Should
we ask the people themselves? Ideally, we would
include all sources, but identifying the full range
may not be easy or make take too much time.

A third issueisthat explicit, immediate needs
may not include thefull range of lessvisibleissues
or link them to long-term solutions. For example,
we learn that people who are homeless say they
need housing. After examining the situation, how-
ever, we determine that housing would be available
if these people had jobs. The housing problem is
caused by a need for jobs, which, in turn, may be
caused by aneedfor skills, a“livingwage,” and cer-
tain types of businesses. Thus, to address the hous-
ing need, it is necessary to attract specific types of
businesses, enact a new minimum wage, and pro-
videjob training. Often the surface, apparent needs
are rooted in deeper conditions and causes about
which many people are unaware. For example,
drinking polluted water, having a poor diet, and
lacking exercise may cause an increased need for
health care. Does this indicate a need for more
health care or for better water treatment and a pub-
lic health education program?

A fourthissueisthat the needs assessment may
generate political controversy. It may suggest solu-
tions beyond local control or without a realistic
chance of implementation. Powerful groups may
not want some of the socia needs documented or
publicized. We may learn that a city has much un-
reported crime; however, publicizing the situation
may tarnish the image of a safe, well-run city that
the Chamber of Commerceand the city government
are promoting. Often one group’sneeds, such asthe
people who bet too much money at the racetrack,
are linked to the actions of others who benefit by
creating that need, such as the racetrack’s owners
and employees. By documenting needsand offering

Cost-benefit analysis An applied research tool econ-
omists developed in which a monetary value is as-
signed to the inputs and outcomes of a process and
then the researcher examines the balance between
them.

SUMMARY REVIEW 1
Dilemmas in Needs Assessment

1. Who defines what is the most serious issue for which
needs should be assessed?

2. Whom should you ask to learn about the needs of a
group of people?

3. Should you consider both conscious, visible needs
and unspoken, hidden needs?

4. When many areas of needs coexist, which ones
should you include in an assessment?

5. Should you limit remedies/solutions for needs to
what can be realistically accomplished within the lim-
its set by established powerholders or consider all
possibilities even if they may be disruptive?

aresolution, we may be caught between opposing
groups.

Economists developed the second tool, cost-
benefit analysis. It involves estimating the future
costs and benefits of a proposed action and assign-
ing them monetary values. We start by identifying
all consequences including tangibles, such as job
creation, business formation, or graduation rates
andintangibles, such ascleanair, political freedom,
scenic beauty, or low stress levels of a program or
action. Next, we assign each consequence a mone-
tary value; some (such as costs) may be negative,
some (e.g., benefits) positive, and someneutral . We
then calculate a probability or likelihood for each
consequence. Lastly, we compare all coststo bene-
fitsand decide whether they balance.

Cost-benefit analysis appearsto be anonpolit-
ical, rational, and technical decision-making strat-
egy; however, it is often controversial. As with
needs assessment, peopl e disagree about the activ-
ities considered relevant or important. Thus, some
people will say that the top concerns are business
stability and profitability, lower taxes, and new
job creation. Others say the top priorities are a
healthy and clean environment, open green space,
and increased artistic expression and free speech.
People may disagree on whether a given conse-
guence is positive or negative. For example, | see
widening aroad as a benefit. It will allow me to
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travel to work much more rapidly and reduce
congestion. However, ahomeowner who livesalong
the road sees it as a cost. Building the road will
require removing some of hisor her front yard, in-
crease noise and pollution, and lower the house's
market value. Inthesocial impact study on opening
anew casinoin Rochester, New York (Example Box
3), the report weighed economic benefits (profits,
jobs, tax revenues) against social costs (crime,
gambling addition, family breakup, illegal drug
use). It stated that benefits outweighed costs, yet the
peopl e receiving the economic benefits (i.e., local
business owners and taxpayers, people who get
casino jobs) were not the same ones who pay the
socia costs associated with the casino (i.e., fami-
liesthat break up because of compulsive gambling,
peoplewithworse health duetoincreased drug use,
or women who become prostitutes).

We assign monetary values to costs and bene-
fits in two ways. Contingency evaluation asks
people how much something is worth to them: for
example, a town considering whether to allow a
polluting factory to locate there. We would want to
estimate the cost of air pollution on the average
person’shealth. We might ask people“How muchis
it worth to you not to cough a lot and miss work
10 days a year because you are sick with asthma?’
If the average value people assign is$150 in atown
of 20,000, we estimate the contingency evaluation
or subjective benefit of health to be $150 x 20,000
people per year, or $3 million. We balance this cost
againgt higher profits for a company and new jobs
created by allowing pollution. One problem with
estimates is that few people give accurate ones. In
addition, different peopleoften assign very different
cost values. To an impoverished person, coughing
and missing work may beworth $150. For awealthy
person, it may be $150,000. Broader consequences
exist aswdll. In this example, polluting companies
will move to towns with many low-income people
who assign lower costs. Thiswill worsen living con-
ditionsin lower income areas and increase the gap
inlife quality between rich and poor.

Using the same example, actual cost evalua-
tion estimatesthe actual medical and job loss costs.
We estimate the health impact and then add up
likely medical bills and costs for employers to

replace sick or disabled workers. Let us say that
medical treatment averages $150 per person and a
replacement worker costsan extra$300 per lost day
of work. The cost of treating 10,000 people each
year would be $150 x 10,000 people = $1,500,000.
The cost of hiring 1,000 replacement workers for
2 dayswould be $600 x 1,000 workers= $600,000,
for atotal estimate of $2.1 million. This method
ignores pain and suffering, inconvenience, and in-
direct costs (e.g., a parent stays home with a sick
child or a child cannot play sports because of
asthma). To balance the costs with benefits by this
method, the polluting factory would needto earnan
extra$2.1 millionin profits.

Cost-benefit analysis rests on the assumption
that we can attach a monetary value to everything
(e.g., a child’s learning, health, love, happiness,
human dignity, chastity) and that peopleassign sim-
ilar valuations. We might question these assump-
tions. Cost-benefit analysiscan asoraisemora and
political concerns. The people paying the cost may
not be the ones getting the benefits. In addition,
cost-benefit calculations tend to favor wealthy,
high-income peopl e over poor, low-income people.
A high-income person’s time is worth more, so
sheor heplacesahigher valueon saving 15 minutes
in a commute to work than a low-income per-
son would. A high-income person thinks saving
15 minutes is worth $50, but to a low-income per-
son, itisworth $5. Cost-benefit analysisoften finds
inconveniencing or disrupting the lives of low-
income peopleis more “ cost effective.”

Cost-benefit analysis tends to conceal the
moral-political dimension of decisions. For in-
stance, should we “pull the plug” on alife-support
machine for a serioudly ill elderly person or keep
the person alive for another 6 months. We compare
thebenefitsto the costs. Maybeit costs $200,000in
medical expenses to extend the person’s life by
6 months. Is the benefit of 6 months of life for a
nonproductive member of society worth $200,000
in costs? In addition to itseconomic aspect, the cost-
benefit balance decision hasamoral dimension, yet
that dimension in decisionsis most visible when it
involves a single identifiable person (your grand-
mother) with whom you have apersonal, emotional
attachment. The moral dimension is less visible
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when makeit for someoneidentified asan individ-
ual, (i.e., lost among a group of 1,000 hospital
patients) and for whom decision makers(e.g., health
insurance officials in a distant city) lack direct,
personal contact. Although obscured, the moral
dimension of the decision remains.

Moving Beyond the Basic-Applied Dichotomy.
The basic versus applied research dichotomy is
overly smplistic. Threerelated issues elaborate on
thisdistinctionto build additional typesof research
beyond the dichotomy:

1. Theform of knowledge astudy creates

2. Therange of audiences that can use research
findings

3. Whoinitiates, designs, and controls a study—
an independent researcher or others

Forms of Knowledge. Social researchersproduce
two forms of knowledge, instrumental and reflex-
ive. Although they overlap, the forms mirror a
distinction between neutral, impartial, and task-
oriented actions and principled, value-based,
engaged behavior. Most studies published in schol -
arly journals and applied studies by practitioners
build and expand instrumental knowledge. Itisa
means—ends or task-oriented knowledge. We use
it to accomplish something: a practical task or
advancement of what we know about how the
world works. We create such knowledge as we
extend old or invent new research techniques and
gather, verify, connect, and accumulate new infor-
mation. Instrumental knowledge advancesthefron-
tiers of understanding. As we create instrumental

Instrumental knowledge Knowledge narrowly
focused to answer a basic or applied research question,
issue, or concern with an outcome or task-oriented
orientation.

Reflexive knowledge Knowledge used to broadly
examine the assumptions, context, and moral-value
positions of basic or applied social research, including
the research process itself and the implications of what
is learned.

knowledge, we can avoid direct engagement in
moral or value-directed concerns.

By contrast, reflexiveknowledgeisself-aware,
vaue-oriented knowledge. It is principled and ori-
ented toward an ultimate value or end in itself. We
create reflexive knowledge to build on specific
moral commitments, consciously reflect on the
context and processes of knowledge creation, and
emphasizetheimplicationsof knowledge. Whenwe
create reflexive knowledge, we ask questions such
as. Why and how are we creating this knowledge?
What is the relevance or importance of this knowl-
edge, and for whom? What are itsimplications for
other knowledge and for moral principles such as
justice, truth, fairness, freedom, or equality?

Audiences for Research Findings. Asnoted earlier,
the primary audience of basic research isother pro-
fessional researchers in the scientific community.
Practitioner nonresearchers are the primary audi-
encefor applied research. We can expand the prac-
titioner audiences into four types: the public,
activists, general practitioners, and narrow practi-
tioners. Each has a different interest. Most of the
public have only a general interest. They learn
about research resultsin schooling or from themass
mediaoutlets. Activists, community advocates, and
research participants in action research have a
direct, immediate interest in results that are very
relevant to their immediate concerns. The general
practitioner, ahigh-level decision maker or policy
specialist in government or large organizations
(e.g., businesses, hospitals, police departments),
wantsto integrate abroad range of practical knowl-
edge to use to inform many current and future
decisions. By contrast, the narrow practitioner
wantstargeted findingsthat will addressaspecific,
pressing problem.

Researcher Autonomy and Commissioned Social
Research. Intheidealized and romanticimage of
research, there is complete freedom to pursue
knowledge without restriction. Theideal researcher
isindependent, has sufficient funds, and has com-
plete control over how to conduct a study. The
opposite of thisimage is research with many restric-
tions. This describes hired researcher-employee
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TABLE 2 Expanded Set of Basic and Applied Research Types

FORM OF KNOWLEDGE
AUDIENCE REFLEXIVE INSTRUMENTAL INSTRUMENTAL
Autonomous Commissioned Autonomous
Basic Research Type
Scientific community Basic critical Basic contract Basic professional

Applied Research Types

General public Public intellectual

Participants Public educator

Generalist practitioner Democratic deliberation

Narrow practitioner Dedicated deliberation

or commissioned research. Most commissioned
studies put limitations on researcher autonomy.
Someone el se providesthefunds, and specifiesthe
scope of the research question and the dissemina
tion of findings. Other “strings’ may include re-
striction to examine certain issues but not others.
Researchers may face strict limits on the time to
complete a study. Alternatively, they may be told
which research techniques to use or which people
to contact in the study.

Expanded Set of Basic and Applied Research
Types. We can now combine the form of knowl-
edge, audience, and commissioned versus au-
tonomous research to create an expanded set of
basi ¢ and applied research and researcher roles (see
Table 2). Basic research for the scientific commu-
nity can produce reflexive or instrumental knowl-
edge—critical  and professional  research,
respectively.13 A large private foundation or gov-
ernment agency might commission aresearcher to
conduct basic research. This is basic contract
research. At times, researchers assume a public
intellectual role and produce reflexive knowledge
toadvance general discussion and public debate. At
other times, they produce instrumental knowledge,
sometimes from a commissioned or autonomous
study. The knowledge might be dedicated to a
specific policy and contribute to a policy debate.

Dedicated policy
Consultant
Democratic contract

Dedicated contract

Democratic policy
Participatory researcher
Democratic applied research

Dedicated applied research

A researcher who designs reflexive research for
participants is in a public educator role. When the
knowledge is instrumental, the researcher may act
as a consultant to the participants or be a participa-
tory researcher who isequal to the participants. On
some occasions, generalist and targeted practition-
erscreate and apply reflexiveknowledgein debates
and deliberations over issues or decision options.
More often practitioners focus on instrumental
knowledge. Sometimesagenerdist practitioner cre-
ates and uses knowledge as a contributor to open,
democratic decisions. At other times, apractitioner
narrowly focuses on a particular targeted i ssue that
has little application or distribution of findings.1
An outside group or employer could commission a
study, or aresearcher could createit autonomously.

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

We conduct studiesfor many reasons. my bosstold
meto; it was a class assignment; | was curious; my
roommate thought it would be a good idea. There

Commissioned research Research funded and
conducted at the behest of someone other than the
researcher; the person conducting the study often has
limited control over the research question, methods of
a study, and presentation of results.
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are nearly as many reasons to conduct a study as
there areresearchers. We can organize the purposes
of research into three groups: explore a new topic,
describe a social phenomenon, or explain why
something occurs.® Studies may have multiple pur-
poses(e.g., both to explore and to describe), but one
purposeisusually dominant (see Summary Review
Box 2, Purposes of Research Types).

Exploration

We use exploratory research when the subject is
very new, we know little or nothing about it, and
no one hasyet explored it (see Example Box 4, Ex-
ploratory Research). Our goal with it is to formu-
late more precise questions that we can address in
future research. Asafirst stage of inquiry, we want
to know enough after the exploratory study so we
can design and execute a second, more systematic
and extensive study. Exploratory research rarely
yields definitive answers. It addresses the “what”
question: What is this social activity really about?
It is difficult to conduct because it has few guide-
lines, everything is potentially important, steps are
not well defined, and the direction of inquiry
changes frequently.

Researcherswho conduct exploratory research
must be creative, open minded, and flexible; adopt
an investigative stance; and explore all sources of
information. They ask creative questions and take
advantage of serendipity (i.e., unexpected or chance
factorsthat have large implications). For example,
an expectation might be that the impact of immi-
gration to a new nation would be more negative on
younger children than on older ones. Instead, the
unexpected finding was that children of a specific

Exploratory research Research whose primary
purpose is to examine a little understood issue or
phenomenon and to develop preliminary ideas about
it and move toward refined research questions.

Descriptive research Research in which the primary
purpose is to “paint a picture” using words or numbers
and to present a profile, a classification of types, or an
outline of steps to answer questions such as who, when,
where, and how.

SUMMARY REVIEW 2
Purposes of Research Types

EXPLORATORY
Become familiar with the basic facts, setting, and
concerns
Create a general mental picture of conditions
Formulate and focus questions for future research
Generate new ideas, conjectures, or hypotheses
Determine the feasibility of conducting research
Develop techniques for measuring and locating
future data

DESCRIPTIVE
Provide a detailed, highly accurate picture
Locate new data that contradict past data
Create a set of categories or classify types
Clarify a sequence of steps or stages
Document a causal process or mechanism
Report on the background or context of a situation

EXPLANATORY
Test a theory’s predictions or principle
Elaborate and enrich a theory’s explanation
Extend a theory to new issues or topics
Support or refute an explanation or prediction
Link issues or topics to a general principle
Determine which of several explanations is best

age group (between ages six and eleven) who
immigrate are most vulnerable to its disruption—
more so than either older or younger children.16

Description

You may have awell-devel oped idea about asocial
phenomenon and want to describe it. Descriptive
resear ch presentsapicture of the specific details of
asituation, social setting, or relationship. Much of
the socia research found in scholarly journals or
used for making policy decisionsis descriptive (see
Example Box 5, Descriptive Research).
Descriptive and exploratory research blur
together in practice. A descriptive research study
startswith awell-defined issue or question and tries
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EXAMPLE 4
Exploratory Research

Most exploratory research uses qualitative data. In
general, qualitative research tends to be more open
to using a wide range of evidence and discovering
new issues. Troshynski and Blank (2008) conducted
an exploratory study of men who engage in illegal
sex trafficking. The study was unusual because
the research participants had actively engaged in an
illegal activity. The authors had a chance meeting
with someone who knew people “in the business.”
Over a 3-month period, the authors were able
to meet and conduct open-ended interviews with
five traffickers. Their goal was to explore how the
traffickers saw their business and learn about their
backgrounds.

Other exploratory qualitative studies are more
complex. Gavlee (2005) conducted an exploratory
ethnographic study of racial classification in Puerto
Rico. The study was motivated by previous studies
that had found that the way people dealt with race
in Brazil and much of Latin American differed
from ideas about race on the mainland United
States. Brazilians emphasized phenotype (outward
appearance) over descent, which produced numer-
ous categories that are fluid and uncertain. The
study’s research questions were these: What cate-
gories do people in Puerto Rico use? What are the
organizing principles of the categories? Gavlee fo-
cused on one small city in Puerto Rico. He spent
time in the city and conducted open-ended inter-
views with twenty-four people to learn terms and

to describe it accurately. The study’s outcomeis a
detailed picture of the issue or answer to the
research question. For example, the focused issue
might be the relationship between parents who are
heavy alcohol drinkers and child abuse. Results
could show that 25 percent of heavy-drinking par-
ents had physically or sexually abused their chil-
dren compared to 5 percent of parents who never
drink or drink very little.

A descriptive study presents a picture of types
of people or of social activities and focuses on
“how” and “who” questions (How often does it
happen? Who is involved?). Exploring new issues

categories they used to talk about others. Next, he
asked forty-two people to organize a set of pictures
of faces that he analyzed using computer software.
He discovered that local people organize primarily in
terms of appearance rather than race, using five
shades of color as categories. Other physical appear-
ance features (hair texture, nose shape) also had
minor roles.

Some exploratory studies use quantitative tech-
niques. Krysan (2008) analyzed survey data in an
exploratory study of how people of different races in
the United States search for housing. The study asked
several hundred people in the Detroit area about their
recent housing search including how long it took,
how many possibilities they inspected during the
search, and how many offers or applications they com-
pleted. Krysan compared renters and buyers as well as
Whites and Blacks with regard to search strategies
(e.g., talk to friends, family, or neighbors, look at yard
signs, search newspapers or the Internet, use a real
estate professional or search service). She looked at
percentages and found many similarities but a few dif-
ferences with regard to race pertaining to type of real
estate agent used, Internet use, and length or difficulty
of search. People tended to use an agent of their own
race. Whites were more likely to use the Internet and
more likely to restrict their searchers to White majority
neighborhoods. Blacks searched a wider range of
locations, had longer searchers, and filed more appli-
cations before they had success.

or explaining why something happens(e.g., why do
heavy-drinking parents abuse their children) isless
of aconcern than describing how thingsare. A great
deal of social research is descriptive. Descriptive
researchers use most data-gathering techniques:
surveys, field research, content analysis, and
hi storical-comparative research.

Explanation

When encountering anissuethat isknown andwith
a description of it, we might wonder why things
are the way they are. Addressing the “why” isthe
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EXAMPLE 5
Descriptive Research

The experimental study by Lowery and colleagues
(2007) on priming and academic performance, the
survey research study by Edgell and Tranby (2007)
on religion and beliefs about racial inequality, and the
ethnographic study of gangs by Venkatesh (2008)
were all descriptive research. The primary focus of
each study was to describe patterns rather than ad-
dress the why question or to test an existing theory.

Another example of a descriptive study is the
Unnever and Cullen (2007) study on support for the
death penalty. The authors observed that many
public opinion polls revealed a sharp racial divide in
Americans’ support for the death penalty. White
racism is often cited as a reason for this difference,
yet “there is no systematic theory of why white racism
fosters support for capital punishment” (page 1283).
The authors conducted a secondary data analysis (see
later in this chapter) of survey data with a national
sample of 1,500 people. In statistical analysis, they
found that while many factors (authoritarian person-
ality, conservative ideology, religious belief, and anti-
egalitarian views) contribute to a person’s support for
death penalty, the strongest predictor of support
among Whites was a high score on White racism.
Among nonracist Whites, support for the death
penalty is similar to levels found among African
Americans. The authors briefly discussed theory,
but they used theories for only general ideas and
primarily described the characteristics of death
penalty supporters. They did not directly test any
theories or use them to create an explanation (see
the next section).

purpose of explanatory research. It builds on
exploratory and descriptiveresearch and goesonto
identify the reason something occurs (see Example
Box 6, Explanatory Research). Going beyond
providing a picture of the issue, an explanatory

Explanatory research Research whose primary
purpose is to explain why events occur and to build,
elaborate, extend, or test theory.

study looks for causes and reasons. For example,
adescriptive study would document the numbers of
heavy-drinking parents who abuse their children
whereas an explanatory study would be interested
in learning why these parents abuse their children.
Wefocuson exactly what isit about heavy drinking
that contributesto child abuse.

We use multiple strategies in explanatory
research. In some explanatory studies, we develop
a novel explanation and then provide empirical
evidence to support it or refute it. In other studies,
we outline two or more competing explanationsand
then present evidencefor each in atype of a“head-
to-head” comparisonto seewhichisstronger. Intill
others, we start with an existing explanation derived
from social theory or past research and then extend
it to explain anew issue, setting, or group of people
to seehow well the explanation holdsup or whether
it needs modification or is limited to only certain
conditions.

WITHIN OR ACROSS CASES

Studies vary according to the number of cases we
examine and the depth-intensity of investigation
into features of the cases. Sometimes we carefully
select or sample a smaller number cases out of a
much larger pool of casesor population. These stud-
iesmay till involve hundredsor thousands of cases.
In other studies (especialy experiments), we ana-
lyze afew dozen people and manipulate conditions
for those people. In still another type of study, we
intensively examineoneor asmall handful of cases,
perhaps fewer than ten. While the number of cases
in a study is important, the more critical issueis
whether astudy primarily focuseson featureswithin
casesor across cases. AsRagin (1994:93) observed,
“often there is a trade-off between the number
of cases and the number of features of cases
researcherstypically can study.”

The concept of “case” is central but can be
complex. Gerring (2007:17) cals a case a“ defini-
tional morass.” The complication arises because
many possible things can be cases. They can be
determined by a study’s perspective and research
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EXAMPLE 6
Explanatory Research

The historical-comparative study on the movement
for jury rights by McCammon and colleagues
(2008) was explanatory. The study focused on ex-
plaining why movements were more successful in
some states than others. The existing-statistics study
by McVeigh and Sobolewski (2007) was also ex-
planatory because the authors tested ethnic compe-
tition theory and split labor market theory to explain
county voting patterns.

Explanatory studies usually outline an existing
theory and test it or extend the theory to a new area
or group. A well-known social psychological theory
for the past 50 years has been the contact hypothe-
sis. It has primarily been used to study interracial
relations. It explains the degree of prejudice and neg-
ative attitudes by saying that people tend to hold
negative views toward an “out-group” because of
ignorance and negative stereotypes. Once people
have contact with and get to know out-group mem-
bers, they replace their ignorance and negative
stereotypes with more positive views. It answers the
question why people hold negative feelings toward
out-groups with the contact hypothesis: their lack of
contact with the out-group. Many studies examined
this hypothesis, by investigating specific conditions

question. Formally, acase is bounded or delimited
in time and space; it is often called a “unit” or
“observation.” Anindividual person canbeacaseas
can afamily, company, or entire nation. What serves
asacasein one study may not beacasein adiffer-
ent study. For example, the nation might be acase
that can examine aspects of it or aspects of individ-
ual's as cases within one nation’s popul ation.

A case is not simply any individual person,
family, company, or nation; we select it aspart of a
“classof events’ or becauseit belongsto acategory
of cases (see George and Bennett, 2005:17). We
study acase because it is part of some grouping—
type or kind—that we study to develop knowledge
about causes of similarities and differences among

of contact and the degree to which an out-group is
perceived as threatening.

Lee, Farrel, and Link (2004) extended the contact
hypothesis to explain a new topic, people in U.S. cities
who are homeless. They looked at fourteen measures
of exposure to these people. The measures ranged
from having information (e.g., articles, television)
about them, personal observation, and personal
interaction, to having been homeless oneself or hav-
ing a family member who was or is. They also devel-
oped comprehensive measures of a person’s view on
people who are homeless. These included beliefs
about why people become homeless, seeing them as
dangerous, feeling empathy and having positive emo-
tions, and supporting their rights. Using telephone
survey data from a random sample of 1,388 adults in
200 U.S. metropolitan areas in 1990, they found clear
evidence supporting the contact hypothesis. People
who had more contact and more intimate types of
contact with people who are homeless held the most
favorable views of them and were more likely to sup-
port programs that helped people who are homeless
compared to people who had little or no contact with
them. They also found some variation in views about
people who are homeless based on a person’s race,
age, education level, and political ideology.

atype or kind of case. For example, | would not
study my neighbor Alex as a case just because he
lives next to me; however, | might include Alex as
acase within aclass of similar cases. middle-aged
men with a physical disability that prevents
them from working and who became full-time
“househusbands’ to a professional spouse. Like-
wise, | might study the 1962 Cuban misslecrisisas
acase, but it would be as one case within acategory
of cases. international crisis management and
deterrance situations.

In any study, researchers should ask both how
many cases areinvolved and whether the emphasis
ismoreon adetailed examination within afew cases
Or across many cases.
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Case-Study Research

Case-study resear ch examines many features of a
few cases. The cases can be individuals, groups,
organizations, movements, events, or geographic
units. The data on the case are detailed, varied, and
extensive. It canfocusonasinglepointintimeor a
duration of time. Most case-study research isqual-
itative, but it doesnot haveto be. By contrast, almost
all cross-case (or noncase research) is quantitative.
Quialitative and case-study research are not identi-
cal, but “amost all qualitative research seeksto con-
struct representions based on in-depth, detailed
knowledge of cases’ (Ragin, 1994a:92).1" The
ethnography on urban gangs by Venkatesh (2008)
was a case study. It described how specific events
and relationships unfolded over the course of 8
years in and around one gang in a limited geo-
graphic area of South Chicago.

Case-study researchintensively investigatesone
or a small set of cases, focusing on many details
within each caseand the context. Inshort, it examines
both detail sof each case’sinternal featuresaswell as
the surrounding situation. Case studies enable usto
link micro level, or the actions of individuals, to the
macro level, or large-scale structures and processes
(Vaughan, 1992). AsWalton (1992b:122) remarked,
“Thelogic of the case study isto demonstrate acausal
argument about how general social forces shapeand
produce resultsin particular settings”

Case-study research has many strengths. It
clarifies our thinking and allows usto link abstract
ideasin specific wayswith the concrete specifics of
cases we observe in detail. It also enable us to
calibrate or adjust the measures of our abstract
concepts to actua lived experiences and widely
accepted standards of evidence. Other case-study
strengths involve theory. As Walton (1992b:129)
noted, “ Case studies are likely to produce the best
theory.” This occurs for three reasons. First, aswe
become very familiar with the in-depth detail of

Case-study research Research that is an in-depth
examination of an extensive amount of information
about very few units or cases for one period or across
multiple periods of time.

specific cases, we can create/build new theories as
well asreshape current theoriesto complex casesor
new situations. Second, when we examine specific
cases, the intricate details of social processes and
cause-effect relationsbecomemorevisible. Thein-
creased visihility allows usto devel op richer, more
comprehensive explanations that can capture the
complexity of socia life. In addition, case studies
provide evidence that more effectively depicts
complex, multiple-factor events/situations and pro-
cesses that occur over time and space. Case-study
research also canincorporate an entire situation and
multiple perspectives within it.

Case study research has the following six
strengths: 18

1. Conceptual validity. Casestudieshelpto“flush
out” and identify concepts/variablesthat are of
greatest interest and move toward their core or
essential meaning in abstract theory.

2. Heuristic impact. Case studies are highly
heurigtic (i.e., providing further learning, dis-
covery, or problem solving). They help with
constructing new theories, developing or ex-
tending concepts, and exploring the boundaries
among related concepts.

3. Causal mechanisms identification. Case stud-
ies have the ability to make visible the details
of social processes and mechanisms by which
onefactor affects others.

4. Ability to capture complexity and trace pro-
cesses. Casestudiescan effectively depict highly
complex, multiple-factor events/situations and
trace processes over time and space.

5. Calibration. Case studies enable researchers
to adjust measures of abstract concepts to
dependable, lived experiences and concrete
standards.

6. Holistic elaboration. Case studies can elabo-
rate on an entiresituation or processholigtically
and permit the incorporation of multiple
perspectives or viewpoints.

Case studies have a detailed focus but tell
alarger story (see Example Box 7, Case-Study Re-
search). Walton remarked (19924) in his case study
of one community, Owens Valley, California, “I
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EXAMPLE 7
Case-Study Research

Perhaps you have seen the prize-winning 2002
movie The Pianist, about Wladyslaw Szpilman
and the 1943 Jewish uprising in Warsaw, Poland.
Einwohner (2003) conducted a historical case study
of a single event—the 1943 Jewish uprising—to
examine widely accepted social movement theory.
The theory builds on three ideas: political opportunity
structure (POS), threat, and motivational frame. POS
is the overall set of options and constraints in institu-
tions and resource control. When new opportunities
arise (e.g., the opposition is divided, stalled, dis-
tracted, or runs short of supplies), the POS “opens,”
increasing the odds that a movement can grow or be
successful. POS theory also recognizes threat. Threat
is defined as increased costs to a movement for tak-
ing certain actions (e.g., new law restricting protest
activity and many people being arrested) or not
taking certain actions. A third concept is “motiva-
tional frame.” A frame refers to how people think
about and perceive something. A motivational
frame is what participants perceive to be acceptable
reasons or moral justifications for taking an action.
The theory says a social movement advances when
all three conditions occur: an opening occurs in the
POS, the level of threat is low, and people have a
frame that motivates them to take action.

havetried. . .totell abig story through thelens of
asmall case” (p. xviii). The community engaged
in social protest asit attempted to control its key
resource (water) and destiny. The protest took dif-
ferent formsfor more than 100 years. In the study,
Walton examined diverse forms of dataincluding
direct observation, formal and informal interviews,
census statistics, maps, old photos and news-
papers, various historical documents, and officia
records.

Across-Case Research

Most quantitative research studies gather informa:
tion from alarge number of cases (30 to 3,000) and
focus on afew of features of the cases. Rather than

Einwohner (2003) studied diaries and historical re-
ports in the specific case of the Warsaw Jewish ghetto
in 1943. She found a tightly closed POS and a situa-
tion of great threat. The Jews of the ghetto faced highly
effective and overwhelming military power, and the
Nazis began a policy of systematic extermination.
Thus, two of the three conditions required for a suc-
cessful movement were missing, yet the Jews of the
ghetto formed a new and radical motivational frame.
They redefined death in struggle as their only accept-
able, honorable option. Instead of seeing death as an
event to fear and avoid, their view shifted to seeing
death in an uprising as a highly courageous, dignified,
and honorable action. They redefined being killed in
an impossible fight as being honorable and necessary
both for each individual and for the entire Jewish
people. Thus, the case study found that although two
essential factors predicted by the theory (an open
opportunity and low threat) were absent, a mass
movement emerged. In fact, there was a complete lack
of opportunity and extreme threat. In this case, the
mass movement depended on the massive and wide-
spread redefinition of what action all of the people had
to pursue in a completely hopeless situation. Thus,
Einwohner’s detailed case study modified a widely
accepted and well-documented existing theory.

carry out a detailed investigation of each case,
across-case research compares select features
across numerous cases. It treats each case asthe car-
rier of the feature of interest.

While certainissueslend themselvesto one or
another approach, it is sometimes possible to study
the sameissueusing acase study and an across-case
research design. L et ussay we areinterested in how
a family decides whether to move to a different
town. Onestrategy isto useacase study of fivefam-
ilies. We conduct highly detailed observations
and in-depth interviews of each family’s decision-
making process. Another strategy would be to use
an across-case study of therelationship between the
husband's job and family income and adecision to
relocate to a different town. We look across 1,000
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families, identifying the husband’s job and income
of 250 familiesthat had moved and 750 that had not
moved during the past fiveyears. Inthe across-case
study, thefamily unit actsasacarrier of thefeatures
of interest: husband's job, income level, and deci-
sion to move or not. Across-case research focuses
on the relation among features ( job, income, and
decision), not on what happens within specific
families.

SINGLE OR MULTIPLE
POINTS IN TIME

Timeisadimension of every study. We incorporate
time in two ways, cross-sectionally and longitudi-
nally. Cross-sectional resear ch gathersdataat one
time point and createsakind of “ snapshot” of socia
life. Longitudinal resear ch gathersdataat multiple
time pointsand providesmoreof a“ moving picture’
of events, people, or socia relations acrosstime. In
general, longitudinal studies are more difficult to
conduct and require more resources. Researchers
may collect data on many unitsat many time points
and thenlook for patternsacrossthe unitsor cases. 1

Cross-Sectional Research

Cross-sectiona research can be exploratory, de-
scriptive, or explanatory, but itismost consistent with
adescriptive approach. It isusualy the smplest and
least costly aternative but rarely captures social
processes or change. Both the survey by Edgell and
Tranby (2007) onreligionand beliefsabout racia in-
equality and the existing statistics study of red and
blue states by McVeigh and Sobolewski (2007)
are cross-sectional. Of studies described in this

Cross-sectional research Any research that exam-
ines information on many cases at one point in time.

Longitudinal research Any research that examines
information from many units or cases across more than
one point in time

Time-series research Longitudinal research in
which information can be about different cases or
people in each of several time periods.

chapter, the exploratory study onracein Puerto Rico
(Gavlee 2005) and on housing in Detroit (Krysan,
2008) were also cross-sectional. The descriptive
study on death penalty viewsby Unnever and Cullen
(2007) isalso cross-sectional.

Deciding whether a study is cross-sectional or
longitudinal is not always simple. It is more than
simply a matter of length of time. The experiment
on priming by Lowery and associates (2007) has
“long-term effects’ (4 days) initstitleand islongti-
tudinal. Data in the survey study by Edgell and
Tranby (2007) and the existing statistics study by
McVeigh and Sobolewski (2007) were collected
over severd days or months but are cross-sectional
studies. The priming experiment islongitudinal not
because of the specific length of time involved but
because the study’s design incorporated time. Re-
searchers gathered data at two distinct time points
and compared these datain the dataanaysis. Inthe
survey and existing statistics studies, researchers
could not collect data all at once. They treated the
minor timedifferencesinwhenthey gathered dataas
irrelevant and ignored the time differencesin their
study design.

Longitudinal Research

We can use longitudinal studies for exploratory,
descriptive, and explanatory purposes. Usually
more complicated and costly to conduct than cross-
sectional research, longitudinal studies are more
powerful. The study on the jury rights movement
by McCammon and colleagues (2008) was longi-
tudinal. It focused on explaining the pace and pat-
tern of change across several decades. The authors
gathered data from multiple time points, and their
design compared data from them.

We now consider three types of longitudinal
research; time series, panel, and cohort.

1. Time-series research is a longitudina
study in which data are collected on a category of
people or other units across multiple time points.
It enables researchers to observe stability or change
inthefeaturesof theunitsor cantrack conditionsover
time (see Example Box 8, Time-Series Studies).

Even simple descriptive information on one
item of time-series data can be very revealing. For
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example, time-seriesdataonthe U.S. birthratesince
1910 (Figure 1) showsthat the number of births per
woman declined steadily in the 1920s, continued to
drop in the 1930s and early 1940s, but sharply re-
versed direction after World War |1 ended (1945).
This increase began the dramatic upsurge called
the “baby boom” of the 1950s to 1960s before
declining and becoming stable in the 1970s. Time
seriescan reveal changesnot easily seen otherwise.
For example, since 1967 the Higher Education
Research Ingtitute (2004) has gathered annual sur-
vey data on large samples of students entering
American colleges for use in applied research by
colleges. Time-series results on the percentage of
students answering which valuewasvery important
for them (Figure 2) show aclear reversal of priori-
ties between the 1960s and 1970s. The students
ceased to val ue devel oping ameaningful philosophy
of lifeand instead sought material-financial success.

2. Thepand study, apowerful type of longi-
tudinal research (see Example Box 9, Panel Stud-
ies), is more difficult to conduct than time-series
research. Researchers conducting a panel study
observe or gather data on exactly the same people,
group, or organization across time points. Panel
research is formidable to conduct and very costly.
Tracking people over time is difficult because

EXAMPLE 8
Time-Series Studies

A time-series study by Pettit and Western (2004) on
imprisonment rates among Black and White men in
the United States from 1964 t01997 found that dur-
ing a major rise in incarceration rates in the 1980s
(up by 300%), Black men were six to eight times
more likely than White men to go to jail. Young Black
men who did not attend college were more likely to
be incarcerated, and nearly one in three spent some
time behind bars; these rates doubled for Black men
who failed to complete high school. By looking across
time, the study authors showed that the expansion of
the number of jailed people was uneven, and that
increasing numbers of jailed people came from
certain parts of the U.S. population.

some peopledie or cannot belocated. Nevertheless,
the results of a well-designed panel study are
very valuable. Even short-term panel studies can
clearly show the impact of a particular life event.

Panel study Longitudinal research in which infor-
mation is about the identical cases or people in each
of several time periods.
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However, we learn distinct things from panel stud-
ies because we are studying the same people. For
example, Brewer et al. (2005) looked at the impact
of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on
attitudes. The researchers asked about trust in
other nations and resurveyed the same Americans
in athree-wave panel study (October 2001, March
2002, and September 2002). They found that
people’s feelings toward other nations after the
September 11 attack was not temporary but that
peopl€ sdistrust increased over time and was higher
oneyear later. This showed that the attack had ended
an entire era of positive feelings and had triggered
amuch deeper xenophobiaamong many inthe U.S.
population.

3. A cohort study issimilar tothe panel study,
but rather than observing the exact same people, it
studiesacategory of peoplewho shareasimilar life
experience in aspecified period (see Example Box
10, Cohort Studies). Cohort analysisis “explicitly
macroanalytic” (i.e., researchers examine the

Cohort study Longitudinal research that traces
information about a category of cases or people who
shared a common experience at one time period across
subsequent time periods.

category as awhole for important features [Ryder,
1992:230]). We focus on the “ cohort,” or a defined
category. Commonly used cohorts include all
peoplebornin the sameyear (called birth cohorts),
all people hired at the same time, all people who
retirein a 1- or 2-year period, and all people who
graduate in a given year. Unlike panel studies, we
do not have to locate the exact same people for
each year in a cohort study but identify only those
who experienced a common life event. A cohort
study could, for example, compare three marriage
cohorts—all people married in each of three years
(1970, 1990, and 2010) to seewhether they differ as
to the features of the marriage ceremony, whether
the bride was pregnant at the time of marriage, and
other features.

DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Thissectionisabrief overview of themain data.col -
| ection techni ques. We can group them into two cat-
egories based on the type of data you gather:
guantitative, collecting datain theform of numbers,
and qualitative, collecting datain the form of words
or pictures. Certain techniques are more effective at
addressing specific kinds of research questions or
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EXAMPLE 9
Panel Studies

In many large U.S. cities, as many as 50 percent of
students who begin high school do not graduate.
Neild, Stoner-Eby, and Furstenberg (2008) studied
the issue of dropping out by focusing on ninth grade
students. They used panel data from the Philadelphia
Education Longitudinal Study (PELS) that followed
10 percent of youth in one high school district over
time. Students and their parents within those schools
were randomly selected to participate in half-hour
telephone interviews during the summer after the
students had completed the eighth grade. Both par-
ents and students were again interviewed (in English
or Spanish) during the fall/winter of the ninth grade
year (Wave 2 of the survey), during the summer after
ninth grade (Wave 3) and after each subsequent
school year until the fall/winter of 2000—-2001 (about
6 months after what would have been their fourth
year in high school). By the end of the fourth year,
48.9 percent of students who had started in the ninth
grade had graduated. The study tried to determine
whether ninth grade course failure and attendance
added substantially to predicting dropout. They sta-
tistically analyzed the data and found that the ninth
grade year contributed substantially to the probabil-
ity of dropping out. It was a key “turning point” in the
process. Many students who eventually dropped out
had difficulty with the social and academic transition.
They had social adjustment difficulties indicated by a
rise in behavior and attendance problems, and a high
proportion failed key ninth grade classes (math and
English) because their preparation for high school-
level standards had been inadequate. This is a panel
study because the same parents and students were
repeatedly interviewed year after year.

topics. It takesskill, practice, and crestivity to match
aresearch question to an appropriate datacollection
technique.

Quantitative Data

Experiments. Experimental research uses the
logic and principles found in natural science
research. Experiments can be conducted in labora-
toriesor in redl life. They usualy involve a small

Jennings and Zeitner (2003) studied civic
engagement, but they focused on the influence of
Internet usage among Americans. They noted that
cross-sectional data showed that Internet users had
high levels of civic engagement, yet more educated
people tended to use the Internet more and to be
more engaged in civic organizations. Past studies
could not identify whether over time increasing
usage of the Internet influenced a person’s level of
civic engagement. By using panel data collected from
a survey of high school seniors in 1965 who were
again studied in 1973, 1982, and 1997 (by which time
they were in their fifties), the researchers could mea-
sure levels of civic engagement before and after
Internet use. The Internet was not available until after
1982 but was in wide use by 1997. Both people pre-
viously interviewed and their offspring were sur-
veyed. The measure of civic engagement included a
wide range of behaviors and attitudes. In general, the
authors found that those who were more engaged
in civic organizations prior to the availability of the
Internet were more likely to use it, and people who
used the Internet also increased their civic engage-
ment once they started using the Internet. Whereas
Internet users among people in the panels since
1965, who are now in their fifties, increased all forms
of civic engagement as they adopted the Internet,
their offspring who use the Internet are less likely
to be volunteers or become engaged in their local
community. Internet use increases levels of civic
engagement for the older more than the younger
generation, especially younger generation Internet
users who use it for purposes other than following
public affairs.

number of people (thirty to one hundred) and ad-
dress a well-focused question. Experiments are
highly effective for explanatory research.

Experimental research Research in which the
researcher manipulates conditions for some research
participants but not others and then compares group
responses to see whether doing so made a difference.
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EXAMPLE 10
Cohort Studies

Anderson and Fetner (2008) used data from a cross-
national survey of people in various countries con-
ducted in the 1981-1982, 1990, and 2000 periods
and examined a question regarding tolerance of
homosexuality in the United States and Canada. The
authors found that tolerance for homosexuality in-
creased both by birth cohort and over time. Thus,
people born later in the twentieth century were more
tolerant than people born earlier and everyone was
more tolerant in the later time periods. For example,
people born in the 1920-1929 era were less tolerant
when asked in 1981-1982 than when they were
asked 20 years later in 2000. People born in
1960-1963 tended to be more tolerant than the
1920-1929 cohort when they were asked in 1980
and in 2000, and their tolerance increased over time
as well. An interesting aspect of this study is the com-
parison between Canada and the United States. In
1980-1982, Canadians were less tolerant than Amer-
icans for every birth cohort. Thus, Canadians born in
the 1920s or 1940s or 1960s, who were then in their
60s, 40s, or 20s were all less tolerant than Americans
when asked in the 1981-1982 survey. When asked in
the 1990 and 2000 surveys, Canadians at every birth
cohort were much more tolerant than Americans. In
fact, increased tolerance between 1990 to 2000 for
Americans was small compared to that of the Cana-
dians. Moreover, the youngest Canadian cohort
(people born in the 1960s) increased tolerance far
more dramatically than other cohorts and Americans
of that cohort. A more detailed analysis showed that
Canadians from rural areas, small towns, and large
cities all became more tolerant; however, Americans
in rural areas and very small towns did not become

In most experiments, a researcher divides the
people being studied (about seventy people in the
study) into two or more groups. Theresearcher then
treats both groups identically except that he or she
gives one group but not the other a specific condi-
tion: the“treatment.” The Lowery et al. experiment
was"“priming” studentswith wordsrelated to being
smart. The researchers measure the reactions of

tolerant; only those in larger towns or urban areas
did so. A researcher who studied only cross-sectional
datain 1981-1982 would see small cohort difference
with the Americans being slightly more tolerant.
Consideration of only cross-sectional data in 2000
would identify very large cohort differences and that
the Canadians were much more tolerant than the
Americans. By looking longitudinally, it is possible to
see how opinions changed by cohort and over time
very differently in the two countries.

In another cohort study, Bratter and King (2008)
examined data from a 2002 U.S. nationally repre-
sentative sample of people ages 15-44 who were
ever married and who had valid information on the
race of their first spouse (1,606 males and 4,070 fe-
males). The authors studied marriage cohorts (i.e., all
people married in a certain year or set of adjoining
years), comparing interracial and same-racial group
marriage partners. They investigated whether the
marriage was intact or had ended at a later time
point. In this study, six cohorts were examined (earlier
than 1980, 1980-1984, 1985-1989, 1990-1994,
1995-1999, and after 2000). Comparisons across the
cohorts showed that interracial couples tended to
have higher divorce rates. However, this was not
the case for people married across all years but it
was especially strong for those marrying during
the late 1980s. The researchers found that White
female/Black male and White female/Asian male
marriages had higher divorce rates than White/White
couples but marriages involving non-White females
and White males and Hispanics and non-Hispanic
persons had similar or lower risks of divorce.

both groups precisdly. By controlling the setting and
giving only one group the treatment, she or he can
concludethat differencesin group reactionsare due
to the treatment alone.

Surveys. Asresearchers, we utilize questionnaires
or interviews to learn people’s beliefs or opinions
inmany research situations (e.g., experiments, field
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research). Survey research uses a written ques-
tionnaire or formal interview to gather information
on the backgrounds, behaviors, beliefs, or attitudes
of alargenumber of people. Usually, weask alarge
number of people (100 to 5,000) dozens of ques-
tions in a short time frame. The survey by Engell
and Tanby (2007) on religious belief and racia in-
equality had gathered datain 30-minute-long tele-
phone interviews with 2,081 people in the fall of
2003. Unlike an experiment, we do not manipulate
asituation or condition to see how peoplereact; we
only carefully record answers from many people
who have been asked the same questions. Often we
select the people for a survey using a random
sampling technique. Thisallowsusto generalizein-
formation legitimately from a few people (e.g.,
1,000) to many more (e.g., severa million). We usu-
ally present survey datain charts, graphs, or tables
and analyze them with statistics. Most frequently,
we use surveys in descriptive research, sometimes
in explanatory research, and only rarely in ex-
ploratory research.

Nonreactive Research. In experimental and sur-
vey research, we actively engage the people we
study by creating experimental conditions or di-
rectly asking questions. These are called reactive
methods because a research participant could react
in some way because he or she is aware of being
in a study. Other quantitative research is called
nonreactive research because the study partici-
pants are not aware that information about them is
part of astudy. Four typesof nonreactivestudiesare
unobtrusive research, existing statistical informa-
tion, content analysis, and secondary dataanalysis.
Secondary data analysisisthe statistical analysisof
quantitative datathat were previously collected and
stored (often originaly from a survey). Here we
briefly consider two types of nonreactive research;
content analysisand existing statistical information.

Content Analysis. Content analysisisatechnique
for examining the content or information and

symbols contained in written documents or other
communication media (e.g., photographs, movies,
song lyrics, advertisements). To conduct a content
analysis, we identify a body of material to analyze
(e.g., school textbooks, television programs, news-
paper articles) and then create a system for record-
ing specific aspectsof itscontent. The system might
include counting how often certain words or themes
appear. After we systematically record what we
find, we analyze it, often using graphs or charts.
Content analysis is a nonreactive method because
the creators of the content didn’t know whether any-
one would analyze it. Content analysis lets us dis-
cover and document specific featuresin the content
of alarge amount of material that might otherwise
go unnoticed. We most frequently use content
analysisfor descriptive purposes, but exploratory or
explanatory studies are also possible (see Example
Study Box 11, Content Analysis).

Existing  Statistics. Using existing statistics
resear ch, welocate asource of previously collected
information, oftenintheform of officia government
reports. We then reorgani ze the information in new
ways to address a research question. Locating the
sources and verifying their quality can betime con-
suming. Frequently, we do not know whether the
needed information is available when we begin a
study. We can use existing statisticsresearch for ex-
ploratory, descriptive, or explanatory purposes but
most frequently for descriptive research.

Survey research Quantitative research in which the
researcher systematically asks a large number of
people the same questions and then records their
answers.

Nonreactive research Research methods in which
people are not aware of being studied.

Content analysis Research in which the content of a
communication medium is systematically recorded
and analyzed.

Existing statistics research Research in which one
reexamines and statistically analyzes quantitative data
that have been gathered by government agencies or
other organizations.
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EXAMPLE 11
Content Analysis

Lawrence and Birkland (2004) conducted a content
analysis of school shootings after the ones in 1999 at
Columbine High School. The researchers were inter-
ested in how media coverage shaped eventual legis-
lation on the issue. They examined and coded the
content of four data sources: newspaper articles in two
leading newspapers between April and August 1999
that mentioned the incident, television news stories
in 1999, Congressional debates on the issue in
1999-2000, and legislation introduced in the U.S.
Congress in 1999-2000. The authors discovered that
some reasons for the shooting that the media and the
debates emphasized (influence of pop culture and
peer pressure) did not appear in legislation but other
issues did (school security and access to guns). An issue
(law enforcement measures) not evident in media sto-
ries became prominent in debates and legislation.

Qualitative Data

Qualitative datacomein avast array of forms: pho-
tos, maps, open-ended interviews, observations,
documents, and so forth. We can simplify such data
into two major categories: field research (including
ethnography, participant observation, depth inter-
viewing) and historical-comparative research.

Field Research. Field research involvesconduct-
ing ethnographic case studies on a small group of
people for alength of time. Field research begins
with aloosely formulated question, then selects a
group or site for study, gains access to, and then
adoptsasocial rolein the setting and begin observ-
ing. Field researcherscarefully observe and interact
inthefield setting for afew monthsto several years.
They get to know personally the people being stud-
ied and conduct informal interviews. Dataareinthe
form of detailed notestaken on adaily basis. While
observing, researchers constantly consider what
they observed and refine ideas about its signifi-
cance. Finally, the researchers leave the field site,
review notes, and prepare written reports. Field re-
search is usually used for exploratory and
descriptive studies; it is sometimes used for

EXAMPLE 12
Field Research

Mitchell Duneier (1999) conducted a field research
of street vendors in Greenwich Village, New York
City. He gained entree by browsing through books
at one vendor whom he had befriended. The vendor
introduced him to other vendors, panhandlers,
people who were homeless, and others. Duneier ob-
served them on and off over 4 years, periodically
working as a magazine vendor and scavenger. As a
White college professor, it took adjustment to learn
the daily life and win acceptance among low-income
African American men who made a living selling
used books and magazines on the sidewalk. In addi-
tion to observing and tape-recording life on the side-
walk, Duneier conducted many informal interviews,
read related documents, and had a photojournalist
take numerous photos of the field site and its people.

Duneier concluded with a critique of the popular
“broken window” theory of social control and crime
reduction. Where others saw only a disorderly street
environment causing deviant behavior and crime,
Duneier found a rich informal social life with honor,
dignity, and entrepreneurial vigor among poor
people who were struggling to survive. He noted that
upper-middle-class government officials and corpo-
rate leaders often advocate for laws and regulations
that threaten to destroy the fluid, healthy informal
social structure he discovered because they do not
know the people or understand life on the sidewalk.
They see only social disorganization because the
vibrant daily lives of those who make a living among
the flow of people on the sidewalk do not mesh with
the upper-middle-class world that is centered in large
complex organizations with formal regulations, offi-
cial procedures, fixed hierarchies, and standardized
occupations.

explanatory research. (See Example Box 12, Field
Research).

Field research Qualitative research in which the re-
searcher directly observes and records notes on people
in a natural setting for an extended period of time.
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EXAMPLE 13
Historical-Comparative Research

Mahoney (2003) presented a puzzle about the coun-
tries of Spanish America, specifically 15 countries that
had been mainland territories of the Spanish colonial
empire. He observed that their relative ranking,
from most to least developed in 1900, remained
unchanged in 2000; that is, the least developed coun-
try in 1900 (Bolivia) remained the least developed
in 2000. This picture of great stability contrasts with
dramatic changes and improvements in the region
during the twentieth century. Going back to the
height of the Spanish empire in the seventeenth cen-
tury, Mahoney noted that the richest, most central
colonies in that period later became the poorest
countries while marginal, backwater, poor colonies
became the developed, richest countries by the late
nineteenth century.

To solve this puzzle, Mahoney used two qualitative
data analysis tools, path dependency and qualitative
comparative analysis (QCA). His data included maps,
national economic and population statistics, and sev-
eral hundred historical studies on the specific coun-
tries. He concluded that the most central, prosperous
Spanish colonies were located where natural resources
were abundant (for extraction and shipment to Eu-
rope) and large indigenous populations existed (to
work as coerced labor). In these colonies, local elites
arose and created rigid racial-ethnic stratification sys-

Historical-Comparative Research. Historical-
compar ative research is a collection of related
types of research. Some studiesinvestigate aspects
of socia lifein a past historical erain one society
orinafew. Other studiesexamineadifferent culture
or compare two or more cultures. We might focus
on one historical period or several, compare one or
more cultures, or mix historical periods and cul-

Historical-comparative research Qualitative research
in which the researcher examines data on events
and conditions in the historical past and/or in different
societies.

tems. The elites concentrated economic-political power
with themselves and excluded broad parts of society.
The systems continued into the nineteenth century
when new political events, trade patterns, and eco-
nomic conditions appeared. In the 177001850 era, lib-
eral-minded elites who were open to new ideas did not
succeed in the central, prosperous colonies. In contrast,
colonies that had been on the fringe of the Spanish
empire in South America were less encumbered by
rigid systems. New elites who were able to innovate
and adapt arose in a “great reversal” of positions. After
this historical “turning point,” some countries had
a substantial head start toward social-economic devel-
opment in the late 1800s. These countries built polit-
ical-economic systems and institutions that propelled
them forward; that is, they “locked into” a particular di-
rection or path that brought increasing returns.

Mahoney (2003:53) argued, “Explanations of dif-
ferences in units that draw on the current attributes
of those units will often be inadequate.” In other
words, a cross-sectional approach that tries to explain
differences among the countries by using data at only
one point in time cannot capture significant long-
term dynamic processes. An explanation that
includes the impact of distant historical events and
takes a long-term view is superior.

tures. Aswithfield research, we start with aloosely
formulated question and then refine and elaborate
onit during theresearch process. We often useamix
of evidence, including existing statistics, documents
(e.g., books, newspapers, diaries, photographs, and
maps), observations, and interviews. Historical-
comparative research can be exploratory, descrip-
tive, or explanatory, but it isusually descriptive. Not
all historical-comparative research followsaquali-
tative approach; some examine quantitative data
(e.g., survey data) in adifferent time point or adif-
ferent culture.

You read about the Warsaw uprising earlier in
this chapter (Example Study Box 2). In this
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study, the research examined past events in one
country/culture. It is also possible to look across
multiple countries and time (see Example Box 13,
Historical-Comparative Research).

CONCLUSION

This chapter provided an overview of the dimen-
sionsof social research. You saw that oneresearch

study can be classified in a number of different
ways(e.g., by its purpose, research technique) and
that the dimensions loosely overlap with each
other (see Chart 1). Thedimensionsof research are
a“road map” through theterrain of social research.

KEY TERMS

action research descriptive research longitudinal research
applied research evaluation research needs assessment

basic research existing statistics research nonreactive research
case-study research experimental research panel study

cohort study explanatory research participatory action research
commissioned research exploratory research reflexive knowledge
content analysis field research social impact assessment
cost-benefit analysis historical-comparative research survey research
cross-sectional research instrumental knowledge time-seriesresearch

REVIEW QUESTIONS
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NOTES

1. Abbott (2004:40-79) offers a more comprehensive
and complex organization of methods.

2. SeeFinsterbusch and Motz (1980), Freeman (1983),
Lazarsfeld and Reitz (1975), Olsen and Micklin (1981),

When is exploratory research used, and what can it accomplish?

What types of results does a descriptive research study produce?

What is explanatory research? What isits primary purpose?

What are the major differences between basic and applied research?

Who islikely to conduct basic research, and where are results likely to appear?
Explain the differences among the three types of applied research.

How do time-series, panel, and cohort studies differ?

What are some potential problems with cost-benefit analysis?

What isaneeds assessment?\What complications can occur when conducting one?
Explain the differences between qualitative and quantitative research.

and Rubin (1983) on applied research. Whyte (1986) cri-
tiques socia research that is not applied. McGrath and
colleagues (1982) discuss judgment calls relevant in
applied research.
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3. SeeCrespi (1987) and Dutka (1982) on the use of sur-
vey research in legal proceedings.

4. SeeTurner and Turner (1991:181).

5. For abrief introduction to evaluation research, see
Adamsand Schvanevel dt (1985:315-328), Finsterbusch
and Motz (1980:119-158), and Smith and Glass (1987).
A more complete discussion can be found in Burnstein
and associates (1985), Freeman (1992), Rossi (1982),
Rossi and Freeman (1985), Saxe and Fine (1981), and
Weiss (1972).

6. SeeOliker (1994).

7. Smith and Glass (1987:41-49) discuss PPBS and
related eval uation research.

8. SeeReinharz (1992:252).

9. See Cancian and Armstead (1992), Reason (1994),
and Whyte (1989).

10. On participatory action research, see Cassell and
Johnson (2006), Kemmis and McTaggart (2003), and
Stoecker (1999).

11. Socia impact researchisdiscussedin Chadwick and
associates (1984:313-342), Finsterbusch and Motz
(1980:75-118), and Finsterbusch and Wolf (1981). Also

see Rossi and colleagues (1982) and Wright and Rossi
(1981) on “natural hazards” and social science.

12. SeeBecker and Vanclay (2003) and Guidelinesand
Principles For Social Impact Assessment by The
Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and
Principles for Social Impact Assessment (1994). http://
www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/social_impact_guide.htm

13. See Burawoy and colleagues (2004).

14. Hammersley (2000) makes this generalist versus
narrow practitioner distinction.

15. Babbie(1998), Bailey (1987:38-39), and Churchill
(1983:56—77) al so discuss explanatory, exploratory, and
descriptive research.

16. SeeGuy and colleagues(1987:54-55) for discussion.
17. For discussions of case-study research, see George
and Bennett (2005), Gerring (2007), Miller (1992),
Mitchell (1984), Ragin (19923, 1992b), Stake (1994),
Vaughan (1992), Walton (1992b), and Yin (1988).

18. (see Georgeand Bennett 2005:19-22; Gerring 2007;
McKeown 2004; Ragin 2008:71-84; Snow and Trom
2002).

19. SeeMitchell (1984) and Stake (1994).



Theory and Research

What Is Theory? Aspects of Theory
Social Theory versus Ideology The Dynamic Duo
The Parts of Social Theory Conclusion

One of the major functions of theory isto order experience with the help of concepts.
It also selects relevant aspects and data among the enormous multitude of “ facts’
that confront the investigator of social phenomena.

—Lewis Coser, “ The Uses of Classical Sociological Theory,” p. 170

The percent of people who regularly smoke cigarettes has declined in the United States.
We suspect that the declineis due to public campaigns that warned about the dangers of
smoking to health. We find that more educated, higher income people tend to smoke less
than less educated and low-income people. A theory of social resources suggeststhat this
is because people who are educated and have higher incomes read more, have along-
term time horizon, and have more resources to make lifestyle adjustments compared to
less educated and | ow-income people. However, smoking is more than a health issue. It
can also be asymbolic fashion statement and lifestyleissue of cultural taste. Likewise,
education and income level indicate more than knowledge and resources but a so suggest
membership in different class cultures (i.e., the ways people of different social classes
culturally distinguish themselves). A theory of cultural taste suggests that people adopting
an upper-middle-class lifestyle would not smoke becauseit is culturally less fashionable
for their class. In contrast, people who adopt a working-class lifestyle would be more
likely to smoke in part becauseit is afeature of their class culture. Other aspects of class
culture include music taste. Highly educated, high-income people tend to prefer classical
music while less educated, low-income prefer bluegrass and heavy metal music. Logically,
atheory of cultural taste impliesthat taste in music is related to smoking because of the
different classlifestyles. Thisis exactly what Pampel (2006) found is happening. But

the results are even more interesting. Both well-educated, high-income people and less
educated, low-income people tend to enjoy jazz. The jazz subculture has long included
smoking. Consistent with cultural taste theory, Pampel found that jazz |overs are more
likely to smoke than nonjazz lovers of the same social class.

From Chapter 3 of Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 7/e. W. Lawrence Neuman.
Copyright © 2011 by Pearson Education. Published by Allyn & Bacon. All rights reserved.
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The connection between a person’s musical taste
and his or her smoking behavior outlined in the
preceding box may be unexpected, but it illustrates
the power of theory and its influence on research.
Theory helps us to understand the complexities of
social life. It not only explainswhy people do what
they do but also offers us insights and suggests
directionsfor inquiry. Asthetheory of cultural taste
that led Pampel to ask new questions and reexam-
ine smoking behavior illustrated, atheory can pro-
vide concepts with which we can explore and think
about the social world in novel ways. It also shows
how different theories provide competing ways to
explain events.

Many beginning studentsfear theory. They feel
itisamaze of obscurejargon and many abstractions
that are irrelevant to daily life. | hope you cometo
see that theory is not only useful but also vital for
comprehending the social world around you. The-
ory doesmany things: It clarifiesthinking, extends
understanding, deepens discussion, and enriches
analysis. It has acritical role in advancing knowl-
edge and in organizing the way that we conduct
research. Thischapter isan elementary introduction
to social theory.

My students share their anxieties and confu-
sion over socia theory with me. One source of con-
fusion is that few understand what social theory
really involves. It doesnot help that theory hasmul-
tiple meanings and takes several forms. Even pro-
fessionals debate the meaning of theory and have
given it severa meanings.

1. Atheoryisalogically connected set of general
propositions that establishes a connection
between two or more variables.

2. A theory isan explanation of a specific social
phenomenon that identifies a set of causally
relevant factors or conditions.

3. A theory providesinsights into the real mean-
ing of asocial phenomenon by offering anillu-
minating interpretation and by telling us*“ what
itisall about.”

4. Atheoryiswhat afamoussocial thinker really
meant.

5. A theory is an entire worldview, or a way of
seeing, interpreting, and understanding events
intheworld.

6. A theory is a criticism based on a political-
moral viewpoint; it presentsand standsfor aset
of beliefs-values from which it critiques the
position and arguments of opponents.

7. A theoryisaphilosophical commentary on key
questions or issues about coreissues of how we
develop knowledgeabout the socia world (e.g.,
how wereslly construct asense of socid redlity).

Source: Gabriel Abend, The Meaning of ‘ Theory,
Sociological Theory, Volume 26 Issue 2, May 28,
2008, pages 173-199.

A source of confusion regarding theory isthat
most of us encounter and use similar-looking but
nontheory explanations in daily life. Theories are
explanations but not the only source of explana-
tions. Explanations offer ideas for making sense of
thingsand tell uswhat isimportant, why people do
what they do, and how events in the world fit
together. We can hear explanationsin conversations
with friends, on television shows, from politicians
and businessleaders, in newspaper reports, and even
via films. They are explanations but fall short of
ones offered by social theory.

Many people become anxious when encoun-
tering unfamiliar abstract ideas. We all recognize
that the world has both concrete events and physi-
cal objectsthat we can touch and see (e.g., holding
thisbook) aswell asabstract ideasthat residein our
minds (e.g., the meaning of freedom and justice).
When we encounter many unfamiliar abstract ideas
andtheideasare poorly defined, whether i ntention-
ally or not, we quickly experience anxiety and frus-
tration. Social theory consists of interconnected
abstract ideas. Some of the ideas are linked only
loosely to the observable world or familiar ideas.
Until we learn a theory’s ideas and see their con-
nections, it is no surprise that discussing abstract
ideas can make usfeel uncomfortable.

A last source of confusion relates directly to
doing research. A few of us as researchers fail to
make theory explicit and easy to see. Although it
takes alittle more time and effort, when a study’s
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theory is clear and visible, we can al more easily
evaluate the study’s strengths and weaknesses.

WHAT IS THEORY?

Social theory isasystem of interconnected ideas. It
condenses and organizes knowledge about the
social world. We can asothink of it asatypeof sys-
tematic “story telling” that explains how some
aspect of the social world works and why.

Many coursesin social theory emphasizethehis-
tory of social thought or teach uswhat great thinkers
said. Classica socid theorists(e.g., Durkheim, Marx,
Mills, Tonnies, and Weber) generated many innova-
tive ideas. They radically changed how we see and
understand the social world around usby developing
highly original, broad theoriesthat laid thefoundation
for subsequent generations. We continue to study
their writingsbecausethey offered many creetiveand
interrelated ideas. Such true geniuses who can gen-
erate many insightful ideas and fundamentally shift
how we see the socia world are very rare. Despite
the value of their contributions, theory is more than
what the classical social theorists wrote. It is also
more than we learn from recent leading theorists
(eg., Jffrey Alexander, Pierre Bourdieu, James
Coleman, Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens, and
Erving Goffman). Although theorists generate many
new ideas and theories, we al can use theory.

Theoriesare not static. We are constantly mod-
ifying ol der theories and devel oping new ones. The-
oriescomein many shapesand sizes. Somearebroad
systemsof thought while othersare narrow and spe-
cific explanations of one particular issue. At their
core, weuse socia theoriesto organize and system-
atize our thinking and to deepen and extend under-
standing. Becausethey organize knowledge, theories
also become away to communicate effectively with
one ancther.

Most likely, we all encounter social theoriesin
daily life, although few are explicit or labeled as
such. For example, newspaper articlesor television
reports on social issues usualy rely on implicit
social theories or partial theories. Such theories
may be shallow and incomplete, but they contain

assumptions, interconnected concepts, and explana-
tions. For example, anewsreport might discuss pub-
lic support or opposition over an issue such as
legalizing same-sex marriage. Thereport might pro-
vide atype of social theory to explain why legaliz-
ing it is controversid; it might say that opposition
originates with religious organizations and people
who are afraid of disrupting traditiona socia val-
ues. Thistheory has several assumptions. Religious
organizations can influence new laws, some people
fight to preserve past or current social norms, and
some religious organi zations and some people have
strong views about laws regarding marriage. This
theory includes concepts such astraditional values,
forms of marriage, laws, or religious organizations.
It offers an explanation: Vocal political opposition
by some organizations or by people with strong
beliefs can prevent elected government officials
from passing a law. The media are not the only
sourcesof theoriesindaily life. Political leadersfre-
quently express socia theories asthey discuss pub-
lic issues. A politician who says that inadequate
schooling causespoverty isexpressing atype of the-
ory. Compared to the theories we use in social sci-
enceresearch, theseimplicit, partial theoriesareless
systematic, not assharply formulated, and moredif-
ficult to evaluate with empirical evidence.

Social science theory is often more complex
and abstract than atypical layperson’stheory; how-
ever, aprinciple of good theory, par smony, ishelp-
ful. It meansthat smpler isbetter, that better theories
haveminima complexity. Good theorieslack redun-
dant or excess elements. If we have to two equally
convincing theories, the smpler oneis better.

Most research studieshave theory somewhere.
The question is less whether we use theory in a
study than howweuseit, or whichtype of theory we
use. The place of theory isless prominent in applied
or descriptive research than in basic or explana-
tory research. The studies we conduct will be bet-
ter designed and stronger once we are aware of how

Parsimony The idea that simple is better; everything
else being equal, a social theory that explains more
with less complexity is better.
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theory and research fit together. Theory aso helps
to sharpen our thinking about what we are doing in
astudy. If weareclear and explicit about our study’s
theory, others will find it easier to read and under-
stand our research. Oneindicator of aweak research
study isthat itstheory remainsunclear, incomplete,
or poorly formulated.

SOCIAL THEORY VERSUS
IDEOLOGY

Many people confuse socia scientific theory with
either asociopolitical ideology or amoral-religious
doctrine. Thisis understandable. In daily life, we
encounter many doctrines and ideol ogies that share
features with socia theory. The debate over evolu-
tionand* creationism” inthe United Statesillustrates
the misunderstanding of scientific theory by many
laypeople. Opinion pollsshow that morethan half of
theU.S. public want school sto teach both evolution
and creationism because people say both are “theo-
ries” (Pew Forum, 2005). However, evolution qual-
ifies as a scientific theory because of its logical
coherence, openness, integration with other scien-
tific knowledge, and empirical tests. Creationism (or
its reinvention into something called “intelligent
design”) doesnot qualify; instead, itispart of anide-
ology grounded in amoral-religious doctrine.

Moral-religiousdoctrinesarefaith-based belief
systems. They rely on sacred teachings or writings
that believers accept as being absolute truth and
largely do not question. These doctrines are atype
of ideology, or anonscientific belief system. Debates
over many public issues involve ideology, either a
moral-religious one, asocial-political one, or both.
The doctrines frequently appear in the mass media
from advocates of variouspolitical-mora viewpoints,
in corporate or interest group mediacampaigns, or
injustifications by politiciansfor public policiesor
new laws.

Ideology A nonscientific quasi-theory, often based
on political values or faith with assumptions, concepts,
relationships among concepts, and explanations. It is a
closed system that resists change, cannot be directly
falsified with empirical data, and makes normative
claims.

Their many shared features make mistaking
anideology for asocial scientific theory easy. Both
tell us why things are the way they are: why crime
occurs, why some people are poor but not others,
why divorce rates are high in some places, and so
on. Both contain assumptions about the fundamen-
tal nature of human beings and of the social world.
Both tell uswhat is or is not important. Both offer
systemsof ideas or concepts, and both interconnect
theideas.

The scientific community recognizestheory as
essential to the scientific enterprise. Good theory is
essential to clarify thinking, to extend and deepen
our understanding, and to build knowledge over time.
The scientific community views ideology differ-
ently, as a nonscientific worldview. |deology may
be appropriate to address nonscientific questions
butisanillegitimate way to evaluatetruth claimsor
build knowledge on many issues or questions of
socia science. To many inthe scientific community,
ideology isasource of obfuscation that is antithet-
ical tothefundamental principlesof science. Defend-
ersof ideologiesat timesbecomeantagonistic toward
socid sciencewhenthesocial sciencerefutesaspects
of their ideological belief system.

Asan“amost” theory, ideology lacks critical
features required of atrue scientific theory. We can
distinguish ideologies from theories in seven ways
(also see Summary Review Box 1):

1. Certainty of answers. Many people find
comfort in ideologies because they offer absolute
truth and certain answers. They provide peoplewith
feelings of assurance and sense of security. In con-
trast, socia scientific theories offer only tentative
answers and admit to uncertainty. Many peopleare
uneasy with the persistent uncertainty, hesitation,
and tentativeness of scientific theories. Socia sci-
encetheoriesrequire usto have ahigh tolerancefor
ambiguity, to ask questions continuously, andto live
with persistent doubt.

2. Type of knowledge system differs. Ideolo-
giesoffer aclosed system of knowledgethat changes
little. Ideologiesclaimto haveall of theanswersand
do not require improvement. In contrast, scienceis
an open-ended knowledge system that is always
growing and changing. Its answers are incomplete
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and subject to revision aswe acquire new evidence
and knowledge. We are constantly modifying and
reconsidering theories. Theoriescontinuoudly evolve,
grow, or develop toward higher levels—sometimes
dowly, sometimesquickly; sometimesdirectly, some-
timesonly after atemporary reversal or diversion.

3. Typeof assumptionsdiffer. Bothideologies
and social scientific theories contain assumptions.
The assumptions in ideologies tend to be fixed,
inflexible, and unquestioned. Most ideological
assumptions originate in one of three sources:
religious belief or faith (e.g., a specific form of
Christianity or Idam), avalue-based position (e.g.,
libertarian, socialist, or fascist), or the point of view
of particular social position (e.g., awealthy power-
ful elite, persons who are homeless and destitute).
When they originate in a particular social location,
ideologies protect and advance that one sector of
society (e.g., wealthy investors, peoplewho aredes-
titute). In contrast, the assumptions of social scien-
tifictheory originatein open debatesand discussions
within the scientific community, and they evolve
over time. We will examineissues of value neutral-
ity and objectivity later. For now, we can recognize
that social sciencetheory differsfromideology by an
attempt to be neutral with regard to assumptionsor,
if not entirely neutral, very explicit and open about
its assumptions.

As noted here, ideologies often reflect the
worldview of one sector of society. Might thesocial
position of researcher-scientistsaffect social theory?
Some say that researchersmust remain detached and
separate from all specific societal interests in their
theory; others allow social-political viewsin some
areas of the research process so long as they are
explicit; still others say researchersoccupy aunique
“relational” position in society (Mannheim, 1936).
A relational position means that social researchers
comefromdiverseareas of society, are highly con-
scious of thefull range of all socia areas, and self-
consciously reflect on their unique social position.

4. Useof normative statementsdiffer. 1deolo-
gies contain many normative assumptions, state-
ments, and ideas. They advanceanormative stance
or position. A normative statement is onethat con-
tains “what ought to be.” It tells us what is desir-
able, proper, moral, and right versus undesirable,

improper, immoral, or wrong. An ideology, like a
social theory, tells us what is and why but goes
beyond that to have a “what should be.” (See
Expansion Box 1, Explaining Divorce.) Ideologies
blur the distinction between a descriptive, fact-
based assertion—this is what happened or how
people live—an explanation—this is why it hap-
pened or why peoplelive thisway—and anormative
position—this should have occurred or is how
people should live.

Incontrast, few social sciencetheoriesadvance
a specific normative claim. They offer descriptive
statements ( “thisis how the world operates’) and
explanations. In socia theory, there are separate
normative positions. We can connect a theory’s
descriptions (e.g., some people are starving) or
explanations (e.g., some peoplewithhold food sup-
pliesto get higher prices and this causes others to
starve) to one or more normative positions (e.g., no
oneshould go hungry, starvation of theweak makes
humankind stronger). Although description, expla-
nation, and normative positions do not haveto occur
in atheory, if oneoccurs, itisnot rigid or fixed.

Insum, insocial theory, normative-moral posi-
tionsare detached or separated from the descriptive
statements and explanations, while in ideologies,
the normative positions are integral to and embed-
ded within the descriptive statements and expla-
nations. This makes it impossible to remove the
normative positions from ideol ogies.

5. Useof empirical evidencediffers. A critica
distinction between scientific theory and ideology
involves empirical evidence. Supporters of an ide-
ology will selectively present and interpret the evi-
denceinwaysto protect anideological belief. Often
they emphasize persona experience, conformity
to a core value conviction, or religious faith as an
ultimate type of evidence that overrides careful
empirical observation. Asaclosed belief systemthat
aready has“theanswers,” ideologiesresist or deny
contradictory evidence. When an ideology con-
fronts overwhelmingly negative or contradictory
evidence, the ideologies do not bend or change.
From anideologica worldview, believerswill selec-
tively reinterpret, treat as an exception, or declare
negative evidence as irrelevant to the ideology’s
claims. Believersin an ideology can always find
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EXPANSION 1
Explaining Divorce

How an Ideology Might Explain Divorce
American society has experienced a moral-social break-
down over the past 30 years. Families were strong,
mothers did not work away from home but spent
much more time taking care of their children and hus-
band. Because of religious and moral teachings, fami-
lies were strong, and divorce was rare. In the recent
decades, however, moral decay has spread. There is
less respect for religious and moral authority. Negative
behaviors, government policy, and mass media have
weakened the family and caused divorce to increase.

An Evaluation This explanation uses the concepts
of moral-social breakdown, strength of family,
divorce, time that mothers spend with their children
and husband, moral decay, loss of respect, and
media messages. These concepts lack precise
meanings and measurement, and their exact timing
is not certain. The concepts are vague and highly
evaluative (e.g., decay, breakdown, bad). Testing the
explanation would not be easy, and a long time frame
suggests that alternative factors occurred in the same
period that also might have an impact.

Example of Social Theory

Whether or not a family remains intact (i.e., married
adults do not divorce) and is strong (i.e., expresses

waysto reject contrary evidence. Itisa“Don’t con-
fuse me with facts; | know I’'m right” position. In
fact, when presented with negatives, believersin
an ideology react with fear and hostility toward
people who disagree.

Social theories are open systems of belief and
explanation; they welcome all evidence. Because
socid sciencetheoriesare open to continuousdebate,
modification, or change, they are constantly evolv-
ing. Evidence from studies may support, extend,
reject, or modify atheory. We regularly confront
theory with empirical evidence—all of therelevant
evidence—both supporting and contrary. We use
evidence to evaluate a theory, not to defend it. We

affection toward one another and spends time together,
devotes more time nurturing children, exhibits pos-
itive social interaction patterns) depends on the level
of resources and social-emotional stress. Resources
include factors that are material (income, education,
housing), social (friends and extended family, involve-
ment in community organizations), cognitive (e.g.,
schooling, knowledge, following current events), and
psychological (positive self-images, maturity, and
respect for others). Stress includes uncertainty about
the future and instability of life conditions (e.g., irreg-
ularly employed family members, poor or declining
health, victims of crime, or emotional instability).
Families with both sufficient resources and low levels
of stress tend to be stronger than those with a com-
bintion of low resources and high stress, and strong
families are more likely to remain intact than weak
families.

An Evaluation This explanation uses four concepts:
resources (three types), stress, family strength, and
remaining intact. It suggests definitions or how we
measure each concept. The relationship among
concepts is straightforward and can be empirically
tested.

never know in advance whether the evidence will
support thetheory. Any study could uncover evidence
suggesting that atheory has weaknesses and needs
modification.

In socia science, we assume that over time,
social research produces cumulative knowledgeand
evidence; it builds over time. Becauseresearch and
theory are cumulative, we do not automatically toss
out atheory if we encounter any negative evidence.
We evaluate all evidence together. If after years of
research and dozens of studies, we have accumu-
lated widespread empirical support for atheory, we
may only slowly adjust it to new negative evidence.
Nonetheless, any negative evidence raises some
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questions about atheory. If the new evidencerepeat-
edly failsto support atheory, we are compelled to
modify or replaceit.

6. Demand for logical consistency differs.
| deol ogies often containlogical contradictions, and
many ideologies rely on circular reasoning. There
aremany formsof circular reasoning; somearelog-
ical fallaciesor errorsintruelogical reasoning. They
simply repeat a statement in slightly different or
stronger termsas* evidence” or reasoningfor it. The
typical response to finding alogical contradiction
or fallacy inanideology isto deny it or cover it up.
In contrast, we as socia scientistsinsist that theo-
ries be logically consistent. We are constantly try-
ingtoroot out and removeall logical fallacies. If we
discover afallacy or contradiction, we revise the
theory or replaceit with adifferent onethat doesnot
contain afallacy or contradiction.

7. Trangparencydiffers. Thedistinction between
ideology and theory has implications for the way
we conduct research studies. In social scientific
research, we are aware of atheory’s assumptions,
concepts, and rel ationships and make them explicit.
Theory anditsplaceinresearch arevery public; we
as scientists hide nothing. Combined with visibility

SUMMARY REVIEW 1
Social Theory versus Ideology

BASIS OF DIFFERENCE IDEOLOGY

Certainty of answers
questions
Type of knowledge Closed, fixed belief system

Type of assumptions
Use of normative
statements

Empirical evidence

Logical consistency

Transparency Avoidance of transparency

Absolute, certain answers with few

Implicit assumptions based on faith,
moral belief, or social position

Merger of descriptive claims, explanations,
and normative statements

Selective use of evidence, avoidance of
direct tests of claims, resistance, denial,
or ignorance of contrary evidence

Contradictions and logical fallacies

is a welcome to challenges and open debate. In
contrast, ideol ogies often contain features that are
obscure or difficult to pinpoint. Ideologies fre-
quently contain areasclouded in mystery or secrecy;
they seek obedienceand deference, not seriouschal -
lenge or debate.

THE PARTS OF SOCIAL THEORY
Assumptions

All theories contain built-in assumptions, which
are statements about the nature of things that we
cannot observe or do not empirically evaluate. They
are necessary starting points. In social science we
make assumptions about the nature of human beings
(e.g., peopleare essentially competitive or kind and
cooperative), socid redlity (e.g., itiseasy to seeor
contains hidden elements), or aparticular phenom-
enon or issue.

Assumption An untested starting point or belief in
a theory that is necessary in order to build a theoretical
explanation.

THEORY

Tentative, conditional answers that
are incomplete and open ended

Open, expanding belief system

Explicit, changing assumptions
based on open, informed debate
and rational discussion

Separation of descriptive claims,
explanations, and normative
statements

Consideration of all evidence, seeking
repeated tests of claims, changing,
based on new evidence

Highest levels of consistency and
congruity, avoiding logical fallacies

Encouragement of transparency
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One type of assumption is the background
assumption: It must exist for usto continue inquiry.
Theories about complex social issues, such asracia
prejudice, rely on several implicit background
assumptions. Someof themrelated toracid prejudice
are as follows. The people of a society recognize
recial categories or racial distinctions; they see dis-
tinctions among individuals based on the person’s
membershipinaracia group; they attach traits, moti-
vations, and characteristics to being a member of a
racia group; and they evaluatethe goodness of mem-
bers' traits, motivations, and characteristics. These
are background assumptions because if people did
not distinguish among “races’ (i.e., certain physical
appearance features related to ancestry), never
attached characteristicsto membersof aracid group,
and so forth, then the concept of racial prejudice
would ceaseto beuseful. Thus, theconcept and athe-
ory to explainit build on background assumptions.

In addition to background assumptions, we
may have “tractable” assumptions (i.e., they have
traction and allow us to take an argument further
[seeAbbott 2004:152]). A tractable assumption may
or may not hold. If we wanted to study racial prej-
udice, we might assumethat people haveit in vary-
ing degrees, and some people may not haveit at al.
We might assume that a person’s racial prejudice
applies to people in other racial groups but not to
their own racial group. We might assumethat racial
prejudice persistsover timein aperson and doesnot
instantly appear or disappear.

Concepts

Concepts are the building blocks of theory.l A
theoretical concept isan ideawe can expressasa
symbol or in words. We often express theoretical
concepts in natural science and mathematics in
symbolic forms, such as Greek letters(e.g., w or X)
or asformulas (e.g., s = dit; s = speed, d = dis-
tance, t = time). In contrast, most socia scientists
express their concepts in words. While the exotic
symbols of mathematics and natural science make

Theoretical concept An idea that is thought through,
carefully defined, and made explicit in a theory.

many people nervous, using everyday wordsin spe-
cialized ways for social science concepts can cre-
ate confusion. The distinction between concepts
expressed as words and concepts expressed as
symbols should not be exaggerated. Words, after all,
are symbols, too; they are symbols we learn with
language.

Let uslook at a simple example concept with
which you are already familiar, height. You can say
theword height or writeit asasymbol, h. The com-
bination of |ettersin the word or its sound symbol-
izes, or standsfor, anideainyour head. The Chinese
characters /%, the French word hauteur, the
German word héhe, the Spanish word altura all
symbolize the same idea. In a sense, alanguageis
an agreement to represent ideas by sounds or writ-
ten characters that people learned at some point in
their lives. Learning concepts and theory is like
learning alanguage.?

Conceptsexist outside of socia sciencetheory.
They are everywhere, and we usethem all thetime.
Height is a simple concept from everyday life, but
what does it mean? We may find it easy to use the
concept height but difficult to define or describe
the concept itself. Thisis often the case: We may
use concepts but find it difficult to think through
their full meaning and give them good definitions.
The concept height isan abstract ideaabout aphys-
ical relationship. As a characteristic of a physical
object, it indicates the distance from top to bottom.
We typically define concepts both by using other
concepts and with examples. We can define height
by using the concepts of top, bottom, and distance
and can illustrate it with numerous examplesin the
physica world.

Height is a very familiar concept. All people,
buildings, trees, mountains, books, and so forth have
a height. We can measure the height of any object
or living thing or comparetheir heights. A height of
zeroisrare but possible, and height canincrease or
decrease over time. As with many words, we use
height and its concept in several ways. We use the
word height in many expressions: the height of
the battle, the height of the summer, and the height
of fashion.

Theword height refersto an abstract idea. We
associateasound and written form of theword with
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that idea. Nothing inherent in the sounds of theword
connectsit to theidea. The connection is arbitrary,
butitisstill very useful. Symbolsallow usto express
an abstract ideato one another by using the symbol
alone. Thisisanimportant point: \WWe communicate
the abstract, invisible conceptsin our headsto each
other by using visible symboals.

Concepts have two parts. a symbol (a word,
term, or written character) and adefinition. Welearn
definitionsin many ways. We probably learned the
word height and the idea it represents, or its defi-
nition, from our parents. We learn many concepts
aswe learn to speak and learn to be socialized to a
culture. Our parents probably did not give usadic-
tionary definition. Instead they taught usthrough a
diffuse, nonverbal, informal process. They showed
us many examples; we observed and listened to
others use the word. We used the word incorrectly
and got confused looks or someone corrected us.
We used it correctly, and others understood us.
Eventually, we mastered the concept. Thisis how
welearn most conceptsin everyday language. Had
our parents isolated us from television and other
people and then taught usthat theword for theidea
of distancefromtop to bottom was zodige, wewould
have had difficulty communicating with others. To
beof value, people must sharethe symbol s/termsfor
concepts and their definitions with others.

Most of the concepts we use in everyday life
have vague, unclear definitions. Likewise, the val-
ues and experiences of peoplein a specific culture
can influence or limit everyday concepts. Prein-
dustrial people in aremote area without electricity
who never used a telephone have trouble under-
standing the concept of acomputer or the Internet.
Also, some everyday concepts (e.g., evil spirits,
demons) have roots in misconceptions, ancient
myth, or folklore.

Everyday conceptsand those usedin social sci-
ence differ, but the difference is not rigid or sharp.
Some socia science concepts first developed in
research studies with precise technical definitions
have diffused into the larger culture and language.
Over time, they have become less precise or devel-
oped an altered meaning. Concepts such as sexism,
lifestyle, peer group, urban sprawl, and socia class
started astechnical conceptsin asocial theory.

Where do social science concepts originate?
Many started asideasfrom everyday life, personal
experiences, creative thought, or daily observa-
tions. Someone elaborated on the idea, offered a
definition, and others discussed the idea, trying to
make it clearer and more precise. Some social sci-
ence conceptsoriginatedin classical theory. People
developed some new concepts out of deep con-
templation and reflective thought, sometime after
examining the findings in research studies or by
synthesizing findingsand ideasfrom many diverse
situations. Taken together, the numerous socia sci-
ence conceptsform aspecialized language. Weuse
it for discussing, analyzing, and examining the
social world around us. Many people cal thislan-
guage jargon, which has a bad reputation.

Specialists in many fields use jargon. It isa
shorthand way to communicate with one another.
Physicians, lawyers, artists, accountants, plumbers,
anime fans, orchid growers, and auto mechanicsall
have specialized languages, or jargon. They useit to
refer totheideasand objectswithwhich they deal on
aregular basis, someof which arenot widely known
or shared. For example, publishersand printershave
ajargon: terms such as idiot tape, fonts, cropping,
halftone, galley proof, kissimpression, hickeys, wid-
ows, and kerning. For peopleontheinside, jargonis
afast, effective, and efficient way to communicate.
However, when people misuse a specialized lan-
guageto confuse, exclude, or denigrate others, the
specialized language acquiresanegative reputation,
andwecdl it jargon. Useof jargon with peoplewho
do not know the specialized language failsto com-
municate and often generates resentment.

Oncewelearn social science conceptsand begin
to use them among others who know their meaning,
wewill find themto bean efficient, concise, and pre-
ciseway to discussideasand issues. Tothenoviceor
an outsider who has not yet learned the concepts, a
discussonfilledwiththetermsfor socid sciencecon-
ceptswill sound likeincomprehensible jargon.

Level of Abstraction. Concepts vary according to
their level of abstraction. Some concepts are very
concrete and refer to objects we can see and touch:
pizza, trees, cats, call phones, or acollegetest. Others
are abstract mental creations removed from direct,
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Level of abstraction A characteristic of a concept
that ranges from empirical and concrete, often easily
observable in daily experience, to very abstract, unseen
mental creations.

daily empirical life. Abstract conceptsrefer to agpects
of the world we do not easily experience or cannot
easily express. Nonetheless, they have great value
because they organize our thoughts and expand our
understanding. We cannot directly see conceptssuch
as patriotism, socia capital, self-esteem, emotiona
pain, panic, fear, cognitive dissonance, political
power, or organizational authority, but we might
“feel” them or recognizethem operatingindaily life.

To define simple, concrete concepts, we use
many examplesand point tovisiblephysical features.
In contrast, complex, abstract conceptsoften require
formal, dictionary-likedefinitions. Their definitions
combineseveral other, lessabstract or low-level con-
cepts. The concept of height isnot very abstract, but
wedtill usethe dightly lessabstract conceptsof top,
bottom, and distanceto defineit. Similarly, the con-
cept of aggression is more abstract than ones we
might useto defineit, such ashit, dap, scream, push,
yell, punch, physically injure, or threaten serious
bodily harm. Wemight defineracial prejudiceusing
other abstract concepts such asattitude or stereotype.

Associa scientists, wetend to define concepts
more precisely than the onesin daily life. We link
concepts in a theory with research studies and
empirical data. This happens because knowledge
advancesonly if we have clear, logically consistent
definitions of our ideas.

Having clear, explicit, and precisely defined
conceptsis essentia for advancing knowledge and
conducting research. A few studies or theoretical
essays develop entirely new concepts, but usually
werely on existing concepts. However, many con-
cepts have multiple definitions, so we must decide
which oneto use. Even after we choose one, we may
wish to modify or clarify the existing definition.

Wimmer (2008:973) explored and refined the
concept of ethnic boundary (i.e., the boundaries that
divide ethnic groups). He defined the concept of eth-
nicity “ asasubjectively felt senseof belonging based
onthebelief in shared cultureand common ancestry.”

Thisisoneamong many definitions, and other people
have used it. Socia researchers have debated how to
define the concepts of ethnicity and race. Wimmer
says that ethnicity is a very broad idea. He defines
raceand nationhood assubtypesof ethnicity. Raceis
ethnicity based on phenotype features; nation is eth-
nicity based onacommunity’snationdist aspirations.
Other subtypesinclude ethnicity based on abelief in
ashared religious, regional, or linguistic heritage.

Wimmer (2008) explicitly rejects the idea of
using common everyday understandingsof ethnicity
or race. Americans' understanding of these concepts
is overlapping, vague, and contradictory (for recent
evidence, seeHitlin, Brown, and Elder, 2007; Morn-
ing, 2009). Wimmer wanted to avoid defining the
conceptsasthey are used in asingle culture because
doing sowould limit cross-cultural comparisonsand
theory building. He noted that there are

soci eti eswith phenotypical variation among the pop-
ulation but without racialized groups, societieswith-
out phenotypical variation but racially defined groups
in stark opposition to oneanother, and nonracialized
systems of ethnic differentiation that are as exclu-
sionary asraceisin the United States. (p. 975)

This example illustrates how we define con-
cepts. It also highlights a tension between the pub-
lic's use of conceptsin daily life and concepts in
social theory and research. The public definesmany
concepts in overlapping, vague, or contradictory
ways. To deepen understanding of the social
world and create clear theories, we want precise,
nonoverlapping, and noncontradictory theoretical
definitions, yet we study how the public sees and
thinksabout theworld. If weborrow the public'sdef-
initions, our definitionsmay be closeto how the pub-
lic usesthe conceptsin daily life but may be vague,
overlapping, and contradictory. If we use academic
definitions, they may not closely match the public’'s
understanding of the concept, but our definitionscan
be precise, nonoverlapping, and noncontradictory,
permitting clearer thinking and real advances in
knowledge. An additional sourceof confusionisthat
words that the public uses (e.g., race) are the same
astheonesweusein social theories. Intheend, such
issues mean we want to be very clear in our own
minds about concepts and carefully define them.
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In sum, an important research task is to think
through ideas or concepts carefully and precisely
and to assign them explicit, clear definitions. Such
theorizing provides a crucial foundation for carry-
ing out research studies and advances our under-
standing of the world around us.

Single versus Concept Clusters. \We rarely use
concepts in isolation from one another. Concepts
form interconnected groups, or concept clusters.
Thisistrue for conceptsin daily life aswell asfor
thosein socid theory. Theories have collections of
associated concepts that are consistent and mutu-
ally reinforcing. Together, the collections can form
abroader web of meaning. For example, in adiscus-
sion of the urban decay, we may read about associ-
ated concepts such as urban expansion, economic
growth, urbanization, suburbs, center city, revitdiza-
tion, ghetto, masstransit, crimerate, unemployment,
White flight, and racia minorities. Used together,
these concepts form a mutually reinforcing collec-
tion of ideas that we use in theorizing and research
studies.

We can simplify the conceptsin daily life and
social theory into two types. One type has arange
of values, quantities, or amounts. Examplesinclude
amount of income, temperature, density of popula-
tion, yearsof schooling, and degree of violence. These
are variables, or variable concepts. The other type
expresses categoriesor nornvariablephenomena(eg.,
bureaucracy, family, college degree, homel essness,
and cold).

Simple versus Complex Concepts. Inadditionto
ranging from concrete to abstract and being a vari-
ableor nonvariabletype, concepts can be categorized
as simple or complex. Smple concepts have only
one dimension and vary along a single continuum.
Complex conceptshave multiple dimensionsor many
subparts. We can break complex conceptsdowninto
several simple, or single-dimension, concepts. In
generd, the more complex conceptstend to bemore
abstract and simple ones more concrete, although
thisisnot alwaystrue.

Here is an example of a complex concept.
Rueschemeyer and associates (1992:43-44) stated
that democracy has three dimensions: (1) regular,

freeelectionswith universal suffrage; (2) an elected
legislative body that controls government; and
(3) freedom of expression and association. They
recognized that each dimension varies by degree
(very regular and wide-open or free elections in
which everyone votes versus irregular restricted
eectionswith only aminority allowed to vote). By
combining the three simpler concepts or dimen-
sions, Rueschemeyer et al. created the idea of
different types of poalitical regimes. Regimes con-
sidered to be very low on al three dimensions are
totalitarian, thosehigh onal threeare democracies,
and oneswith other mixesareeither authoritarian or
liberal oligarchies. The regime typesrefer to more
complex concepts than the three concepts for the
dimensions.

Another type of complex concept isthe ideal
type. Itisabroader, more abstract concept that orga-
nizesaset of more concrete concepts. Ideal typesare
pure, abstract model sthat try to definethe core of the
phenomenon in question. They are mental pictures
that outline the central aspects of what is of interest.
They are smaller than atheory but help to build a
full one. Ideal types are not explanations because
they do not tell why or how something occurs. Qual-
itative researchers often use ideal types to see how
well observable phenomena match theideal modd.
A very famousideal typeisthat of Max Weber, who
developed an idedl type of the concept bureaucracy
(see Example Box 1, Max Weber's Ideal Type of
Bureaucracy). It distinguishes a bureaucracy from
other organizations. No rea-life organization per-
fectly matchestheideal type, but thismodel helpsus
to think about and study bureaucracy.

A concept classification is partway between a
simple concept and afull-blown theory.2 It helpsto

Concept cluster A collection of interrelated concepts
that share common assumptions, refer to one another,
and operate together in a social theory.

Ideal type A type of concept classification that
presents a pure, abstract model of an event, process, or
idea. It is used in building social theory and in the
analysis of data.

Concept classification A complex, multidimensional
concept that has subtypes that are between a single
concept and a complete theoretical explanation.
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EXAMPLE 1
Max Weber’s Ideal Type of Bureaucracy

Bureaucracy is a continuous organization governed
by a system of rules.

Conduct is governed by detached, impersonal rules.
There is division of labor in which different offices are
assigned different spheres of competence.
Hierarchical authority relations prevail; that is, lower
offices are under control of higher ones.
Administrative actions, rules, and so on are in writing
and maintained in files.

Individuals do not own and cannot buy or sell their
offices.

Officials receive salaries rather than receiving direct
payment from clients in order to ensure loyalty to
the organization.

Property of the organization is separate from per-
sonal property of officeholders.

Source: Adapted from Chafetz. A primer on the construction
and testing of theories in sociology (1978: 72). F. E. Peacock
Publishers.

organize abstract, complex concepts. By logically
combining thesimpler concepts, wecan cresteatype
of complex concept that is a classification. You can
best grasp thisidea by considering some examples.
A magjor type of classification is the typology, or
taxonomy,*inwhich aresearcher logically combines
two or more unidimensional, simple concepts so
that a new concept is formed where the two simple
concepts intersect. The new concept expresses the
interrelation or overlap of the simple concepts.
Merton’s (1938) anomietheory of devianceisa
widely used typology that is simple and elegant. It
allows us to understand both nondeviance and
devianceby using two simpler concepts: (a) thegoas
that a society defines as worth pursuing and (b) the
means that people use to achieve goals. The typol-
ogy rests on two relationships: (1) whether people

Typology A theoretical classification or quasi-theory
that is created by cross-classifying or combining two
or more simple concepts to form a set of interrelated
subtypes.

TABLE 1 Robert Merton’s Modes of
Individual Adaptation

MODE OF SOCIETAL INSTITUTIONAL
ADAPTION GOALS MEANS
| Conformity  Accept Accept
Il Innovation Accept Reject
Il Ritualism Reject Accept
IV Retreatism Reject Reject

V Revolution Substitute new Substitute new

accept or reject society’s goas and (2) whether
peopleusesocialy approved means(i.e., legitimate)
toreach thegoas. Merton’stypology identifiescon-
formity and several typesof deviance based onthese
concepts (see Table 1). Conformity, or nondeviance,
occurs when people accept societal goals (e.g.,
obtaining a high income) and use a socialy legiti-
mate means to reach them (e.g., getting a good job
and working hard). Variousforms of deviance occur
when thisis not the case. Merton’s classification of
how individuals adapt to goals and means to reach
them summarizes his complex concept and labels
each subpart. For example, retreatism describes a
person who rejects both societal goals and the
socially legitimate means to achieve them—such as
achronicalcohol user or ardigioushermit. Thistype
of deviant rejects the societal goal of appearing
respectable and acquiring material possessions
(e.g., house, car) and thelegitimate means of reach-
ing thegoa (e.g., being honest, working at ajob).
A different concept classification builds on
classical socia theory. Wright (1978) updated
Marx’s theory of social classesin capitalism and
later tested his theoretical updating with empiri-
cal data from contemporary U.S. society. Wright
noted that, for Marx, inequality and exploitation
are based on control over three types of resources:
(1) investments (i.e., profit-making property or
capital), (2) the organization of production, and
(3) labor power (i.e., the work of other people).
Wright said that the organization of aclass society
creates positions or places that confer power (i.e.
directing thework of other people). Healso said that
the organization of aclass society creates positions
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TABLE 2 Erik Wright's System of Social
Classes

CONTROL OVER SOCIETAL

SOCIAL CLASS RESOURCE
Investments Production Labor
Capitalists + + +
Managers - + +
Supervisors - - +
Workers - - —
Petite bourgeoisie + + -

+ means has control, — means has little or no control

that confer control over thethreetypes of resources
(see Table 2). People in positions that control all
three resources constitute the most powerful people
or become the society’s dominant social class. In
market economies, this is the capitalist class. Its
membersinclude the major investors, owners, and
presidents of banks or corporations. Capitalists
make investment decisions (e.g., whether and
where to build a new factory), determine how to
organize production (e.g., use robots or low-wage
workers), and give ordersto others. The class near
the bottom consists of workers. They occupy posi-
tionsinwhich they have no say over investmentsor
how to organize production. They lack authority
over others and must follow orders from other
people to keep their jobs. Managers and supervi-
sors, who assist the capitalists, are between the
two major classes. They are a quasi-class that
had not yet fully appeared in the mid-1800s when
Marx developed his theory. This class controls
some but not all of society’s major resources. The
classification also points out another class about
which Marx wrote, the petite (small) bourgeoisie.
It consists of small-scale self-employed pro-
prietors or farmers. Members of this class own
and operate their own businesses but employ no
one except family members. Marx thought this
class would decrease and disappear, but it is still
with us today. Like Merton, Wright combined
simple concepts (i.e., types of resources owned or
not owned) to generate a theoretically powerful,

complex classification (i.e., the structure of social
classesin capitalist society).

A final example of a concept classification
comes from Walder (2003), who wanted to under-
stand transition from a communist regime with a
command economy to postcommunist regime with
amarket economy. He used two factors—(1) limits
onseizing privateassetsand (2) theamount of polit-
ical changethat took place—to creasteaclassification
of four types of postcommunist regimes. He cross-
classified the two factors to create a conceptual
typology. He used this typology with other ideasto
explain the smoothness of the transition from com-
munismand to identify which social-political groups
gained power inthe various postcommunist societies
(see Table 3). Note that concept classifications are
not, in themselves, full theoretical explanations. We
need to add other theoretical ideasto them for them
totell uswhy outcomes occurred.

Scope. Concepts vary as to scope. Some are very
narrow and apply only to specific social settings or
activitiesor arerestricted in time or place. We can-
not easily use them beyond a particular setting.
Other conceptsare very broad. They apply to many
diverse settingsor activitiesacrosslarge expanses of
time and space. Broad concepts tend to be more
abstract than narrow ones.

An example concept with a narrow scope is
“football hooliganism.” It refersto acts of violence
by British and, to a degree, other European soccer
fansthat have accel erated sincethe late 1960s. The
concept is restricted in time and location. Fans of
other mass spectator eventshave engagedinrioting
or actsof violence and property destruction, but this

TABLE 3 Four Transition Paths from a
Communist to a Postcommunist Economy

HOW EXTENSIVE WAS
POLITICAL CHANGE?
High Low
Limits on taking High 1 2
assets
Low 3 4
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concept is rather specific to rioting British soccer
fans. Another example is the Japanese phenomena
of karoshi, or death by overwork. People have died
from excessive labor throughout history and across
cultures, but this concept narrowly refers to males
working inwhite-collar jobswho are under intense
socid pressuretowork many hours(e.g. 16-18 hours
per day) for their company without rest for aperiod
of oneor moreyears. The concept isassociated with
Japanese company work culturein the 1970s-1990s.
In contrast, similar concepts of broader scope, such
asphysical labor or cleria work, widely apply across
historical time and in diverse cultural settings.

Concepts with a narrow scope are closest to
concreteeveryday life. Thismakesthem easily rec-
ognized. We can incorporate specific contextual fea-
tures and the texture of a socia setting into them.
At the sametime, doing so makesit difficult to gen-
eraize them and use them easily to build ageneral
theoretical understanding of social life. Concepts
with abroad scope (e.g., social participation, emo-
tional warmth) have the opposite advantages and
disadvantages. These concepts bridge diverse set-
tings and times, and they facilitate our general
understanding. However, they disregard significant
contextual details in particular social settings and
historical conditions.

Relationships

Sacial theoriesaremorethan collections of assump-
tions and concepts; they also specify relationships
among the concepts. They tell us whether the con-
cepts are connected to one ancther, and, if so, how.
By outlining an entire complex of assumptions, con-
cepts, and relationships, a theory provides a com-
plete picture of why specific relationships do or do
not exist.

Proposition A theoretical statement about the rela-
tionship between two or more concepts.

Hypothesis An empirically testable version of a
theoretical proposition that has not yet been tested
or verified with empirical evidence. It is most used
in deductive theorizing and can be restated as a
prediction.

Kinds of Relationships. Beyondtelling uswhether
conceptsare or are not related, theories specify the
relationships. For example, a theory may tell us
whether arelationship is strong or weak, direct or
indirect, positive or negative. It might tell us that
one concept accelerates or decel erates/diminishes
theother or that itsimpact isimmediate or delayed.
Good theories indicate whether one concept is a
necessary (i.e., essential and required) precondi-
tionfor another concept or only sufficient (i.e., itis
involved but does not have to be present). Some-
times a theory states that one concept relates to
another but only under certain conditions (theseare
called contingent relationships and are discussed
later inthisbook). A theory also specifiestheform
of explanation (e.g., causal, structural, and so forth)
in which arelationship operates (see later in this
chapter).

Propositions and Hypotheses. Social theories
contain propositions about the rel ationshipsamong
concepts. A proposition is atheoretical statement
that two or morefactorsor conceptsarerelated and
the type of relationshipiit is. It is a belief that may
or may not have been tested. A major purpose of
doing research is to find out whether a theory’s
proposition conformsto empirical evidenceor data.
Some theoretical propositions are in the form of
assumptions; others can be tested with empirical
data. A hypothesisis an empiricaly testable ver-
sion of aproposition. It isatentative statement about
arelationship because when we start a study, we
are uncertain asto whether the hypothesis actually
holdsintheempirical world. After repeated empir-
ical evaluationsof ahypothesisin many situations,
our certainty in its truthfulness grows. By empiri-
cally evaluating a hypothesis, we learn whether a
theoretical proposition is supported, or we may
decide to revise it or remove it from the theory
entirely. While many research studies are designed
to test hypotheses, some types of research proceed
without a hypothesis.

Units of Analysis

Thesocia world comprisesmany units, such asindi-
vidual people, groups, organizations, movements,
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ingtitutions, countries, and so forth. Researcherstai-
lor theoretical concepts to apply to one or more of
these units of analysis. For example, the concept
aggression can be applied to several units: an indi-
vidual, group, organization, or country. Thisisillus-
trated by these statements: Jamie is an aggressive
child; the basketball team was very aggressive last
night; the XY Z Corporation hasaggressively moved
into a new market; and the United Nations con-
demned country X for acts of aggression toward its
neighbor. Aggression by a child (dapping another
four-year-old and kicking the teacher) seemsdiffer-
ent than aggression by a sportsteam (physical con-
tact and blocking), acompany (lowering pricesand
launching a massive advertising campaign that tar-
gets a competing product), or a nation (moving
troops and tanks across an international border).

When we conduct a study, we must fit a con-
cept to the specific type of unit wewishto analyze,
like a glove fitting over ahand. This means fitting
concepts with units as we design a study and
measure concepts. |f we consider an abstract con-
cept, such as aggression, that is applicable across
various units of analysis, we must decide the unit
tofocuson and tailor theway we definethe concept
to that unit before proceeding.

Aspects of Theory

Now that you know the parts of social theory, you
can consider its other forms. Social theory can be
baffling because it has many aspects. To simplify
matters, we can divide them into five major ones:

1. Direction of theorizing. Either deductive or
inductive

2. Level ofanalysis. Either micro, macro, or meso

3. Theoretical focus. Either substantiveor formal
theory

4. Formof explanation. Either causal, structural,
or interpretative

5. Rangeof atheory. Either anempirical general-
ization, amiddle-range theory, or aframework

The aspects may seem intimidating at first. Fortu-
nately, only afew major combinations of them are
frequently used. As you become familiar with the

aspects, you will find that they help to clarify and
simplify how you apply theory when conducting a
research study.

Direction of Theorizing

Inanideal sense, you can approach the building and
testing of theory fromtwo directions: (1) beginwith
abstract thinking and then logically connect theideas
intheory to concrete evidenceor (2) begin with spe-
cific observations of empirical evidence and then
generalizefromtheevidenceto build toward increas-
ingly abstract ideas. In practice, most researchersare
flexible and tend use both directions, perhapsat dif-
ferent pointsin astudy (see Figure 1).

Deductive. To theorize in adeductive direction,
we start with abstract concepts or a theoretical
proposition that outlines the logical connection
among concepts. We move next to eval uate the con-
cepts and propositions against concrete evidence.
Wego fromideas, theory, or amental picturetoward
observable empirical evidence. The studies of the
contact hypothesis used deductive theorizing. The
researchers began with a theoretical proposition:;
The absence of interpersonal contact between
people and others in a socia “out-group” causes
negative views of an out-group to arise because of
ignorance and negative stereotypes. Theresearchers
turned the proposition into a testable empirical
hypothesis: that increased social contact with,
knowledge of, and familiarity among individualsin
an out-group will lessen the negative bdliefs, atti-
tudes, and statements of people in the “in-group.”
Thetheorizing proceeded from the abstract level to
a concrete, empirical level that included specific

Units of analysis The units, cases, or parts of social
life that are under consideration. They are key to devel-
oping concepts, empirically measuring or observing
concepts, and using data analysis.

Deductive direction An approach to developing or
confirming a theory that begins with abstract concepts
and theoretical relationships and works toward more
concrete empirical evidence.
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FIGURE 1 Deductive and Inductive Theorizing

out-groups, forms of social contact, and beliefs or
attitudes.

Inductive. To theorize in an inductive direction,
we begin with observing the empirical world and
then reflecting on what istaking place and thinking
in increasingly more abstract ways. We move
toward theoretical concepts and propositions. We
can beginwith ageneral topic and afew vagueideas
that we later refine and elaborate into more precise
concepts when operating inductively. We build
from empirical observations toward more abstract

Inductive direction An approach to developing or
confirming a theory that begins with concrete empiri-
cal evidence and works toward more abstract concepts
and theoretical relationships.

Grounded theory A type of inductive social theory
often used in qualitative research that builds toward
abstract theory, often by making comparisons of
empirical observations.
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thinking. In hisstudy of street vendorsin New York
City, Duneier (1999) used inductivetheorizing. He
developed atheoretical understanding only during
and after he had collected empirical data. He stated,
“1 began to get ideas from the things | was seeing
and hearing onthestreet” (p. 341). Duneier (p. 342)
described the process asbeing likethe method used
by amedical professional who sees patients with
many diverse symptoms. Only after analyzing the
symptoms does the professional make a diagnosis
or coherent story that explains the underlying rea-
son for the many symptoms visible on the surface.

Many researchers use aspecific type of induc-
tive theorizing called grounded theory. It involves
formulating new theoretical ideas from the ground
up instead of testing existing theoretical ideas.

Grounded theory is a widely used approach
in qualitative research. It is not the only approach
and it is not used by all qualitative researchers.
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Grounded theory is*“aqualitative research method
that uses a systematic set of proceduresto develop
aninductively derived theory about aphenomenon”
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990:24). The purpose of
grounded theory isto build atheory that is faithful
to the evidence. It isamethod for discovering new
theory. Withit, theresearcher comparesunlike phe-
nomena in order to learn their similarities. He or
she sees micro-level events as the foundation for a
more macro-level explanation. Grounded theory
shares several goals with more positivist-oriented
theory. It seeks atheory that iscomparable with the
evidence that is precise and rigorous, capable of
replication, and generalizable. A grounded theory
approach pursues generalizations by making com-
parisons across social situations.

Qualitative researchers use alternatives to
grounded theory. Some qualitativeresearchersoffer
an in-depth depiction that istrue to an informant’s
worldview. They excavate asingle social situation
to elucidate the micro processes that sustain stable
social interaction. The goal of other researchersis
to provide a very exacting depiction of eventsor a
setting. They analyze specific events or settingsto
gain insight into the larger dynamics of a society.
Still other researchers apply an existing theory to
analyze specific settings that they have placed ina
macro-level historical context. They show connec-
tionsamong micro-level eventsand between micro-
level situations and larger social forces for the
purpose of reconstructing thetheory and informing
social action (for asummary of several alternatives,
see Burawoy, 1991:271-287; Charmaz, 2003; and
Hammerdey, 1992.)

Level of Analysis

Social reality exists on many levels, ranging from
themicrotomacrolevels. Themicrolevel of social
lifeincludes short-term face-to-faceinteractions of
afew individuals, usualy in a small-scale setting
(e.g., afemale customer at a fast-food restaurant
chats briefly with an employee and a male cus-
tomer behind her in line). At the micro-level of
social reality, people engage in direct personal
contact, usually in aclose physical setting. Social

scientistsdevelop micro-level theory and concepts
tailored to analyze this level of social reality. For
example, McFarland (2004) developed a micro-
level theory of disruptive behaviorsin high school
classrooms. Based on detailed observations of
interactionsinside classroomsamong studentsand
teachers, he noted the way protagonists and antag-
onists acted in patterned ways and had different
outcomes. (Also see Example Box 2, Inductive,
Micro-Level Theory.)

The macro level, which is at the opposite
extreme of the micro level, includes large-scale
societal events (e.g., the patterns of encounters
between western European imperialist powers and
Chinese civilization during the eighteenth century)
and entire social institutions (e.g., the entire crimi-
nal justice system of a nation). Macro-leve theo-
rizing explains events, processes, patterns, and
structures that operate among large-scale social
units, usually over decades or longer and often cov-
ering large expanses of geographic space. The study
of Spanish America for over a century of time by
Mahoney (2003) illustrates macro-level theorizing.

Between the micro level and macro levelsis
the meso level, an intermediate level. M eso-level
theory focuses onthelevel of organizations, social
movements, or communities. As we examine dif-
ferent levels of the social world, we develop theo-
ries and concepts that operate at a corresponding
level of analysis.

Micro-level theory Social theory focusing on the
micro level of social life that occurs over short dura-
tions (e.g., face-to-face interactions and encounters
among individuals or small groups).

Macro-level theory Social theory focusing on the
macro level of social life (e.g., social institutions, major
sectors of society, entire societies, or world regions) and
processes that occur over long durations (many years,
multiple decades, or a century or longer).

Meso-level theory Social theory focusing on the
relations, processes, and structures at a midlevel of
social life (e.g., organizations, movements, and com-
munities) and events operating over moderate dura-
tions (many months, several years, or a decade).
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EXAMPLE 2
Inductive, Micro-Level Theory

In her study of two very different toy stores, Williams
(2006) developed a micro-level theory inductively
from her observations made while working for six
weeks at each store. Her goal was “to describe and
analyze the rules that govern giant toy stores” (pp.
19-20) from observing day-to-day interactions.
Williams observed and documented hundreds of
ways males, Whites, and high-income people were
treated better in daily workplace routines, informal
store rules, and customer—staff interactions. These
actions reinforced the prevailing societal hierarchy:
Males dominated and had privileges when compared
with females, Whites compared with non-Whites, and
high-income individuals compared with low-income
people. In both stores, all directors were White males;
everyone employed in a “masculine” job (e.g., secu-
rity guards, loading dock laborers, backroom assem-

Theoretical Focus

We construct, el aborate, and test or verify two types
of theory, substantive and formal. Substantive
theory focuses on aparticular content or topic area
insocial reality, such asfamily relations, delinquent
behavior, or racial-ethnic relations. We might have
atheory that focuses on economic development as
with Mahoney’s (2003) study of Spanish America
or atheory that focuses on how social inequalities
arereproduced in everyday face-to-faceinteractions
as with Williams' (2006) study of toy stores (see
Example Box 2).

Formal theory focuses on general processes
or structuresthat operate acrossmultipletopic areas,
such asforming asocia identity, engaging in con-
flict, or exercising power. It is more general and
abstract. A formal theory about accessto resources
and holding onto power and authority might apply

Substantive theory A type of theory that is specifi-
cally tailored to a particular topic area.

Formal theory A type of theory that is general and
applies across many specific topic areas.

blers) were male (half being non-White), and every-
one in a “feminine” job (e.g., cash register clerk, cus-
tomer service worker) was female. An exception was
the electronics section of one store. It was a separate
area, and every employee in that section was an Asian
man. One store was “high end” and had expensive
toys. The other was like a warehouse with working-
class customers. In both, the clerks and managers
engaged in identical “customer profiling”: They
treated White female customers as potential “big
spenders” and Black male customers as potential
thieves. Williams’ micro-level theory showed how
informal daily rules in very different settings perpet-
uated inequalities of class, race, and gender. Mundane
shopping/selling interactions continuously repro-
duced, and almost never reversed, any relations of the
social hierarchies.

to severd areas. It might explain how wealthy busi-
ness owners use their accessto valued resourcesin
advanced capitalist societiesto maintain economic
and social power (see Table 2), how government
elitesused resource control totry to hold onto power
during the transition from communism to a post-
community world (see Table 3), and how colonial
ditesinarigid system of resource control held onto
local power in the nineteenth century in away that
stalled later national development. Inall three situ-
ations, asimilar social-economic dynamic operated:
Powerful elitegroupsused their ownership and con-
trol over valued resourcesto maintain a position of
power and resist challengesto their authority.

The two types of theory intersect. Substantive
theory on atopic often draws on and combinesfor-
mal theories, and aformal theory may have appli-
cations in several substantive areas. As Layder
(1993:44) remarked, “ The cumulative process of
theory is enhanced by the encouragement of mul-
tiple substantive and formal theories.”

Each theoretical focus has strengths and limi-
tations. Substantive theory offers powerful expla-
nations for a specific topic area. It incorporates
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details from specific settings, processes, or events.
Nonetheless, it may bedifficult to generalize across
topic areas. Compared toformal theory, conceptsin
a substantive theory tend to be at lower levels of
abstraction and narrower in scope. Compared tofor-
mal theory, we can see the relevance of a substan-
tive theory for ongoing events more easily. Formal
theory’s strength isits ability to bridge across mul-
tiple topic areas and advance general knowledge.
Itsweaknessisthat by being lessrooted in specific
issuesand social settings, wehaveto adjust thethe-
ory toseehow it relatesto aparticular issueor topic.
Formal theories help us to recognize and explain
similar features across multiple topics. They are
more abstract, making them more complex and eas-
ier to expressin apurely logical, analytic form.

Forms of Explanation

Prediction and Explanation. Theprimary purpose
of theory isto explain. However, explanation has
two meanings: theoretica and ordinary. Researchers
focus on theoretical explanation, alogical argu-
ment that tellswhy something takesaspecificform
or why it occurs. Usually whenwedo this, werefer
toagenera ruleor principle, and we connectittoa
theoretical argument with many connectionsamong
concepts. An ordinary explanation makes some-
thing clear or describes something inaway that illus-
trates it and makes it intelligible for other people.
For example, agood teacher “explains’ in the ordi-
nary sense. Thetwo kinds of explanation can blend
together, aswhenweexplain (i.e., makeintelligible)
an explanation (i.e., alogical argument involving
theory). Before we examine forms of theoretical
explanation, we will take a short detour because
many people confuse prediction with explanation.
Prediction is a statement that something will
occur. An explanation logically connects what
occurs in a specific situation to a more abstract or
basi c principle about “how thingswork” to answer
thewhy question. The particular situation is shown
to be an instance or specific case of the more gen-
era principle. It iseasier to predict than to explain,
and an explanation has more logical power than
prediction because good explanations also predict.
A specific explanation rarely predictsmorethan one

Theoretical explanation A logical argument or
“story” that tells why something takes a specific form
or occurs and does so by referring to more general
ideas and abstract principles.

outcome, but competing explanations can predict
thesameoutcome. Although it isless powerful than
an explanation, many people are entranced by the
dramatic visibility of aprediction.

A gambling example illustrates the difference
between explanation and prediction. If | enter a
casino and consistently and accurately predict the
next card to appear or the next number on aroulette
wheel, thiswill be sensational. | may win alot of
money, at least until the casino officialsrealize that
| am alwayswinning and expel me. Yet my method
of making the predictions is more interesting than
thefact that | cando so. Tellingyouwhat | doto pre-
dict the next card ismorefascinating than being able
to predict. Here is another example. You know that
thesun“rises’ each morning. You can predict that at
some time, every morning, whether or not clouds
obscureit, the sunwill rise. But why isthisso? One
explanation is that the Great Turtle carries the sun
across the sky on its back. Another explanation is
that agod setshisarrow ablaze, which appearstous
as the sun, and shootsit across the sky. Few people
today believetheseancient explanations. Theexpla-
nation you probably accept involves atheory about
the rotation of the earth and the position of the sun,
astar inour solar system. Inthisexplanation, the sun
only appearstorise, but it doesnot move. Its appar-
ent movement depends on the earth’s rotation. We
are on aplanet that both spins on its axis and orbits
around a star millions of miles away in space. All
three explanations make the same prediction: The
sun rises each morning. As you can see, a weak
explanation can produce an accurate prediction. A
good explanation depends on awell-devel oped the-
ory and is confirmed by empirical observations.

Nobel Prize-winning physicist Steven Wein-
berg (2001:47) has given a“hard science” view of
explanation:

Scientistswho do purerather than applied research
commonly tell the public and funding agenciesthat
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their mission is the explanation of something or
other. . . .\Within the limited context of physics,
| think one can . . . [distinguish] explanation from
mere description, which captures what physicists
mean when they say that they have explained some
regularity. . . .\Weexplain aphysical principlewhen
we show that it can be deduced from a more
fundamental physical principle. [emphasis added]

Theoretical explanations take three forms:
causal, structural, and interpretative. Each explains,
or answers, the question of why eventsoccur. Each
connects a specific case to some type of general
principle.

Causal Explanation A causal explanation indi-
cates a cause-effect relationship among concepts/
variables. We use this type of explanation in every-
day language, although everyday language tendsto
be rather sloppy and ambiguous. Here is a causal
explanation: You say that poverty causes crime or
that weakening societal morals causes divorce to
increase. These are elementary causal explanations.
Social scientists try to be more precise and exact
when they discuss causal relations. They aso try to
determine how or why the causal process works
(e.g., how and why poverty causes crime).

At least since the time of eighteenth century
Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776),
philosophershave debated theideaof cause. Some
people argue that causality occursin the empirical
world. Although we cannot see it easily, it is “out
there” in objectivereality, and we can find indirect
evidence of it. Others argue that causality does not
existinobjectivereality. Itisamental construction
“in our heads.” We have subjectively created the
idea of causality to help us think about eventsin
objective reality. Without entering into the philo-
sophical debate, many social scientiststheorizeand
conduct studies on causal relationships.

Requirements for Causality. \Ne need threethings
to establish causality: temporal order, empirical

Causal explanation A type of theoretical explana-
tion about why events occur and how things work
expressed in terms of causes and effects or as one
factor producing certain results.

association, and the elimination of plausible alter-
natives (see Example Box 3, Three Elements of
Causdlity). Animplicit fourth condition is that the
causal relationship makes senseor fitswith broader
assumptions or a theoretical framework. Let us
examine the three basic conditions. In addition to
these three, a full explanation also requires spec-
ifying the causal mechanism and outlining acausal
chain.

1. Temporal order means that the cause must
come earlier in time than an effect. This common-
sense assumption establishesthedirection of causal-
ity: from the cause toward the effect. You may ask
how the cause can come after what it isto affect. It
cannot, but temporal order is only one of the condi-
tions needed for causality. Temporal order is neces-
sary but not sufficient to infer causality. Sometimes
people make the mistake of talking about “ cause”
on the basis of temporal order alone. For example,
raceriotsoccurred inadozen U.S. citiesin 1968 one
day after anintensewave of sunspotshappened. The
temporal ordering does not establish a causal link
between sunspots and race riots. Eventually, al of
prior human history occurred before some specific
event. The temporal order condition simply elimi-
nates from consideration potential causes that
occurred later intime.

Establishing temporal order can be tricky in
cross-sectional research. For example, aresearcher
finds that people who have considerable formal
schooling express less prejudiced attitudes than
others. Does more schooling cause areduction in
prejudice, or do people who are highly prejudiced
avoid school? Here is another example. The stu-
dentswho get high gradesin my classsay | am an
excellent teacher. Am | doing agreat job, students
learn a lot, and this causes high grades, or does
getting high grades make them happy, so they
return the favor by saying that | am an excellent
teacher (i.e., high grades cause a positive evalua-
tion)? It is a chicken-and-egg problem. To resolve
it, aresearcher needsto bring in other information
or design research to test for the temporal order.
Simple causal relations are unidirectional, operat-
inginasingledirection fromthe causeto the effect.
More complex theories specify reciprocal-effect
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EXAMPLE 3
Three Elements of Causality

| read that several politicians visited a Catholic school
in Chicago that had a record of being much more
successful than public schools in educating children.
The next day, the politicians called a news conference
and advocated new laws and the redirection of tax
money to Catholic schools. As a person who wants
children to get a good education, | was interested in
the story, but as a social scientist, | critically evaluated
it. The politicians’ theory said Catholic schools cause
more learning than public schools. They had two ele-
ments of causality: temporal order (first the children
attended a Catholic school, then learning improved)
and association (those attending Catholic schools per-
formed better than those attending public school).
Social researchers know this is not enough informa-
tion. They first try to eliminate alternative explanations
and then try to understand the causal mechanism (i.e.,
what happens in Catholic schools that helps students
learn more). For example, the politicians failed to

causal relations—that is, amutual causal relation-
ship or simultaneous causality. For example, study-
ing alot can cause astudent to get good grades, but
getting good grades also motivates the student
to continue to study. Theories often have recipro-
cal or feedback relationships, but these are difficult
to test. Some researchers call unidirectional rela-
tions nonrecursive and reciprocal-effect relations
recursive.

2. Anassociation meansthat two phenomena
occur together in a patterned way or appear to act
together. People often confuse theword correlation
with association. Correlation has a specific techni-
cal meaning and there are certain statistical require-
ments for it. Association is the more genera idea.
The correlation coefficient is a statistical measure
that indicates the strength of association, but there
are other ways to measure an association. Some-
timesresearcherscall association concomitant vari-
ation because two variables vary together. Figure 2
depicts 38 people from a lower-income neighbor-
hood and 35 people from an upper-income neigh-
borhood. Can you see an association between race

eliminate the alternative explanation that children
in the two types of schools had different family cir-
cumstances that affect learning and that this caused
learning differences. If the family circumstances (e.g.,
parents’ education and income, family religious belief
and intensity of belief, two-parent versus single-
parent households, degree of parental interest in
child’s education) are the same for children who
attend both types of schools, then the politicians are
on the right track. The focus, then, is on what Catholic
schools are doing that improves learning. If the family
circumstances are very different, then the politicians
are making a big mistake. Unfortunately, politicians
are rarely trained in social research and most make
quick, high-publicity decisions without the careful
reasoning or the patience for precise empirical inves-
tigation. Fortunately, sociologist James S. Coleman
and others have studied this issue (see Coleman and
Hoffer, 1987).

(represented by lighter and darker shaded figures)
and incomelevel? Some peopl e mistake association
for true causality. For example, when | was in col-
lege, | got high gradeson theexams| took on Fridays
but low grades on those | took on Mondays. Thus,
an association existed between the day of the week
and the exam grade. This association did not mean
that the day of the week caused the exam grade.
Instead, the reason for the association was that |
worked 20 hours each weekend and was very tired
on Mondays. If you cannot find an association, a
causal relationship isvery unlikely. Thisiswhy you
want to find correlationsand other measures of asso-
ciation. Yet just because you find an associ ation does
not mean you have causality. It isanecessary but not
asufficient condition. In other words, you needit for
causdlity, but it isnot enough alone.

Association The co-occurrence of two events, char-
acteristics, or factors so that when one happens or
is present, the other one is likely to happen or be
present as well.

75



76

THEORY AND RESEARCH

Lower Income

Upper Income

=_Jo =)o

=)o

s=-)o
=)o
=)o

=)o

=Do_ =" =10° =)0

= o sE0o=")o

E@ogg —afe Egjo
o=

=)o =)°
=So
=90 =0o

FIGURE 2 Association of Income and Race

To show causality, an association does not have
to be perfect (i.e,, every time onevariableis present,
the other is also). In the example involving exam
gradesand daysof theweek, thereisan associationiif
on ten Fridays | got seven As, two Bs, and one C,
whereas my exam grades on ten Mondays were six
Ds, two Cs, and two Bs. An association exigts, but the
daysof theweek and theexam gradesarenot perfectly
associated. The race and income-level association
shown in Figure 2 isaso an imperfect association.

3. Eliminating alternatives meansthat wemust
show that the effect is dueto the causal variable, not
to something dse. It is also called no spuriousness
because an apparent causal relationship that is actu-
ally dueto an alternative but unrecognized cause is
called aspuriousrel ationship. Whilewe can observe
temporal order and associations, we cannot empiri-
caly diminate al logica alternatives. Eliminating
possible alternativesis an ideal. This means we can
demonstrate this only indirectly or rule out the more
obvious dternative explanations. In an experiment,

Causal mechanism The part of a causal explanation
that specifies the process by which the primary inde-
pendent variable(s) influence the primary dependent
variable(s).

we build controlsinto the study designitself toelim-
inate alternative causes and isol ate the experimental
situation from the influence of al variables except
the main causal variable. Nonexperimental research
eliminates aternatives by identifying possible alter-
native causes and measuring them. Thisis common
insurvey research. Oncewe measure potential alter-
natives, we use statistical techniquesto learnwhether
thecausal variable or something €l se operatesonthe
effect variable.

4. Specifying the mechanismin a causal rela-
tionship meansthat whenwe createacausal expla-
nation, we must have more than two variables that
are corrdlated, which is* a satisfactory explanation
requires that we also specify the social ‘cogs and
wheels” (Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1998:7). Wego
beyond saying that an independent and dependent
variablearelinked, asif the connection werethrough
a“black box” of unknown processes. A full causal
explanation identifies a causal relationship and
specifies acausal mechanism.

L et ussay wefind astrong association between
aperson’ssocial classand her health. We may state
our “theory” as high-class people live longer and
get sick less often than low-class people. However,
it is not enough to say that a person’s socia class
causes health outcomes. We must al so explain why
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and how social class doesthis. In short, we should
describe exactly what it is about socia class that
makesthe health outcomes happen. We may believe
that higher class provides people with more social
resources (knowledge, social connections, leisure
time, flexible schedule) that enables them to eat
healthy food, experiencelessstress, engagein phys-
ical exercise, and so forth, which produce better
health. Socid resources are the mechanism that con-
nects classand outcomes (resourcesinclude being
intheknow,” “knowing theright people,” and hav-
ing access to opportunities).

Seeing the mechanism of afull causal expla
nation may bedifficult, especialy inthe natural sci-
ences. We may posit unseen mechanisms among
subatomic particles or off in distant galaxies to
explain what we can observe. Asresearch advances,
we observethe outline of amechanism whoseexis-
tence we first only predicted in theory. Even if we
cannot directly observe the mechanism now, wecan
still describe how wethink it operates.

We can use models of aprocessthat webelieve
connects inputs with outcomes to clarify mecha
nisms. In economics, the market is a common
mechanism; it is a process of making exchanges
between independent buyers and sellers, each with
desiresand resources. The market explainshow the
supply—demand rel ationship operates. In sociology,
a commonly used mechanism is Merton’s self-
fulfilling prophecy. A self-fulfilling prophecy
occurs when a definition of a situation stimulates
behavior that makes afal sedefinition cometrue. A
“negative feedback” mechanismin aprophecy con-
nects peopl€ sheliefsand behaviorsat onepointin
timetolater outcomes. A classic exampleof aself-
fulfilling prophecy isarun on abank. A bank may
be very financialy stable, but a false rumor starts
that it will fail. Thisnew definition of the situation,
although inaccurate, causes many people to with-
draw their money quickly. As people withdraw
large amounts of money, the bank weakens. The
weakened bank stimulates even more rumors of
bank failure. The new rumors in turn stimulate
more withdrawals. Eventually, accelerating fear
(false definition of the situation) and withdrawals
(behavior based on the definition) cause the bank
tofail (the false definition becomestrue).

Sometimes we state theories as alawlike gen-
eralization: When X occurs, Y will occur. However,
such “theories’ are not a full explanation (Elster
1998). They need the causal mechanism. Themech-
anism is often more specific than agenera law, but
it ismore general than a specific instance. In afull
explanation, the mechanism may be an arrangement
of opportunities or individual desires, which are
more general than a particular opportunity or one
desire but less general than a lawlike statement.
Mechanismsadd complexity. Instead of asmplelawv
(if Bthen R), we find in specific situationsthat if B
sometimes R but at other times P or D. The mecha-
nism explains why B does not always cause R but
can create other outcomes. Perhaps we believe that
when economic conditionsare bad (B), peoplerebel
(R). However, aswe study many specific situations,
we find thisis not always true. Sometimes people
rebel, but at other times they become passive and
accept their fate (P) and at till other timesthey fight
one another and become self-destructive (D). For a
compl ete explanation, we must include the mecha
nismthat tells uswhen bad conditions produce each
of the outcomes.

5. Outlining the causal chainisaprocessin
evaluating each part of the chain. Here is an associ-
ation in a causal theory: A rise in unemployment
causes child abuse to increase. We want to explain
theseincreases. Weexplain them asbeing caused by
arisein unemployment. To“ explain” increased child
abuse, we must identify its primary cause, but afull
explanation also requires specifying how this hap-
pens (i.e., identify acausal mechanismand putitin
acasual chain). The mechanismin thistheory isthe
situation of peoplelosing their jobs. Oncethey lose
their jobs, they fed alossof sdlf-worth andincreased
stress. As they lose self-worth and experience high
stress, they are more easily frustrated and become
angry more quickly. Inner social control weakens,
and the pattern of living is disrupted. Highly frus-
trated people with lower inner social control may
expresstheir anger by directing violent actstoward
those with whom they have close personal contact
(e.g., friends, spouse, children). Thisis especialy
true if they cannot direct their anger in actions
against its source (e.g., an employer, government
policy, or “economic forces’). The mechanism is
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part of alarger processor causal chain, and it occurs
after the initial cause (unemployment) and before
the effect (child abuse).

We cantest each part of acausal chain. In addi-
tion to determining whether unemployment rates
and child abuse occur together, we can consider
whether unemployment increases frustration, and
frustrated people become violent toward family
members. A typical research strategy istodividethe
causal chaininto its partsand then to evaluate each
part of the chain against the data.

Diagrams of Causal Relations. \\le can express
causal relationships and theories using words, pic-
tures, or both. We often present diagrams of the
causal relationsto provideasimplepictureof arda
tionship. This makes it easier for othersto see the
causal relation quickly at a glance. Such symbolic
representations supplement verbal descriptionsand
are shorthand for conveying complex information.
The simplest diagram is a two-variable model
as the one in Figure 3(a). We represent variables
using letters, circles, or boxes. The conventionisto
represent acause by an X and the effect by aY. The
arrow shows the direction of causality (e.g., from
causeto effect). Sometimeswe use subscriptswhen
thereismorethan onecause (e.g., X;, X,). Wesym-
bolizerelationshipsby lineswith directional arrows.
Causal relations are represented by straight lines.
Theconventionisto use curved lineswith arrowson
both endsto show an association that doesnot imply
that a causal relationship goesin one direction.

Positive relationship An association between two
concepts or measures so that as one increases, the
other also increases, or when one is present, the other
is also present.

Negative relationship An association between two
concepts or measures so that as one increases, the
other decreases, or when one is present, the other is
absent.

Structural explanation A type of theoretical expla-
nation about why events occur and how things work
expressed by outlining an overall structure and empha-
sizing locations, interdependences, distances, or rela-
tions among positions in that structure.

Positive and Negative Causal Relationships.
Causal relationships can be positive or negative.
Many peopleimply apositiverelationship between
the cause and effect variables if they say nothing.
A positiverelationship meansthat a higher value
on the cause goes with a higher value on the effect
or outcome. For example, asthe number of years of
a person’s schooling increases, the longer the per-
son’s life expectancy is. A negative relationship
means that a higher value on the cause goeswith a
lower value on the effect or outcome. For example,
as the number of years of a person’s schooling
increases, hisor her bigotry and prejudice decreases.
Indiagrams, aplussign (+) signifiesapositiverela-
tionship and anegative sign (-) signifiesanegative
relationship. Figure 3 presents some samples of
relationshipsthat can be diagrammed. Researchers
would not use adiagram for avery smplerelation-
ship likethe onein Figure 3(a) but find it helpful as
they increase the number and complexity of causal
relationships.

At times, the impact of acause on an outcome
is mediated or conditioned. This means that the
cause operates under some conditions but not
others. For example, early marriage causes divorce
in modern soci etiesthat permit individual freedoms
and allow for legal divorce but not in highly tradi-
tional societies. A third factor that mediates the
basic cause-effect relationship is diagrammed as a
third linewith an arrow that intersectsthe line with
an arrow between the cause and effect (see Example
Box 4, Explaining Racial Conflict).

Structural Explanation. |n a causal explanation,
one or more factors may cause aresponsein other
factors. Thisislikeoneball that rollsand hitsothers,
causing themto beginrolling. In contrast, thelogic
of astructural explanation locates a social pro-
cess, event, or factor within alarger structure. The
structureis like a spiderweb, a wheel with spokes,
or amachinewith interconnected parts. A structural
explanation explains social life by noting how one
part fitswithin the larger structure. A causal expla-
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Well-Adjusted
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Children

Explanation of relationship in each diagram

b
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a

Level of stress (financial, social, emotional, etc.) is positively associated with the likelihood that a couple will
divorce.

Level of stress is positively associated with the likelihood that a couple will divorce, but the amount of resources
(financial, social, emotional, etc.) they possess is negatively associated with it.

Level of stress is positively associated with the frequency of fighting by a couple, which is associated with
the likelihood that the couple will divorce.

Level of stress is positively associated with the likelihood that a couple will divorce and negatively associated
with the likelihood that the couple will have emotionally well-adjusted children. In addition, the divorce pro-
cess itself has a negative effect on the emotional adjustment of children.

Level of stress and amount of resources are negatively associated with each other (i.e., people who tend
to have many resources are less likely to experience or better able to deal with stress). Level of stress is
positively associated with the frequency of fighting by a couple, but the amount of resources is negatively
associated with it. Amount of fighting is positively associated with the likelihood that a couple will divorce.
Both fighting and the divorce itself are negatively associated with the likelihood that the couple will have
emotionally well-adjusted children.

FIGURE 3 Causal Diagrams
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Sequential theory A type of theory that uses a struc-
tural explanation, outlines a sequential pattern, and
specifies the ordered sequence, stages, steps, or phases
by which events occur.

nation says, B happensbecauseA causesB. A struc-
tural explanation may say that B happens because
B is positioned inside alarger structure that either
blocks off or provides B openingsto other areasin
the structure.

EXAMPLE 4
Explaining Racial Conflict

Behrens, Uggen, and Manza (2003) provided a
causal explanation of felon disenfranchisement in the
United States. They noted that the United States has
the most restrictive voting laws for people convicted
of committing a crime among advanced democ-
racies. State-level voting laws vary widely: Some
states have no restrictions, others bar incarcerated
felons from voting, and others bar felons who have
served their sentences from voting for life. The authors
extended an existing theory, the “racial threat hypoth-
esis,” to explain why some states have highly restric-
tive voting laws while others do not. Others have
developed the theory to explain interracial economic
competition. These authors measured a high racial
threat as a potentially angry, powerful Black presence
(e.g., large Black populations and many Blacks in pris-
ons) in a state where a White majority prevented
Blacks from voting in the pre—Civil Rights era but can
no longer do so after the passage of civil rights laws.
The authors looked at the year in which a restrictive
voting law was passed, the types of restrictions it
included, and the percentage of Blacks in the state
population and in its prisons. The role of imprisonment
is pertinent because Blacks are far more likely than
Whites to be felons. The theory suggests the states
with the highest “racial threat” would have the most
restrictive voting laws because restrictive voting laws
replaced more direct forms of denying voting rights
to Blacks. The authors documented temporal order
and found an association between racial composition
and restrictive laws that fit the hypothesis. In this
macro-level study, the main cause was a large Black

Three major types of theories that use a struc-
tural explanation are sequential theories, network
theories, and functional theories (see Figure 4).

1. Sequential theory emphasizesthe order or
sequence by which events occur; it identifies the
necessary earlier steps and possible subsequent
stepsin an unfolding pattern of devel opment across
time. A sequential theory mapsout an ordered set of
stages. Almost all people, organizations, or events
follow the sequence. There may be asingle path or

population in prisons, the main effect was restrictive
voting laws, and the unit of analysis was the state (see
Example Box 4 Figure).

McVeigh (2004) also used a causal explanation
to study why White racist organizations succeed in
some areas of the United States more than in other
areas. Racist organizations appealed to Whites who
experience downward social mobility and offered
messages that blamed non-Whites for the difficul-
ties. McVeigh hypothesized that racist organizations
would be most successful where local conditions
matched the racist claims. He predicted that
the White racist messages would succeed in areas
of more racial diversity, unstable economic condi-
tions, and rising income inequality. In addition, he
expected racist messages that lacked an alternative,
nonracist diagnosis of the conditions to be most suc-
cessful. He argued that alternatives would be in the
highest numbers where White education levels were
mixed, the more educated Whites would spread to
other Whites information of alternative reasons for
their economic decline (e.g., global competition,
changing technology, lack of relevant skills). He
hypothesized that a combination of two causes—
Whites economically falling behind visible, nearby
non-Whites and the absence of an nonracist diag-
nosis—explained the success of racial organizations
in some areas. In the study, McVeigh measured
economic conditions, racial organizational success,
and mixed White education level by county, which
was the study’s unit of analysis (see Example Box
Figure 4 Figure).

(continued)
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EXAMPLE

4

continued

Whites Feel
Great Racial

State Laws

Threat from
Blacks

Economic
Decline Occurs
for Whites
Compared to
Nearby Visible
Non-Whites

Ban Felons from
Voting

Racist
Organizations
Have Recruitment
Success

Nonracist Diagnosis

Is Absent

anarrow range of pathsfor a specific process, such
as the moral development of a child, the maturing
of anintimate rel ationship, family formation, urban
expansion, organizational growth or death, conflict
intensification or resolution, or societal develop-
ment. In addition to identifying the steps or stages
of a process, sequentia theories explain the speed
of movement along the steps, stagnationsat astage,

Y

o~

Sequential

Network

and key turning pointsof aprocessthat trigger adif-
ferent direction or steps. A sequential theory may
identify essential versus optiona steps, or how a
specific prior step restricts possible next steps. Itis
not a causal theory; being in an earlier step does
not cause movement along the sequence; instead,
the structure of a staged sequence constrains what
can occur. Thus, aseguential theory may state that

Functional

FIGURE 4 Forms of Structural Explanation
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unless step A was completed, movement to step B
isimpossible, and the only way to get from step A
to step Cisto passthrough step B.

The study of Spanish American countries by
Mahoney (2003) used asequentia theory. Hefound
that events at an early stage in a Spanish American
country’sdevel opment, during colonialism, shaped
the direction of its path in later stages. Oesterle,
Johnson, and Mortimer (2004) offer a sequential
theory in their panel study on voluntarism among
young people. The authors adopted a“life course”
perspective in which “the meaning of roles and
activities differs acrosslife stage” (p. 1124). Thus,
the impact of an event at a specific phase of a per-
son’slife differsfrom the same event happening in
other phases, and the sameimpact will shape events
inlater phases. Theauthorsnoted that thetransition
toadulthoodisacritical stagewhen apersonlearns
new social rolesand adult expectations. They exam-
ined pand dataof ninth-grade students (15-16 years
old) begun in 1988 that continued across 9 years
when the research subjects were 18-19 and 26-27.
Theauthorsfound that prior stage activitiesstrongly
influenced what happened at the last stage. People
who worked or who were parenting full-time at an
earlier stage (18-19 years old) were less likely to
volunteer at a later stage (2627 years old) than
people whose major activity was to attend school
full-time. Also, having volunteered at an earlier
stage predicted whether a person volunteered at a
later stage.

2. Network theory explains social relations
in terms of placement in a network. It explains by
referring torelational positionswithin anetwork or
itssize and shape, typeand existence of connections
among positions, overlap or density of connections,
centrality inanetwork, or flowsamong positionsor
nodesin anetwork.® The positions might be points
or nodesinanetwork of relationshipsamong people,
organizations, cities, or nations. The positions and

Network theory A type of theory that uses a struc-
tural explanation in which the emphasis is on locations
and connections within an interconnected web or
network and on the shape or overall pattern of the
network.

structure of a network help to explain ease of com-
munication, power relationships, hierarchical rela
tions, and speed of flowsin the network.

A network theorist explainsby referring to apat-
tern, aset of syntax rules, or structures. The explana
tion showseventsfittinginto alarger pattern or within
amuch larger system of linkages. Network theory is
aform of reasoning similar tothat used to explainwhy
people use language in specific way. For example, a
language has syntax rulesthat state that X goeswith
Y or that sentencesneed anoun and averb. Toexplain
isto identify the syntax rulethat coversasituation.

Many studies examine social networks and
map network structures as a way to explain socia
life. Entwisle, Faust, Rindfuss, and Kaneda (2007)
studied networksin villagesin aregion of Thailand.
The authors found that the networks connecting
people, through kinship or other social ties, varied
by village: “Networks are sparsein some, densein
others; porousin some, lessso in others. Moreover,
thisvariability matters’ (p. 1524). The networkshad
many consequences for relations with nearby vil-
lages, for the economic activitiesin avillage, for
whether people migrated out of avillage, and so
forth. Network structure shaped the flow of activi-
tiesand degree of intravillage cooperation. Toillus-
trate these findings, the authors provide a diagram
with six households. Solid lines indicate people
related asbrother or sister, and dotted linesindicate
those hel ping with the rice harvest. They show that
households a, b, d and e work together. Thereisno
direct family connection between a and d, or
between b and e, but they cooperate due to their
indirect connectionsinthe network throughd. A key
network impact was on social cohesion. As the
authors noted, “Networks in which actors have
moreties, on average, are more cohesive than those
inwhich actorshavefewer ties. . . . Themore cohe-
siveanetwork, themorelikely that information can
travel through social ties to al members and that
activities can be coordinated among network mem-
bers’ (p. 1508). In other words, networksinfluenced
how activities in a village occur. More important,
denseoverall networkswith many interconnections
were more socially cohesive than loose networks.
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Cohesion meant that people shared information,
cooperated, and accomplished tasksfaster and with
fewer difficulties compared to people in villages
that have sparse networks (American Journal of
Sociology, 2007:1515).

—— Siblings

--> People Helping with Rice Harvest

From The Construction of a Global Profession: The Transnation-
alization of Economics, by Marion Fourcade. American Journal of
Sociology, Volume 112 Number 1 Uuly 2006): 145-94 (page 151).

3. Functional theory uses the idea of a sys-
temwith aset of mutually interdependent relations.”
Various parts of asystem depend on other parts, and
incombination, all partsfunctiontogether asawhole.
Success or failure of one part has ramificationsfor
other parts and for the entire system. The system
might refer to a family, a social group, a formal
organization, or an entire society. Functional theo-
riessuggest that long-term system survival requires
abalance or equilibrium to continue smooth oper-
ation. If acritical part fails, the systemis unable to
fulfill avital function unless a replacement for the
vital function isfound. Parts of asystem tend to be
specialized or more efficient/effective in fulfilling
different system needs or functionsand thereforefit
a patterned division of labor. The theory explains
parts by the way they fit into the structure of all
functions. Like the part of ahuman body or part of
arobot, each part (e.g., head, hand, foot) performs
specialized functions.

A functional theory of socia change says that
society moves through developmental stages, from
traditional to modern. Over time, society becomes
increasingly differentiated and complex and evolves

Functional theory A type of theory that uses a struc-
tural explanation in which the emphasis is on how
interdependent parts fit into and operate to sustain an
overall system with specific parts serving complemen-
tary and specialized supporting roles for the whole.

a more specialized division of labor with individ-
ualism. These developments create more efficiency
for the system as a whole. Specialization and
individualism may create disruptions and require
system adjustments. They might weaken traditional
waysof performing system functions. However, new
types of socia relationswill emergeto replace tradi-
tional ways, and they will perform the samefunction
to satisfy the needs of the system for continuity.

Kamijn (1991) explained ashift intheway that
Americanssdlect marriage partnersusing afunctional
explanation. He relied on modernization theory,
which holdsthat the historical processes of modern-
ization (industrialization, urbanization, and secular-
ization) shape societal development. As part of
modernization, people rely less on traditional ways
of doing things. Traditiona religiousbeliefsandloca
community ties weaken as does the family’s control
over young adults. People ceaseto live their entire
lives in small, homogeneous communities. Young
adultsgainindependencefromtheir parentsand from
local religious organizations. In order to function,
every society hasaway to organize how peopleselect
marriage partnersand locate partnerswith whomthey
sharefundamental vaues. Inthepast, parentsandreli-
gion had amagjor rolein selecting marriage partners.
In modern society, people spend time away from
smdll local settingsand moretimein school settings.
In school settings, especidly in college, they meet
other unmarried people who are potential marriage
partners. Education isamajor socialization agent in
modern society. It affects aperson’s future earnings,
moral beliefs and values, and leisure time interests.
Over time, thetrend in the United Stateshas been that
people are less likely to marry within the same reli-
gion and increasingly likely to marry persons with
asimilar level of education. The functions of social-
izing people to mora values and linking people
to marriage partners that the family and religious

83



84

THEORY AND RESEARCH

organization had performedintraditional society has
been replaced by higher educationin modern society.

Interpretive Explanation. The purpose of inter-
pretive explanation is to foster understanding. It
does so by placing what wewish to explain (e.g., a
social relationship, event, cultura practice) within
a specific social context and setting that have a
meaning system. The explanatory goal isfor others
to mentally grasp how someareaof the socia world
operates and to place what we want to explain
within that would. Thisgoal is reached by helping
others comprehend what we want to explain within
an entire worldview and system of meaning. Each
person’s subjectiveworl dview shapeshow heor she
acts, so the goal isto discern others' reasoning and
view of things. The processissimilar to decoding a
text or work of literature in which meaning comes
from the context of acultural symbol system.

Futrell and Simi (2004) used an interpretative
explanation to study the U.S. White power move-
ment. The authorsfocused on movement, collective
identity, or a shared sense of “we.” They examined
members of racist movements that are fragmented
into many organizations(e.g., Ku Klux Klan, Chris-
tian identity groups, Aryan Nation, neo-Nazi groups)
and whose members are marginalized from larger
society. The authors investigated how members
communicate their beliefs and engage in activism
when their radical beliefs can result in losing their
jobs and destroying most personal relations. After

Interpretative explanation A type of theoretical
explanation about why events occur and how things
work expressed in terms of the socially constructed
meanings and subjective worldviews.

Empirical generalization A narrow, quasi-theoreti-
cal statement that expresses empirical patterns or
describes empirical regularities using concepts that are
not very abstract.

Middle-range theory Social theory that falls between
general frameworks and empirical generalization, that
has limited abstraction/range, and that is in the form
of empirically verifiable statements capable of being
connected to observable phenomena.

interviewing and collecting dataon fifty-six activists
from 1996 and 2003, the authors discovered that the
members participated in small domestic gatherings
(e.g., study groups, ritual parties) at which they
reaffirmed their commitments to the group and
discouraged conformity to the mainstream of out-
siders. The gatherings were small, inclusive, and
rooted in ongoing personal relations. In them mem-
bers felt that they could safely and openly express
recid ideologies. Family membersand closefriends
supported these “ cultural havens” Thus, members
created and sought out “free spaces’ in which they
could affirmtheir radical beliefsamong like-minded
people. By embedding opportunities for political
expressionsinwhat looked onthe surfaceto be* nor-
mal” activities (homeschooling, study groups, camp-
ing trips, parties), they reduced the distance between
themselves and the outside world. They built apro-
tective social environment so they could maintain
and celebratearadical ideology and identity that was
camouflaged to appear mainstream.

Range of Theorizing

Theoretical statements also vary by range. At
oneextremeistheempirical generalization, anarrow
statement that relies on concrete concepts and fits
into asubstantivetheory; itisalow-level descriptive
statement about a relationship believed to operate
empiricaly. It generalizes beyond a specific case
or set of observations but not by very much. For
example, people who marry when they are very
young (under age 21) aremorelikely to divorce than
thosewho marry when they are older (over age 31).
We might wish to qualify the generalization by
specifying historical, cultural, or other conditions
that make adivorce more or lesslikely. If empirical
generdization includes an explanation, it is simple
and concrete, not afull social theory. For example,
people who marry when they are younger are
morelikely to divorce becausethey arelessmature.

Middle-range theorizing has a broader theo-
retical range and uses more abstract concepts in
a substantive or formal theory. A middle-range
theory about divorce would include a number of
empirical generalizations interlocked with more
abstract concepts. Divorce might become part of the
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largeideaof marital instability, and age of marriage
might belinked to the person’sstageinthelifecycle
and the socia roles she or helearns. Maintaining a
marital relationship may be placed in a context of
other social forces(e.g., gender ideol ogies, societal
disapproval or acceptance, laws affecting divorce,
friendship or kinship groups, religious pressures).
A study may elaborate and test specific parts of the
middle-range theory, and accumulating empirical
support for many partsof thetheory over timehelps
the theory to advance as an explanation.
Theoretical framewor ks (also called theoreti-
cal systems or paradigms) are at the widest range
and the opposite extreme from empirical general-
izetions. A theoretica framework ismorethan afor-
mal or substantive theory and includes many
specific formal and substantive theories that may
share basic assumptions and general concepts in
common. Sociology has several major frame-
works.8 They are orientations or sweeping waysto
see and think about the social world. They provide
assumptions, concepts, and forms of explanation.

EXAMPLE 5

Theoretical framework A very general theoretical
system with assumptions, concepts, and specific social
theories.

For example, each framework may have its own
theory of the family, of crime, or of social change.
Some frameworks (e.g., symbolic interactionism)
are more oriented toward the micro level of analy-
siswhereasothers(e.g., conflict) are stronger at the
macro level. Specific studies rarely test or contrast
entire frameworks. More often, studies seek evi-
dencefor one part of atheory within oneframework
(e.g., one proposition from a conflict theory of
crime). Example Box 5, Kalmijn's Levels of The-
ory, illustrates the ranges of theory with Kalmijn's
study of changing marriage partner selection. Each
framework is associated with an overall approach
to doing research. Expansion Box 2, Major Theo-
retical Frameworks, briefly describes the key con-
cepts of assumption of the four major theoretical
frameworks of sociology.

Kalmijn's Levels of Theory in “Shifting Boundaries”

Theoretical framework. Structural functionalism holds
that the processes of industrialization and urbani-
zation change human society from a traditional to
a modern form. In this process of modernization,
social institutions and practices evolve. This evolution
includes those that fill the social system’s basic needs,
socialize people to cultural values, and regulate social
behavior. Institutions that filled needs and main-
tained the social system in a traditional society are
superseded by modern ones.

Formal theory. Secularization theory says that dur-
ing modernization, people shift away from a reliance
on traditional religious beliefs and local community
ties. In traditional society, institutions that conferred
ascribed social status (family, church, and community)
also controlled socialization and regulated social life.
In modern society, they are superseded by secular
institutions (e.g., education, government, and media)
that confer achievement-oriented status.

Middle-range substantive theory. A theory of
intermarriage patterns notes that young adults in
modern society spend less time in small, local set-
tings where family, religion, and community all have
a strong influence. Instead, young adults spend
increasing amounts of time in school settings. In
these settings, especially in college, young adults
have opportunities to meet other unmarried people.
In modern society, education has become a major
socialization agent. It affects future earnings, moral
beliefs and values, and leisure interests. Thus, young
adults select marriage partners less on the basis of
shared religious or local ties and more on the basis
of common educational levels.

Empirical generalization. Americans once mar-
ried others with similar religious beliefs and affilia-
tion. This practice is being replaced by marriage to
others with similar levels of education.
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EXPANSION 2
Maijor Theoretical Frameworks

Structural Functionalism

Major concepts. System, equilibrium, dysfunction,
division of labor.

Key assumptions. Society is a system of inter-
dependent parts that is in equilibrium or balance.
Over time, society has evolved from a simple to a
complex type, which has highly specialized parts. The
parts of society fulfill different needs or functions of
the social system. A basic consensus on values or a
value system holds society together.

Exchange Theory (Also Rational Choice)

Major concepts. Opportunities, rewards, approval,
balance, credit

Key assumptions. Human interactions are similar
to economic transactions. People give and receive
resources (symbolic, social approval, or material) and
try to maximize their rewards while avoiding pain,
expense, and embarrassment. Exchange relations
tend to be balanced. If they are unbalanced, persons
with credit can dominate others.

The Dynamic Duo

You have seen the many aspectsof theory (see Sum-
mary Review Box 2). Only those of us who are
naive, new researchers mistakenly believe that the-
ory isirrelevant to conducting research or that we
just collect the data. If we try to proceed without
using theory, we may find that we are adrift as we
attempt to design a study. We may waste time col-
lecting usel essdata, lack preciseideas, and fall into
the trap of hazy and vague thinking. We may find
organizing arguments, converging on research
issues, or generating a lucid account of our study
for other peopleto be difficult.

Thereasonfor al of thesedifficultiesissimple.
Theory frames how we investigate and think about
atopic. It givesusconcepts, providesbasi c assump-
tions, directs us to the important questions, and

Symbolic Interactionism

Major concepts. Self, reference group, role-playing,
perception

Key assumptions. People transmit and receive
symbolic communication when they socially interact.
People create perceptions of each other and social
settings. People largely act on their perceptions. How
people think about themselves and others is based
on their interactions.

Conflict Theory

Major concepts. Power, exploitation, struggle,
inequality, alienation

Key assumptions. Society is made up of groups
that have opposing interests. Coercion and attempts
to gain power are ever-present aspects of human
relations. Those in power attempt to hold onto their
power by spreading myths or by using violence if
necessary.

suggestswaysfor usto make sense of data. Theory
helps us make connections and see the broader
significance of findings. To use an anal ogy, theory
is what helps us see the forest instead of just a
singletree.

Theory hasaplaceinvirtualy all research, butits
prominence varies. It is generally less centra in
applied-descriptiveresearch thanin basic-explanatory
research. The role of theory in applied and descrip-
tive research may beindirect. The concepts are often
more concrete, and the goa is hot to create general
knowledge. Nevertheless, we use theory in descrip-
tiveresearch to refine concepts, eval uate assumptions
of atheory, and indirectly test hypotheses.

Theory doesnot remainfixed; itisprovisional
and open to revision. Theories grow into more
accurate and comprehensive explanations about the
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SUMMARY REVIEW 2
The Parts and Aspects of Social Theory

Four Parts of Social Theory

1. Assumptions

2. Concepts. Vary by level of abstraction (concrete ver-
sus abstract), single versus concept clusters, simple
versus complex (e.g., classifications, typologies), and
scope (narrow versus broad)

3. Relationships. Forms of relationships, propositions,
and hypotheses

4. Units of analysis

Five Aspects of Social Theory

1. Direction of theorizing. Deductive (abstract to con-
crete) or inductive (concrete to abstract)

2. Level ofanalysis. Micro level, meso level, macro level

Focus of theory. Substantive theory or formal theory

4. Forms of explanation. Causal, structural (sequential,
network, functional), or interpretative

5. Range of theorizing. Empirical generalization, middle-
range theory, or theoretical framework

w

makeup and operation of the social world in two
ways. Theories advance as we toil to think clearly
and logically, but this effort has limits. The way a
theory makes significant progressis by interacting
with research findings.

The scientific community expands and aters
theories based on empirical results. If we adopt a
deductive approach, theory guides study design
and theinterpretation of results. Werefute, extend,
or modify thetheory based on results. Only by con-
tinuing to conduct empirical research that tests a
theory can we develop confidence that some parts
of it aretrue. A theory’s core propositions and cen-
tral tenets are more difficult to test and are refuted
lessoften. Inad ow process, we may decideto aban-
don or change a theory as the evidence against it
mountsover timeand cannot belogically reconciled.

If we adopt an inductive approach, we follow
a dlightly different process. Inductive theorizing
begins with afew assumptions and broad orienting
concepts. Theory devel opsfrom theground up aswe
gather and analyzethedata. Theory inaspecificarea
emerges slowly, concept by concept, proposition by

proposition. The process is similar to along preg-
nancy. Over time, the concepts and empirica gen-
erdizationsemerge and mature. Soon, relationships
become visible, and we weave together knowledge
from different studiesinto more abstract theory.

Theories are relevant because they provide
explanations. Different theories provide different
explanations, and the types of explanationstell us
that the world worksin different ways. Some stud-
ies evaluate one theory. Other studies expand on a
theory or find a theory incomplete and add to it.
You saw thisin this chapter’s opening box: Educa-
tion and income alone do not explain smoking
behaviors. Still other studies set forth two or more
competing theoretical explanations and attempt to
create ahead-to-head competitionto seewhich one
better explains events.

Sometimes a study contrasts the competing
predictionsoffered by two or moretheoretical expla-
nations. For example, Kraeger (2008) contrasted two
explanations about the relationship between ahigh
school boy engagingin antisocial behavior (fighting
and delinquency) and in participating in high
school sportsteams: social control theory and social
learning theory. Socia control theory suggests that
participation in school sportswill reduce antisocial
behavior. Thisis so because school sports are an
institutionally approved behavior governed by
adults. Sports create socia bondsamong adolescent
malesand tiethemto conventional behavior. Engag-
ingindeviancecan causealossof athletic statusand
lower peer socia standing. The time required by
sports participation also reducesidle time available
for performing antisocia behavior. In addition, orge-
nized school sports promote prosocial values, such
asteamwork and fair play. Social control theory sug-
gests that reports of violent behavior by male high
school athletes can be attributed to afew mavericks
who lack sufficient control and social integration.

By contrast, social learning theory sayswelearn
either prosocial or antisocial behavior from our peers
and family. High school athletics promote both
prosocia and antisocia values. play through the
pain, do not accept limits, and glorify nonacademic
achievements. Certain games or sports, such asthe
game of chicken, more than others can encourage
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aggressive physical behavior, use of intimidation,
loyalty to insiders, and “character contests.” A sub-
part of learning theory, masculinity theory, notesthat
certain sports are “hypermasculing” (such as foot-
ball, rugby, and ice hockey versus swimming, track,
baseball, and tennis). Hypermasculine sports
emphasize engaging in individual violence, such as
the use of the body as a weapon, brutal body con-
tact, and raw physical domination. These sportslink
success and prestige among peers to a particular
form of “maleness.” Thisform of maenessisinsu-
lated from alternative forms of masculinity, whichit
labels as “weak” or “effeminate” Together social
learning and masculinity theory predict that boys
who participate or have friends in hypermasculine
sports will engage in antisocial behavior, such as
fighting, more than those who participate in other
sportsor who are not engaged in high school sports.

Thetwo theories offer competing predications:
(1) participating in school sports or having peers
in them reduces antisocial behavior, (2) partici-
pating in certain sports or having peers in those
sportsincreasesantisocia behavior. Kraeger (2008)
examined datafrom anational sampleof 6,397 male
high school students. He investigated males who
participated in twelve high school sports or had
friends in those sports to identify any connections

KEY TERMS
association ideal type
assumption ideology

causal explanation

inductive direction

with the students’ engaging in antisocial behavior
(i.e, fighting or other actsof delinquency). Thefind-
ings suggest that high school males with many
friendsin hypermasculine sports (such asfootball),
especially those also active in such sports them-
selves, had a high likelihood of fighting. By con-
trast, the high school males in other school -based
sports, such astennis, had alow tendency to fight.
Hisfindings showed more support for social learn-
ing than for social control theory.

CONCLUSION

Inthis chapter, you learned about social theory—its
parts, purposes, and types. The dichotomy between
theory and researchisan artificial one. The value of
theory and its necessity for conducting good
research should be clear. Researchers who proceed
without theory rarely conduct top-quality research
and frequently find themselvesin aquandary. Like-
wise, theorists who proceed without linking theory
to research or anchoring it to empirical redlity arein
jeopardy of floating off into incomprehensible spec-
ulation and conjecture. You now should be familiar
with the scientific community, the dimensions of
research, and socia theory.

positive relationship
proposition
sequential theory

causal mechanism
concept classification
concept cluster
deductive direction
empirical generalization
formal theory
functional theory
grounded theory
hypothesis

interpretative explanation
level of abstraction
macro-level theory
meso-level theory
micro-level theory
middle-range theory
negative relationship
network theory
parsimony

structural explanation
substantive theory
theoretical concept
theoretical explanation
theoretical framework

typology
unit of analysis
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

N o g s~ wDh e

demonstrated? Why?

How do concrete and abstract concepts differ? Give examples.

How do researchers use ideal types and classifications to elaborate concepts?
How do concepts contain built-in assumptions? Give examples.

What isthe difference between inductive and deductive approachesto theorizing?
Describe how the micro, meso, and macro levels of social reality differ.
Discuss the differences between prediction and theoretical explanation.

What are the three conditions for causality? Which one is never completely

8. Why do researchers use diagrams to show causal relationships?
9. How do structura and interpretive explanations differ?
10. What istherole of the major theoretical frameworksin research?

NOTES

1. For moredetailed discussionsof concepts, see Chafetz
(1978:45-61), Hage (1972:9-85), Kaplan (1964:34-80),
Mullins(1971:7-18), Reynolds(1971), and Stinchcombe
(2973).

2. Turner (1980) has provided an interesting discussion
of how sociological explanation and theorizing can be
conceptualized astrandation.

3. Classificationsarediscussed in Chafetz (1978: 63-73)
and Hage (1972).

4. For more on typologies and taxonomies, see Blalock
(1969:30-35), Chafetz (1978:63-73), Reynolds (1971:
4-5), and Stinchcombe (1968:41-47).

5. Recursive refersto a procedure that can repeat itself
indefinitely or an iterative process that reoccurs with a
feedback loop. Applied to a causal relationship, recur-
sive suggeststhat acause (X) operateson an effect (Y) to

produce an effect (), but this process repeats with the
effect (), at alater time, itself acting as a cause influenc-
ing the origina cause (X).

6. Network theory is discussed in Collins (1988: 412—
428), Fuhse (2009), Gal askiewicz and Wasserman (1993),
and Schweizer (1997).

7. A basicintroductionto functional explanation can be
found in Chafetz (1978:22-25).

8. See Craib (1984), Phillips (1985:44-59), and Skid-
more (1979). Chapter 1 of Bart and Frankel (1986) also
offers an elementary introduction. Jasso (2004) offersa
tripartitemodel of social scienceknowledgethat consists
of empirical analysis, theoretical analysis, and frame-
work analysis, arguing that the advance of knowledge
takesplaceon all threelevelsand their interrel ationship.
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From Chapter 4 of Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 7/e. W. Lawrence Neuman.
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Philosophical Foundations
The Three Approaches
Positivist Social Science
Interpretive Social Science

Critical Social Science
Feminist and Postmodern Research
Conclusion

The confusion in the social sciences—it should now be obvious—iswrapped up with
the long-continuing controversy about the nature of Science.

Many people ask whether the social sciences are
real science. They think only of thenatural sciences
(e.g., physics, chemistry, and biology). The mean-
ing of sciencesignificantly shapeshow wedo social
scientific research. We can define science in two
ways: (1) what practicing scientists actually do and
how theingtitutions of science operate and (2) what
philosophers have dissected asthe core meaning of
twenty-first-century science. Onethingisclear. The
many studiesin the sociology and philosophy of sci-
encetell usthat the practice and meaning of social
science are more nuanced and complex than what
most peoplethink. AsCollins (1989:134) remarked,
“Modern philosophy of science doesnot destroy so-
ciological science; it does not say that science is
impossible, but gives us a more flexible picture of
what scienceis”

The question regarding what makes social sci-
ence scientific has along history of debate and is
relevant for learning about social research. It bridges
across the various social sciences and considers
whether adiguncture or unity exists between natu-
ral and human sciences. Philosophers and great
social theorists such as Auguste Comte, Emile
Durkheim, David Hume, Karl Marx, John Stuart
Mill, and Max Weber have pondered this question.
Despite more than two centuries of discussion and

—C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, p. 119

debate, thequestionisstill with ustoday. Obvioudly,
it does not have one simple answer.

The question does hot have one answer because
there is no one way to do science; rather, there are
multiplesciences, or severa alternative approaches.
“Approachesisagenera term, wider thantheory or
methodol ogy. It includes epistemol ogy or questions
about the theory of knowledge, the purposes of re-
search, whether understanding, explanation, or nor-
mative evaluation . . .” (Della Porta and Keating,
2008:1). Each approach to social science rests on
philosophical assumptionsand hasastance on what
constitutes the best research. The approaches are
found in social science fields across nations, a-
though as Abend (2006) has argued, very different
approaches to social research may predominate in
different nations. More specificaly, the prevailing
approach found in the United States may not be
widely accepted or used among social scientists
elsawhere.

You may find the pluralism of approaches con-
fusing at firgt, but once you learn them, you will find
that other aspects of research and theory become
clearer. Specific research techniques (e.g., experi-
mentsand participant observation) make more sense
if you are aware of the logic and assumptions on
whichthey rest. In addition, the approacheswill help
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you understand the diverse perspectivesyou may en-
counter asyou read social research studies. Equally
important, the approachesgiveyou an opportunity to
make an informed choice among aternativesfor the
type of research you may want to pursue. You might
feel morecomfortablewith oneapproach or another.

Learning about the approaches is not simple.
When you read reports on research studies, the au-
thor rarely tells you which approach was used.
Many professional researchers are only vaguely
aware of the alternatives. They learn an approach’s
principles and assumptions indirectly as they re-
ceive training in research methods (Steinmetz
2005a:45). The approaches operate across the so-
cial sciencesand applied areas and make avery big
differencein the way to do research.!

The major approaches | present here are ideal
types, and | have highlighted their differences so that
you can see what each is about more clearly. Al-
though the approaches operate relying on different
core assumptions, competing principles, and con-
trasting priorities, a person could conduct research
studies using more than one approach and learn a
great deal. Each approach makes significance ad-
vancesto knowledge onitsown terms. AsRoth and
Mehta (2002) argued, we can study the same socia
eventsusing alternative approachesand learn agreat
deal from each approach used. Each offersadiffer-
ent perspective or viewpoint not only on the social
event we wish to study but also on the most impor-
tant questions, thetypes of relevant data, and the gen-
eral way to go about creating knowledge.

PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS

Inthischapter, welink abstract issuesin philosophy
to concreteresearch techniques. The abstract issues
proscribewhat good social researchinvolves, justify
why wedo research, relate moral-political valuesto
research, and guide ethical research behavior. The
aternative approaches are broad frameworkswithin
which all researchers conduct studies. Couch
(1987:106) summarized the different approachesas
follows:

The ontological and epistemological positions of
these. . . research traditions provide the foundation

of one of the more bitter quarrelsin contemporary
sociology. . . . Each side claims that the frame of
thought they promote provides a means for acquir-
ing knowledge about social phenomena, and each
regardsthe efforts of the other asat best misguided.
... They [the positions] differ on what phenomena
should be attended to, how one is to approach
phenomena, and how the phenomena are to be
analyzed.

Thequote mentionstwo areasof philosophy, on-
tology and epistemol ogy. All scientificresearchrests
on assumptions and principles from these two areas
whether or not aresearcher acknowledgesthem. We
do not need adeep discussion over philosophical as-
sumptions to conduct research; however, we make
choicesimplicitly among them when we do astudy.
Most of us accept assumptions without question.
However, by becoming aware of the assumptions,
you can better understand what underlies your
choices about research. Different philosophical as-
sumptions highlight how and why the approachesto
social research differ.

Thisis not atext about the philosophy of sci-
ence, but research methodol ogy rests on a founda
tion of ontological and epistemol ogical assumptions.
Onceyou learn them, you can start to recognize the
bases of many disputesand differencesamong social
scientists. You will become a better researcher by
considering assumptions and being explicit about
them. Thisis so because being reflexive and aware
of assumptions—rather than accepting them with-
out awareness—will help you to think moreclearly.
AsCollier remarked (2005:327),

existing sciences, particularly social sciences, are
not innocent of philosophy. Many of themfromtheir
onset assumed some philosophical position about
what a science should look like, and tried toimitate
it. Further, their practitioners have often forgotten
their philosophical premises. . . thereby turning
these premisesinto unchallengeable dogmas.

A division of labor between the practical ac-
tivity of doing research and being aware of the root
philosophical issuesin science has had unfortunate
consequences. Most practicing researchersfocuson
mastering specific research techniques. Thishas| eft
“the question of what empirical research might be
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or entail to philosophersof social science,” and this
gap “ obscured what might otherwise be amore ac-
curate picture of the range of extant research prac-
tices: the actuality of divergent approaches. . )"
(Mihic, Engelmann, and Wingrove 2005:483).

We now turnto thetwo areas of philosophy and
somebasic divisionswithinthemthat relatedirectly
to the major approachesto social science research.

Ontology concernstheissue of what exists, or
the fundamental nature of reality. When we do a
study, we are making assumptions about what we
will study and its placein the world. Two basic po-
sitionswithin ontology aretherealist and nominal-
ist. Redlists seethe world asbeing “out there” The
world is organized into preexisting categories just
waiting for usto discover. A realist assumesisthat
the“real world” existsindependently of humansand
their interpretations of it. This makes accessing
what is in the real world less difficult. To use a
cliché, “What you seeiswhat you get.” A subgroup
of realists, critical realists, modify thisassumption.
They say that itisnot easy to capturereality directly
and that our inquiry into reality “ out there” can eas-
ily become distorted or muddied. Our preexisting
ideas, subjectivity, or cultural interpretations con-
taminate our contact with reality. The critical real-
ist adds afew safeguards or adjustments to control
the effect of such interpretations.

The nominalist assumes that humans never di-
rectly experience a reality “out there” Our experi-
ence with what we call “the rea world” is dways
occurring through alensor schemeof interpretations
and inner subjectivity. Subjective-cultural beliefsin-
fluencewhat we see and how we experienceredlity.
Our persond biography and cultural worldview are
always organizing our experiences into categories
and patterns. They do this without our redlizing it.
Nominalists recognize that some interpretative
schemes are more opaque than others, yet they hold
that we can never entirely removetheinterpretative
lens. We are always limited in how far we can reach

Ontology An area of philosophy that deals with the
nature of being, or what exists; the area of philosophy
that asks what really is and what the fundamental
categories of reality are.

beyond our inner thoughts, cultural background, and
subjectivity.

Let us make this abstract distinction between
realists and nominalists more concrete. A realist
sees arug. She says reality presents her a rug—
something to cover afloor and walk upon. Shelooks
at aperson’sfacia features, hair, and skin tone and
recognizes that the person belongs to one of the
world'sracial groupings. She examines a person’s
body in depth—such as skeleton, genitals, breasts,
results of chemical tests for hormones, and hair
coverage—and sees that the person is a biological
male or female. By contrast, anominalist looksat a
rug and asks what might this be. He asks what is it
made of, how wasit created, inwhat waysisit used,
why is it here, and how does a specific historical-
cultural setting and peopl€’s practiceswith it shape
what wesee. Isit only something to wipe hisfeet on
and walk upon? Do some people sit, sleep, and eat
on the rug all day? Do people hang it on walls to
keep a room warm? Can it be awork of art to be
admired and provide aesthetic pleasure? Do people
see the rug as a religious object and worship it?
When the nominalist sees a person’s skin tone and
facial features, heisperplexed. Why arethere cate-
gories of racial distinction? What might such cate-
gories contain when the entire idea of race varies
greatly by culture and historical era? Likewise, a
nominalist looksat ahuman body and worriesabout
ambiguities in the physical differences. Is every-
one clearly one or another of the biological sexes?
How well do biological-physical differencesmatch
the gender-social differences of asociety? Aswith
racia categories, the number of gender categories
and what distinguishes one from another varies
greatly by culture and era. What a nomialist sees
largely comesfrom imposing asubjectiveviewpoint
onto the visible physical appearances, and what
other people might see could be very different.

We can put realist-nominalist ontological as-
sumptions on a continuum (see Figure 1). A
hardcoreredlist sayswe seewhat exists, and we can
easily capture it to produce objective knowledge.
A critical realist is more cautious and recognizes
that subjective-culture interpretations may color
some of our experiences with reality. A moderate
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Realist ﬁ Nominalist

FIGURE 1 Ontological Assumptions

nominalist says subjective-cultural factors greatly
shape all of our experiences with the physical and
socia world, and we can never totally remove such
factors. An extreme nominalist says our basic un-
derstanding of every physical-social experienceis
depends so heavily on interpretative-cultural fac-
tors that the experiences make no sense without
these factors and any form of objective knowledge
isimpossible.

Epistemology istheissue of how weknow the
world around usor what makesaclaim about it true.
How we can learn about or know theworldisrooted
in our ontological assumptions. Epistemology in-
cludes what we need to do to produce knowledge
and what scientific knowledge looks like once we
have produced it.

If we adopt areadlist position, we can produce
knowledge and learn about reality by making care-
ful observations of it. A redlist saysthereisan em-
pirical world “out there” that exists apart from our
inner thoughts and perceptions of it. As we gather
empirical evidence we find that some of our ideas
about reality can be verified or found consistent
with the evidence, while other ideas are false be-
cause they lack supporting empirical evidence. As
weinvestigate empirical reality, we can distinguish
truth from myth or illusion and produce objective
knowledge. After we pull together and organizethe
ideasthat have been verified, wewill discover broad
principles or laws to explain what reality contains
and how it works. We produce new knowledge de-
ductively by testing preexisting ideas and conjec-
tures about reality against empirical data. We can
also work inductively to gather together and orga-
nize empirical evidence into higher order general-
izations. Working inductively and deductively, over
time we can distinguish true from fal se ideas about
broad areas of redlity.

If we adopt anominalist position, making ob-
servations will not lead to knowledge about reality

becauseinterpretations and subjectiveviewsgreatly
influence al observations. The same holdstruefor
peoplewe might observe—their interpretationsand
subjectiveviewsshapeall they say and do. What we
and other people experienceasreality isconstructed
from the outcome of a constant process of actions
and interpretations that take place in particular lo-
cationsandtimes. Itisimpossibleto separate an ob-
jective “out there” reality from interpretations or
effectsof thetime/placeinwhichit occurs. The best
we can do is to recognize our own viewpoints and
interpretations. We might try to discover other
peopl € sinner, subjectiveviewsand interpretations
as they carry out their daily lives. General laws of
socia life, laws that hold across all people and
places, are not possible to create. The best knowl-
edge about theworld that we can produceisto offer
carefully considered interpretations of specific
peopl ein specific settings. We can offer interpreta-
tions of what we think other people are doing and
what we believe to be their reasons in specific set-
tings. To produce socia science knowledge, we
must inductively observe, interpret, and reflect on
what other people are saying and doing in specific
social contexts while we simultaneously reflect on
our own experiences and interpretations.

THE THREE APPROACHES

Science is a human creation. It is not something
handed down like a sacred text written in stone.
Until the early 1800s, only philosophers and reli-
gious scholars engaging in armchair speculation
wrote about human behavior. Early socia thinkers
argued that we could study the social world using
principles from science. These thinkers held that
rigorous, systematic observation of thesocial world
combined with careful, logical thinking could pro-
vide anew, valuable form of knowledge.

Slowly the ideathat we could examine the so-
cial world by using scientific principles gained

Epistemology An area of philosophy concerned
with the creation of knowledge; focuses on how we
know what we know or what are the most valid ways
to reach truth.
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broad acceptance. The next issue was how to con-
duct scientific research to study socia reality. A
simple answer was to borrow from the natural sci-
ences (e.g., physics, biology, and chemistry) and
copy/adapt their assumptionsand research methods
asmuch as possible.

Many social researchersembraced thisanswer,
but it posed severa difficulties. First, even natural
scientists debate the meaning of science. The so-
called scientific method is little more than a loose
set of abstract, vague principles that offer limited
guidance, and working scientists use several
methods. Second, some people said that human be-
ings have qualitative differences from the types of
objects studied in natural science (stars, rocks,
plants, chemical compounds, fish, etc.). Humans
have the ability to think and learn. They are awvare
of themselvesaswell astheir past and possess mo-
tivesand reasons. Some asked whether such human
characteristicsrequire only someadjustmentsto the
natural science approach or requirean entirely sep-
arate, special kind of science.

The three approaches in this chapter are core
ideasdistilled from many specific arguments.2 They
areideal types. In practice, we associal researchers
may mix elements from each approach, yet these
approaches represent differencesin outlook and al-
ternative assumptions about doing social sciencere-
search. The approaches are evolving positionsthat
offer different ways to observe, measure, and un-
derstand social reality.

To simplify thediscussion, theassumptionsand
ideas of the three approaches have been organized
into answersto ten questions (see Chart 1).

The three approaches are positivist social sci-
ence, interpretive social science, and critical social
science. Most ongoing social research is based on
the first two. Positivism is the oldest and the most
widely used approach. The other two nonpositivist
aternatives represent a different outlook and

Paradigm A general organizing framework for the-
ory and research that includes basic assumptions, key
issues, models of quality research, and methods for
seeking answers.

CHART 1 Ten Questions

1. What is the ultimate purpose of conducting social
scientific research?

2. What is the fundamental nature of social reality?
3. What is the basic nature of human beings?

4. What is the view on human agency (free will,
volition, and rationality)?

5. What is the relationship between science and
common sense?

6. What constitutes an explanation or theory of
social reality?

7. How does one determine whether an explanation
is true or false?

8. What does good evidence or factual information
look like?

9. What is the relevance or use of social scientific
knowledge?

10. Where do sociopolitical values enter into science?

assumptions about social science research that go
back more than acentury.

Each approach is associated with different
social theories and diverse research techniques.
Connections among the approachesto science, so-
cial theories, and research techniquesare not strict.
The approaches are similar to aresearch program,
research tradition, or scientific paradigm. A
par adigm, anideamade famous by Thomas Kuhn
(1970), means abasic orientation to theory and re-
search. Thereare many definitionsof paradigm. In
general, ascientific paradigm isawhol e system of
thinking. It includes basi c assumptions, theimpor-
tant questions to be answered or puzzles to be
solved, the research techniques to be used, and
examples of what good scientific research is like.
Positivism has been adominant paradigmin social
science, especially aspracticed inthe United States
since 1945. Anthropology and history aretheleast
positivist fields and economics and experimental
psychology the most positivist with political
science and sociology somewhat mixed. Several
paradigms compete in sociology,* but it “ has been



THE MEANINGS OF METHODOLOGY

predominantly positivist since 1945, aside from a
brief period of epistemological turmoil ...” (Stein-
metz, 2005a:25).

POSITIVIST SOCIAL SCIENCE

Positivist social science (PSS) isused widely, and
positivism, broadly defined, is the approach of the
natural sciences. In fact, most people assumethat a
positivist approach is science. Many versions of
positivism exist and it hasalong history within the
philosophy of science and among researchers.® Yet
for many researchers, positivism has cometo be a
pejorative label to be avoided. Turner (1992:1511)
observed, “ Positivismnolonger hasaclear referent,
but it is evident that, for many, being a positivistis
not a good thing.” Varieties of PSS go by names
such as logical empiricism, the accepted or con-
ventional view, postpositivism, naturalism, the cov-
ering law model, and behaviorism. Steinmetz
(2005h:227) calls*the specia cluster of ontologicd,
epistemological and methodological assumptions
that hasprevailedin U.S. sociology for the past half
century” methodological positivism.

Western European philosophers developed
positivism in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Two British philosophers, David
Hume (1711-1776) in A Treatise of Human Nature
(1739-1740) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) in
A System of Logic (1843), outlined the fundamen-
tals of positivist science. The French founder of
sociology—Auguste Comte (1798-1857)—wrote
Cours de Philosophie Positivistic (The Course of
Positive Philosophy) (1830-1842), which elabo-
rated principlesof socia sciencepositivism. French
sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) used
positivist assumptionsin his Rules of the Sociol og-
ical Method (1895), a core text for early socia
researchers.

Positivism sets up a certain model of science as
value-free, atomistic; discovering causal laws. . . .
These are supposed to be characteristic of the nat-
ural sciences that have made them so successful,
and the assumption is that if the social sciences
could only imitatethem, they would achieve similar
success. (Collier 2005:328)

Positivismisassociated with several socid the-
oriesand structural-functional, rational choice, and
exchange-theory frameworks. PSS researchers
prefer precise quantitative data and often use ex-
periments, surveys, and statistics. They seek rigor-
ous, exact measuresand “ objective” research. They
test causal hypothesesby carefully analyzing num-
bersfrom the measures. Researchersin many fields
(public health administration, criminal justice, mar-
ket research, policy analysis, program evaluation)
rely on positivist social science.

PSS dominated the articles of major sociology
journals in Britain, Canada, Scandinavia, and the
United States during the 1960s and 1970s. By the
1980s and 1990s, it had declined sharply in Euro-
pean journals but remained dominant in North
American journals.®

In positivism, “there is only one logic of sci-
ence, to which any intellectual activity aspiring to
thetitle of ‘ science’ must conform” (Keat and Urry,
1975:25, emphasisinoriginal). Thus, thesocial sci-
encesand the natural sciencesusethe samemethod.
Inthisview, any differences between the socia and
natural sciencesaredueto theimmaturity of the so-
cial sciences and their subject matter. Thereis an
assumption that eventualy all science, including the
social sciences, will becomelike the most advanced
science, physics. Some differences remain among
the sciences because of the subject matter (e.g.,
studiesof geology requiretechniquesdifferent from
astrophysics or microbiology because of the objects
being examined), but all sciences share acommon
set of principlesand logic.

Positivist socia scienceisan organi zed method
for combining deductive logic with precise empiri-
cal observations of individual behavior in order to
discover and confirm a set of probabilistic causal
lawsthat can be used to predict general patterns of
human activity.

Positivist social science (PSS) One of three major
approaches to social research that emphasizes discov-
ering causal laws, careful empirical observations, and
value-free research.
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The Questions

1. What isthe ultimate purpose of conducting
social scientific research?

The ultimate purpose of research is to obtain
scientific explanation—to discover and document
universal causal lawsof human behavior. AsTurner
(1985:39) stated, the* social universeisamenableto
the development of abstract lawsthat can be tested
through the careful collection of data” and re-
searchers need to “ develop abstract principles and
models about invariant and timeless properties of
the socia universe” Scientists engage in a never-
ending quest for knowledge. Aswelearn more and
discover new complexities, we still have more to
learn. Some versions of PSS maintain that humans
can never know everything: Only God possesses
such knowledge; however, God gave humans the
capecity for knowledge, and we have aduty to dis-
cover as much aswe can.

2. What is the fundamental nature of social

reality?

Modern positivists adopt a realist ontology.
They hold that reality exists“out there” and iswait-
ing to bediscovered. Human perception andintellect
may be flawed, and reality may be difficult to pin
down, but it exists, is patterned, and has a natural
order. Without this assumption (i.e., if the world
were chaotic and without regularity), logic and pre-
diction would be impossible. Science lets humans
discover this order and the laws of nature. “The
basic, observational laws of science are considered
to betrue, primary and certain, becausethey arebuilt
into the fabric of the natural world. Discovering a
law is like discovering America, in the sense that

Causal laws General cause—effect rules used in
causal explanations of social theory and whose
discovery is a primary objective of positivist social
science.

Mechanical model of man A model of human
nature used in positivist social science stating that
observing people’s external behaviors and document-
ing outside forces acting on them are sufficient to
provide adequate explanations of human thought and
action.

both are aready waiting to be revealed” (Mulkay,
1979:21).

Theassumptionsof realist ontology (alsocalled
essentialist, objectivigt, or empirical realist) about re-
ality prevail in commonsense thinking, especidly in
Anglo-European societies. The assumption is that
what we can see and touch (i.e., empirical redlity) is
not overly complex. What we observe reflects the
deeper essence of things, people, and relationsinthe
world. It is a “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” or
“show-me” typeof stance. Thingsare asthey appear,
crested out of anatural order of theworld. Thus, race,
gender, and measurements of space and time just
“are” Thisview hasmany implications. For example,
males commit more crime than femaes do because
of something involving their “maleness”” A related
assumption about timeisthat itislinear or flowsina
straight line. What happened in the past always dif-
fers somewhat from the present because time flows
inonly one direction—forward to the future.

Other PSS assumptions are that social reality
is stable and our knowledge about redlity is addi-
tive. Whiletime flows, the core regularity in social
reality doesnot change, and lawvswe discover today
will hold in the future. The additive feature of
knowledge meanswe can study many separate parts
of reality one at atime, then add the fragments to-
gether to get a picture of the whole. Over time, we
add more and more knowledge, ever expanding our
understanding of the world.

3. What isthe basic nature of human beings?

PPS assumes that humans are self-interested,
pleasure-seeking/pain-avoiding, rational mam-
mals. A cause will have the same effect on every-
one. We can |learn about people by observing their
behavior that we seein external reality. Thisismore
important than what happensininternal, subjective
reality. Sometimes, this is called a mechanical
model of man or abehaviorist approach. It means
that people respond to external forces that are as
real as physical forces on objects. Durkheim
(1938:27) stated, “Social phenomena are things
and ought to be studied as things.” This emphasis
on observable, external reality suggests that re-
searchers do not have to examine unseen, internal
motivations.



THE MEANINGS OF METHODOLOGY

4. What is the view on human agency (free

will, volition, and rationality)?

PSS emphasizes the deter minism of relation-
ships and looks for determining causes or mecha
nisms that produce effects. PSS investigates how
external forces, pressures, and structuresthat operate
on individuals, groups, organizations, or societies
produce outcomes (e.g., behaviors, attitudes). PSS
downplays an individual’s subjective or internal
reasons and any sense of free choice or volition.
Mental processes areless central than the structural
forces or conditions beyond individual control that
exert influence over choices and behavior. While
individual people may believethat they can act freely
and can make any decisions, positivists emphasize
the powerful social pressures and situations that
operate on people to shape most if not all of their
actions. Even positivists who use rational choice
explanations focus less on how individuals reason
and make choicesthan on identifying sets of condi-
tions that allow them to predict what people will
choose. Positivists assume that once they know ex-
ternal factors, individual reasoning largely follows
amachinelike rational logic of decision making.

Few positivists believe in a strict or absolute
determinism in which people are mere robots or
puppets who must always respond similarly.
Rather, the causal lawsare probabilistic. Lawshold
for large groups of people or occur in many situa-
tions. Researchers can estimate the odds of a pre-
dicted behavior. In other words, the laws enable us
to make accurate predictions of how often a social
behavior will occur within a large group. The
causal laws cannot predict the specific behavior of
a specific person in each specific situation. How-
ever, they can say that under conditions X, Y, and Z,
thereisa 95 percent probability that one-half of the
people will engage in a specified behavior. For
example, researchers cannot predict how John
Smithwill votein the next el ection. However, after
learning dozens of facts about John Smith and
using lawsof political behavior, researchers can ac-
curately statethat thereisan 85 percent chancethat
he (and people like him) will vote for candidate C.
This does not mean that Mr. Smith cannot vote for
whomever hewants. Rather, hisvoting behavior is
patterned and shaped by outside social forces.

5. What is the relationship between science
and common sense?

PSS sees a clear separation between science
and nonscience. Of the many waysto seek truth, sci-
ence is specia—the “best” way. Scientific knowl-
edge is better than and will eventually replace the
inferior ways of gaining knowledge (e.g., magic,
religion, astrology, personal experience, and tradi-
tion). Science borrows some ideas from common
sense, but it replacesthe parts of common sensethat
are sloppy, logically inconsistent, unsystematic, or
full of bias. The scientific community—withitsspe-
cia norms, scientific attitudes, and techniques—can
regularly produce“ Truth,” whereas common sense
does so only rarely and inconsistently.

Many positivist researchers create an entirely
new vocabulary that is more logically consistent,
carefully considered, and refined than terms of
everyday common sense. The positivist researcher
“should formulate new concepts at the outset and
not rely on lay notions. . . . Thereis a preference
for the precision which is believed possible in a
discipline-based language rather than the vague and
imprecise language of everyday life’ (Blaikie,
1993:206). In hisRules of the Sociol ogical Method,
Durkheim warned the researcher to “resolutely
deny himself the use of those concepts formed
outsideof science” and to*free himself from those
fallacious notions which hold sway over the mind
of theordinary person” (quotedin Gilbert, 1992:4).

6. What constitutes an explanation or theory
of social reality?

A PSS explanation is nomothetic (nomos
meanslawin Greek); it isbased on asystem of gen-
eral laws. Science explains why socid lifeis the
way it is by discovering causal laws. Explanation
takes thisform: Y is caused by X because Y and X
are specific instances of a causal law. In other

Determinism An approach to human agency and
causality that assumes that human actions are largely
caused by forces external to individuals that can be
identified.

Nomothetic A type of explanation used in posi-
tivist social science that relies heavily on causal laws
and lawlike statements and interrelations.
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words, a PSS explanation states the general causal
law that appliesto or covers specific observations
about sociad life. Thisiswhy PSSissaid to use a
covering law model of explanation.

PSSassumesthat thelawsoperate according to
strict, logical reasoning. Researchers connect causal
lawsand can deductively connect the many factsthat
they observe. Many positivistsbelievethat it may be
possible eventually to expressthe laws and theories
of socia science in forma symbolic systems with
axioms, corollaries, postul ates, and theorems. Some-
day social science theories could look similar to
those in mathematics and the natura sciences.

Thelaws of human behavior should be univer-
saly valid, holding in al historical erasand in all
cultures. As noted before, the laws are in a proba-
bilistic form for aggregates of people. For example,
a PSS explanation of arise in the crime rate in
Torontoin 2010 referstofactors(e.g., rising divorce
rate, declining commitment to traditional moral val-
ues) that could be found anywhere at any time: in
Buenos Aires in the 1890s, Chicago in the 1940s,
or Singapore in the 2020s. The factors logically
obey agenera law (e.g., the breakdown of atradi-
tional moral order causes an increase in the rate of
criminal behavior).

7. How does one determine whether an expla-
nationistrueor false?

Positivism developed during the Enlighten-
ment (post—Middle Ages) period of Western think-
ing.” It includes an important Enlightenment idea:
People can recognize truth and distinguish it from
falsehood by applying reason, and, in thelong run,
the human condition can improve through the use
of reason and the pursuit of truth. As knowledge
increases and ignorance declines, conditions will
improve. This optimistic belief that knowledge
accumulatesover timeplaysarolein how positivists
sort out true from fal se explanations.

PSS explanations must meet two conditions:
They must (1) have no logical contradictions and
(2) be consistent with observed facts, yet thisis not

Covering law model A positivist social science prin-
ciple that a few high-level, very abstract theories cover
and allow deducing to many low-level, more concrete
situations.

sufficient. Replication is also needed.® Any re-
searcher can replicate or reproduce the results of
others. This puts a check on the whole system for
creating knowledge. It ensures honesty because it
repeatedly testsexplanations against hard, objective
facts. An open competition exists among opposing
explanations. In the competition, we use impartial
rules, accurately observe neutral facts, and rigor-
ously apply logic. Over time, scientific knowledge
accumul ates as different researchers conduct inde-
pendent tests and add up the findings. For example,
aresearcher finds that rising unemployment is as-
sociated with increased child abuse in San Diego,
Cdlifornia. We cannot conclusively demonstrate a
causal relationship between unemployment and
child abuse with just one study, however. Confirm-
ing acausal law requiresfinding the samerelation-
ship elsewhere with other researchers conducting
independent tests and careful measures of unem-
ployment and child abuse.

8. What does good evidence or factual infor-
mation look like?

PSS adopts a dualist view; it assumes that the
cold, observable facts are fundamentally distinct
fromideas, vaues, or theories. Empirical factsexist
apart from personal ideas or thoughts. We can ex-
perience them by using our sense organs (sight,
smell, hearing, and touch) or special instruments
that extend the senses (e.g., telescopes, micro-
scopes, and Geiger counters). Someresearchersex-
press this idea as two languages: a language of
empirical fact and alanguage of abstract theory. If
people disagree over facts, the dissent must be due
to theimproper use of measurement instruments or
to doppy or inadequate observation. “ Scientific ex-
planation involves the accurate and precise mea-
surement of phenomena’ (Derksen and Gartell,
1992:1714). Knowledge of observable reality ob-
tained using our senses is superior to other knowl-
edge (e.g., intuition, emotional feelings); it allows
usto separatetruefrom fal seideasabout social life.

Positivists assign a privileged status to empir-
ical observation. They assumethat we all sharethe
same fundamental experience of the empirical
world. This means that factual knowledge is not
based on just one person’s observations and sub-
jective reasoning. It must be communicated to and
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shared with others. Rational people who indepen-
dently observefactswill agree onthem subjectively.
Thisiscalled inter subjectivity, or the shared sub-
jective acknowledgment of the observable facts.
Many positivists also endorse the falsification
doctrine outlined by theAnglo-Austrian philosopher
Sir Karl Popper (1902-1991) in The Logic of ci-
entific Discovery (1934). Popper argued that claims
to knowledge “can never be proven or fully justi-
fied, they can only be refuted” (Phillips, 1987:3).
Evidencefor acausal law requires morethan piling
up supporting facts; it involveslooking for evidence
that contradictsthe causal law. Inaclassic example,
if | want totest theclaimthat all swansarewhite, and
| find 1,000 white swans, | have not totally con-
firmed a causal law or pattern. Locating one black
swanisall it takesto refute my claim—one piece of
negative evidence. This means that researchers
search for disconfirming evidence, and even then,
the best they can say is, “Thusfar, | have not been
ableto locate any, so the claim is probably right.”

9. What is the relevance or use of social sci-

entific knowledge?

Positivists try to learn about how the social
world works to enable people to exercise control
over it and make accurate predictions about it. In
short, as we discover the laws of human behavior,
we can use that knowledgeto alter and improve so-
cia conditions. This instrumental form of knowl-
edge sees research results as tools or instruments
that people use to satisfy their desires and control
the socia environment. Thus, PSS uses an
instrumental orientation in which the relevance
of knowledgeisits ability to enable people to mas-
ter or control eventsin the world around them.

PSShasatechnocr atic per spectiveto the ap-
plication of knowledge. The word technocratic
combines technology and bureaucracy. PSS says
that after many years of professiona training,
researchers develop in-depth technical expertise.
As an expert, the researcher tries to satisfy the
information needs of large-scale bureaucratic
organizations (e.g., hospitals, business corpora-
tions, government agencies). The questions such
organizations ask tend to be oriented to improving
the efficiency of operations and effectiveness of

reaching organizational goals or objectives. In
a technical expert role the researcher provides
answersto questions asked by othersbut not to ask
different questions, redirect an inquiry into new
areas, challengethe basic premises of questions, or
defy the objectives set by leadersin control of the
bureaucratic organizations.

10. Where do sociopalitical values enter into

science?

PSS argues for objectives of value-free sci-
ence. Theterm objective hastwo meanings: (1) that
observers agree on what they see and (2) that sci-
entific knowledgeisnot based on values, opinions,
attitudes, or beliefs.% Positivists see science as a
special, distinctive part of society that isfree of per-
sonal, political, or religiousvalues. Scienceisable
to operate independently of the social and cultural
forces affecting other human activity because sci-
ence involves applying strict rational thinking and
systematic observationin amanner that transcends
personal prejudices, biases, and values. Thus, the
norms and operation of the scientific community
keep science objective. Researchers accept and
internalize the norms as part of their membership
in the scientific community. The scientific com-
munity has an elaborate system of checks and bal-
ances to guard against value bias. A researcher’s

Intersubjectivity A principle for evaluating empiri-
cal evidence in positivist social science stating that dif-
ferent people can agree on what is in the empirical
world by using the senses.

Instrumental orientation A means-end orienta-
tion toward social knowledge in which knowledge is
like an instrument or tool that people can use to con-
trol their environment or achieve some goal. The value
of knowledge is in its use to achieve goals.

Technocratic perspective An applied orientation
in which the researcher unquestioningly accepts any
research problem and limits on the scope of study re-
quested by government, corporate, or bureaucratic of-
ficials, uncritically conducts applied research for them,
and obediently supplies the officials with information
needed for their decision making.

Value-free science A positivist social science prin-
ciple that social research should be conducted in an
objective manner based on empirical evidence alone
and without inference from moral-political values.
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proper roleisto bea” disinterested scientist.” 10 PSS
hashad animmenseimpact on how people seeeth-
ical issues and knowledge:

To the degree that a positivist theory of scientific
knowledge has become the criterion for all knowl-
edge, moral insightsand political commitmentshave
been delegitimized asirrational or reduced to mere
subjective inclination. Ethical judgments are now
thought of as personal opinion. (Brown, 1989:37)

Summary

Positivist social scienceiswidely taught asbeing the
sameasscience. Few peopleareawareof theorigins
of PSS assumptions. Scholars in western Europe
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who
devel oped these assumptions had religious training
and livedinacultural-historical setting that assumed
specific religious beliefs. Many PSS assumptions
will reappear when you read about quantitative
research techniques and measurement in later chap-
ters. A positivist approach impliesthat aresearcher
beginswith acause—effect rel ationship that heor she
logically derivesfrom apossible causal law in gen-
eral theory. He or she logically links the abstract
ideas to precise measurements of the socia world.
The researcher remains detached, neutral, and ob-
jective as he or she measures aspects of socid life,
examines evidence, and replicates the research of
others. These processes|ead to an empirical test and
confirmation of the laws of social lifeasoutlinedin
atheory. Chart 2 provides asummary of PSS.
When and why did PSS becomedominant?The
story islong and complicated. Many present it asa
natural advance or the inevitable progress of pure
knowledge. PSS expanded largely dueto changesin
thelarger political-social context. Positivism gained
dominance in the United States and became the
model for social research in many nations after
World War Il once the United States became the
leading world power. A thrust toward objectivism—
astrong version of positivism—developed in U.S.
sociology during the 1920s. Objectivism grew as
researchers shifted away from socia reform—
oriented studies with less formal or precise tech-
niquestoward rigoroustechniquesin a“value-freg”
manner modeled onthenatural sciences. Researchers

CHART 2 Summary of Positivist Social
Science

1. The purpose of social science is to discover laws.

2. An essentialist view is that reality is empirically
evident.

3. Humans are rational thinking, individualistic
mammals.

4. A deterministic stance is taken regarding human
agency.

5. Scientific knowledge is different from and
superior to all other knowledge.

6. Explanations are nomothetic and advance via
deductive reasoning.

7. Explanations are verified using replication by
other researchers.

8. Social science evidence requires intersubjectivity.
9. An instrumental orientation is taken toward

knowledge that is used from a technocratic
perspective.

10. Social science should be value free and objective.

created careful measures of the external behavior of
individuals to produce quantitative data that could
be subjected to statistical analysis. Objectivismdis-
placed locally based studiesthat wereaction oriented
and largely qualitative. It grew because competition
among researchersfor prestige and status combined
with other pressures, including the need for funds
from private foundations (e.g., Ford Foundation,
Rockefeller Foundation), university administra-
tors who wanted to avoid unconventional politics,
adesire by researchers for a public image of seri-
ous professionalism, and the information needs of
expanding government and corporate bureaucra-
cies. These pressures combined to redefine social
research. The less technical, applied local studies
conducted by socia reformers (often women) were
often overshadowed by apalitical, precise quantita-
tive research by male professors in university de-
partments.11 Decisions made during a large-scale
expansion of federal government funding for
research after World War 11 also pushed the social
sciencesin apositivist direction.
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INTERPRETIVE SOCIAL SCIENCE

We can trace interpretive social science (I1SS)
to the German sociologist Max Weber (1864—
1920) and German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey
(1833-1911). In his magjor work, Einleitung in die
Gel steswissenshaften (Introduction to the Human
Sciences) (1883), Dilthey argued that there were
two fundamentally different types of science:
Naturwissenschaft and Geisteswissenschaft. The
former rests on Erklarung, or abstract explanation.
Thelatter isrooted in an empatheti c understanding,
or verstehen, of the everyday lived experience of
peoplein specific historical settings. Weber argued
that social science should study socia actionwitha
purpose. He embraced verstehen and felt that we
must learn the personal reasons or motives that
shape a person’s internal feelings and guide deci-
sionsto act in particular ways.

We shall speak of “ social action” wherever human
action is subjectively related in meaning to the be-
havior of others. An unintended collision of two
cyclists, for example, shall not be called social ac-
tion. But wewill define as such their possible prior
attempts to dodge one ancther. . . . Social actionis
not the only kind of action significant for sociolog-
ical causal explanation, but it isthe primary object
of an“ interpretive sociology.” (Weber, 1981:159)

Interpretive social science is related to
her meneutics, atheory of meaning that originated
in the nineteenth century. The term comes from a
god in Greek mythology, Hermes, who had the job
of communicating the desires of the gods to mor-
tals. It “literally means making the obscure plain”
(Blaikie, 1993:28). The humanities (philosophy, art
history, religious studies, linguistics, and literary
criticism) use hermeneutics. It emphasi zes conduct-
ing avery close, detailed reading of text to acquirea
profound, deep understanding. Text can mean acon-
versation, written words, or pictures. Weconduct “a
reading” to discover deeper, richer meanings that
are embedded within the text. Each reader brings
her or his subjective experience to the text. When
studying the text, the researcher/reader triesto ab-
sorb or get inside the viewpoint the text presents as
awhole and then to develop an understanding of

how each of the parts relates to the whole. In other
words, true meaning is rarely obvious on the sur-
face. We canreach it only through adetailed exam-
ination and study of the text, by contemplating its
many messages, and seeking the connections
among its parts.12

Interpretive social science (I1SS) has several
varieties: hermeneutics, constructionism, ethno-
methodology, cognitive, idealist, phenomeno-
logical, subjectivist, and qualitative sociology. 23 An
interpretive approach is associated with the sym-
bolic interactionist Chicago school in sociology
of the 1920s-1930s. Often people just call ISS
qualitative research because most interpretive
researchers use participant observation and field
research. These techniques require researchers to
devote many hoursin direct personal contact with
the people they study. Other ISS researchers ana-
lyze transcripts of conversations or study video-
tapes of behavior in extraordinary detail, looking
for subtle nonverbal communication to understand
the detailsof interactionsin their context. The pos-
itivist researcher may precisely measure selected
quantitative details about thousands of people and
use statistics whereas an interpretive researcher
may live for ayear with a dozen people to gather
mountainsof highly detailed qualitative dataso that
he or she can acquire an in-depth understanding of
how the people create meaning in their everyday
lives.

Interpretive social science concerns how
people interact and get along with each other. In
general, theinterpretive approach is the systematic

Interpretative social science (ISS) One of three
major approaches to social research that emphasizes
meaningful social action, socially constructed meaning,
and value relativism.

Verstehen A word from German that means em-
pathetic understanding (i.e.,, a deep understanding with
shared meaning) and that is a primary goal for social
research according to interpretative social science.

Hermeneutics A method associated with interpre-
tative social science that originates in religious and lit-
erary studies of textual material in which in-depth
inquiry into text and relating its parts to the whole can
reveal deeper meanings.
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analysis of socially meaningful action through the
direct detailed observation of peoplein natural set-
tingsin order to arrive at understandings and in-
terpretations of how people create and maintain
their social worlds.

The Questions

1. What isthe ultimate purpose of conducting
social scientific research?

For interpretive researchers, the goal of social
researchisto develop an understanding of social life
and discover how people construct meaning in nat-
ural settings. The | SSresearcher wantsto learn what
ismeaningful or relevant to the people he or sheis
studying and how they experienceeveryday life. To
do this, he or she getsto know peoplein a particu-
lar socia setting in great depth and worksto seethe
setting from the viewpoint of the peopleinit. Heor
shetriesto know in the most intimate way the feel-
ingsand interpretations of peoplebeing studied, and
to see events through their eyes. Summarizing the
goa of histen-year study of Willie, arepair shop
owner inarural area, interpretive researcher Harper
(1987:12) said, “The goal of the research was to
share Willie's perspective”

I SS researchers study meaningful social ac-
tion, not just people'svisible, external behavior. So-
cial action is the action to which people attach
subjective meaning and is activity with a purpose
or intent. Nonhuman species lack culture and the
reasoning to plan things and attach purposeto their
behavior; therefore, social scientists should study
what is unique to human social behavior. The re-
searcher must take into account the social actor’s
reasons and the social context of action. For
example, a physical reflex such as eye blinking is

Meaningful social action Social action in social set-
tings to which people subjectively attach significance
and that interpretive social science treats as being the
most important aspect of social reality.

Constructionist orientation An orientation toward
social reality that assumes the beliefs and meaning that
people create and use fundamentally shape what real-
ity is for them.

human behavior that israrely an intentional social
action (i.e., done for areason or with human moti-
vation), but in some situations, it can be such a so-
cia action (i.e., awink). More than simply having
apurpose, the actions must also be social and “for
action to be regarded as socia and to be of interest
tothe social scientist, the actor must attach subjec-
tivemeaningtoitandit must bedirected towardsthe
activities of other people” (Blaikie, 1993:37).
Most human actions havelittleinherent mean-
ing; they acquiremeaningin asocial context among
people who share a meaning system. The common
system of meaning allows people to interpret the
action asbeingasocialy relevant sign or action. For
example, raising onefinger in asituation with other
people can express social meaning; the specific
meaning it expresses (e.g., a direction, an expres-
sion of friendship, avulgar sign) dependsonthecul-
tural meaning system that the social actors share.

2. What is the fundamental nature of social

reality?

I SS sees human sociadl life as an accomplish-
ment. Peopleintentionally create socia reality with
their purposeful actions of interacting as social be-
ings. In contrast to the positivist view that socid life
is“out there” waiting to be discovered, ISSadoptsa
more nominalist ontology. Socia redlity is largely
what people perceive it to be; it exists as people
experience it and assign meaning to it. Social real-
ity isfluid and fragile, and peopleconstruct it asthey
interact with others in ongoing processes of com-
munication and negotiation. People rely on many
untested assumptions and use taken-for-granted
knowledge about the peopl eand eventsaround them.
Socia life arisesin peopl€’s subjective experiences
asthey interact with others and construct meaning.
Capturing people’s subjective sense of redlity to re-
ally understand socidl lifeiscrucial. In 1SS, “ access
to other human beingsis possible, however, only by
indirect means: what we experienceinitialy areges-
tures, sounds, and actionsand only in the process of
understanding do we take the step from external
signstotheunderlyinginner life’ (Bleicher, 1980:9).

A constructionist orientation in1SSassumes
that people construct reality out of their interactions
and beliefs. No inner essence causes the reality
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people see. For example, whenyou seeachair, there
isno “chairness’ in it; rather, what you seeto bea
chair arises from what the people of particular so-
ciety and time define, accept, and understand to be
achair. Yes there is a physical object of wood or
metal or cloth configured in aparticular shape, but
what you seeastheempirical redity of achair arises
out of cultural-socia processes that tell you to de-
fine the object asachair.

In general, what people see and experiencein
thesocia worldissocialy constructed. Just because
peopl€e's experiences are socially constructed does
not make them illusionary, immaterial, or unim-
portant. Once people accept socia creations as
being facts, or as redl, the creations have very real
conseguences. For example, if socially constructed
reality tellsmethat the person movinginto an apart-
ment next to mine hascommitted violent crimesand
carriesagun, | will behave accordingly whether or
not my constructed belief fits actual physical real-
ity. For the constructionists, peoplelivein, believe,
and accept the constructed reality that has links to
but is somewhat distinct from physical reality.

A constructionist notesthat peopletakethe so-
cial world around them “for granted” and behave as
if the social world wereanatural, objective, part of
fixed reality. For example, people accept that aweek
has 7 days. Very few people realize that a week
could bevery different. Cultureshave had 3-day, 5-
day, and even 10-day weeks. The 7-day week isnot
aphysical reality, but peopletakeit for granted and
treat it as a natural, fixed part of reality. The week
that we now accept isasocia construction. People
created itin particular placesand under specific his-
torical circumstances.

PSS language connects directly to reality, and
thereisan attempt to makelanguageaspure, logical,
and precise as possible so that it accurately reflects
reality. By contrast, the constructionist seeslanguage
as comprising social constructions. As we learn
language, welearn to think and seetheworld in cer-
tain ways. Language has little direct connection to
essentid reality; it containsaworldview that colors
how we seeand experiencetheworld. Thedifference
continues to affect others' social concepts, such as
gender and race. For example, Anglo-European so-
ciety dividesgender into two categoriesand raceinto

six categories, primarily based on shades of skin
color. ThePSSrealist ontology suggeststhat genders
and races arered (i.e., males and females or races
are essentid digtinctionsin reality). In contrast, the
constructionist saysthat language and habitual ways
of thinking dictate what people see. They might see
aworld withtwo gendersand six races, but other cul-
tures see more than two genders or adifferent num-
ber of racesand baseracia differenceson something
other than skin color. In contrast to the PSS demand
for“cold hard facts,” constructionistsemphasizethe
processes by which peoplecreate social construction
and use them asif they werered “things” 1

PSS assumes that everyone experiences the
world in the same way. The interpretive approach
questionswhether people experiencesocia or phys-
ical reality inthe sameway. Thesearekey questions
for an|1SSresearcher; How do people experiencethe
world? Do they create and sharemeaning? Interpre-
tive social science points to numerous examplesin
which several people have seen, heard, or even
touched the same physical object yet come away
with different meaningsor interpretations of it. The
interpretive researcher arguesthat positivistsimpose
oneway of experiencing theworld on others. Incon-
trast, ISS assumes that multiple interpretations of
human experience, or redlities, are possible. In sum,
the | SS approach defines social reality asconsisting
of people who construct meaning and create inter-
pretations through their daily socia interaction.

3. What isthe basic nature of human beings?

Ordinary people are engaged in an ongoing
process of creating systems of meaning through so-
cial interaction. They then use such meaningstoin-
terpret their social world and make sense of their
lives. Human behavior may be patterned and regu-
lar but this is not because of preexisting laws that
arewaiting for usto discover them. Thepatternsre-
sult from evolving meaning systems or social con-
ventions that people generate as they interact
socially. Important questionsfor theinterpretivere-
searcher are these: What do people believe to be
true?What do they hold to be relevant? How do they
define what they are doing?

Interpretive researchers want to discover what
actions mean to the people who engage in them. It
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makes little sense to try to deduce social life from
abstract, logical theories that may not relate to the
daily feelings and experiences of ordinary people.
People havetheir own reasonsfor their actions, and
we need to learn the reasons that people use. Indi-
vidual motives are crucia to consider even if they
areirrational, carry deep emotions, and contain mis-
taken beliefs and prejudices. Some | SSresearchers
say that thelaws sought by positivists may befound
only after the scientific community understands how
people create and use meaning systems, how com-
mon sense develops, and how people apply their
common sense to situations. Other | SS researchers
do not believe that such laws of human socid life
exist, so searching for them isfutile. For example,
an | SSresearcher seesthe desireto discover laws of
human behavior in which unemployment causes
child abuse as premature at best and dangerous at
worgt. Instead, he or she wants to understand how
people subjectively experience unemployment and
what theloss of ajob meansin their everyday lives.
Likewise, theinterpretive researcher wantsto learn
how child abusersaccount for their actions, what rea
sons they give for abuse, and how they feel about
abusing a child. He or she explores the meaning of
being unemployed and the reasons for abusing a
childin order to understand what ishappening to the
people who are directly involved.

4. What is the view on human agency (free

will, volition, and rationality)?

Whereas PSS emphasizes deterministic rela-
tionsand external forces, | SSemphasizesvoluntary
individual free choice, sometimes called human
agency. | SSadoptsvoluntarism and seespeopleas
having volition (being able to make conscious
choices). Social settings and subjective points of
view help to shape the choices a person makes, but

Voluntarism An approach to human agency and
causality assuming that human actions are based on
the subjective choices and reasons of individuals.

Natural attitude An idea used in ISS that we as-
sume that the world of commonsense understanding
is stable and real and continues from the past into the
future without dramatic change; we do this from the
practical need to accomplish everyday tasks.

people create and change those settings and have
the ability to develop or form apoint of view. ISS
researchers emphasi ze the importance of consider-
ing individual decision-making processes, subjec-
tivefeelings, and waysto understand events. InISS,
thisinner world and a person’s way of seeing and
thinking areequally if not more significant for aper-
son’sactionsthan the external, objective conditions
and structural forcesthat positivists emphasize.

5. What is the relationship between science
and common sense?

Positivists see common sense as being inferior
toscience. By contrast, | SSholdsthat ordinary people
use common sense to guide themin daily life. Com-
mon sense is a stockpile of everyday theories that
peopleuseto organizeand explain eventsintheworld.
Itiscritical for usto understand common sense be-
cause it contains the meanings that people use when
they engagein everyday routine social interactions.

| SS saysthat common senseand the positivist’s
lawsare dternativewaysto interpret theworld; that
is, they aredistinct meaning systems. Neither com-
mon sense nor scientific law hasall of the answers.
Instead, interpretive researchers see both scientific
laws and common sense as being important in their
own domains; we create scientific laws and com-
mon sense in different waysfor different purposes.
Ordinary people could not function in daily life if
they tried to basetheir actions on science a one. For
example, to boil an egg, people use unsystematic
experiences, habits, and guesswork. A strict appli-
cation of natural science would require people to
know the laws of physics that determine heating
water and the chemical lawsthat governthechanges
in an egg’'sinternal composition. Even natural sci-
enti stsuse common sensewhen they arenot “doing
science” intheir area of expertise.

Common senseisavital sourceof information
for understanding people. A person’s common
sense emerges from apragmatic orientation and set
of assumptions about theworld. People assumethat
common senseistrue becausethey need to useit to
accomplish anything. The interpretive philosopher
Alfred Schutz (1899-1959) called thisthe natural
attitude. It isthe assumption that the world existed
beforeyou arrived and it will continueto exist after
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you depart. People develop waysto maintain or re-
produce a sense of reality based on systems of
meaning that they createin the course of social in-
teractions with others.

6. What congtitutes an explanation or theory

of social reality?

PSStheory triesto mimictheory in natural sci-
ence. It may have deductive axioms, theorems, and
interconnected causal laws. Instead of intercon-
nected laws and propositions, theory for ISStellsa
story. | SS describes and interprets how people con-
duct their daily lives. While it may contain social
science conceptsand limited generalizations, it does
not dramatically depart from the lived experiences
and inner reality of the people being studied.

ISSisidiographic and inductive. | diogr aphic
means that the approach provides a symbolic rep-
resentation or “thick” description of something else.
Aninterpretiveresearch report may read likeanovel
or abiography. Itisrichin detailed description and
limited in abstraction. Like the interpretation of a
literary work, it hasinternal coherenceandisrooted
in the text, which here refers to the meaningful
everyday experiences of the people being studied.

The purpose of ISS theory is to provide an
interpretative explanation. 1SS attempts to provide
readers a deep feeling for another person’s social
reality by revealing the meanings, values, interpre-
tive schemes, and rulesof daily living. For example,
I SS theory may describe major typifications that
people use in a setting to recognize and interpret
their experiences. A typification is an informal
model, scheme, or set of beliefs that people use to
categorize and organize theflow of thedaily events
they experience.

| SS theory resembles amap that outlinesa so-
cia world and describes local customs and norms.
For example, an interpretive report on professional
gamblerstellsthereader about the careersand daily
concerns of such people. The report describes the
specific individual s studied, the locations and ac-
tivities observed, and the strategies used to gamble.
Thereader learnshow professiona gamblers speak,
how they view others, and what their fears or ambi-
tions are. The researcher provides some general-
izations and organi zing concepts, but the bulk of the

report is a detailed description of the gambling
world. The theory and evidence are interwoven to
create a unified whole; the concepts and general-
izations are wedded to their context.

7. How does one determinewhether an expla-
nation istrue or false?

PSS logically deduces from theory, collects
data, and analyzes factsin waysthat allow replica
tion. For ISS, atheory istrueif it makes sense to
those being studied and if it allows others to enter
thereality of those being studied. Thetheory or de-
scriptionisaccurateif theresearcher conveysadeep
understanding of the way others reason, feel, and
seethings. Prediction may be possiblebutitisatype
of prediction that occurs when two people are very
close as when they have been married for along
time. An interpretive explanation documents the
actor’s point of view and translates it into a form
thatisintelligibleto readers. Smart (1976:100) calls
thisthe postulate of adequacy:

The postul ate of adequacy assertsthat if a scientific
account of human action wereto be presented to an
individual actor asa script it must be understand-
able to that actor, translatable into action by the
actor and furthermore comprehensibleto hisfellow
actorsin terms of acommon senseinter pretation of
everyday life.

Likeatraveler telling about aforeign land, the
researcher is not a native. Such an outside view
never equal stheinsider account that peoplewho are

Idiographic A type of explanation used in interpre-
tive social science in which the explanation is an in-
depth description or picture with specific details but
limited abstraction about a social situation or setting.

Typification An informal model or scheme people
use in everyday life to categorize and organize the flow
of the events and situations that they experience; often
part of common knowledge or common sense, it sim-
plifies and helps to organize the complexity and flow
of life.

Postulate of adequacy An interpretive social sci-
ence principle that explanations should be under-
standable in commonsense terms by the people being
studied.
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being studied might give; however, thecloser itisto
the native's account, the better. For example, one
way to test the truthfulness of an ISS study of pro-
fessional gamblingisto have professional gamblers
read it and verify itsaccuracy. A good report tellsa
reader enough about the world of professional
gambling so that if the reader absorbed it and then
met a professional gambler, the understanding of
gambling jargon, outlook, and lifestyle might lead
the gambler to ask whether the reader was also a
professional gambler.

8. What does good evidence or factual infor-
mation look like?

Good evidencein positivismisobservable, pre-
cise, and independent of theory and values. In con-
trast, | SS sees the features of specific contexts and
meanings as essential to understand social mean-
ing. Evidence about social action cannot beisolated
fromthe context inwhich it occurs or the meanings
assigned to it by the social actors involved. As
Weber (1978:5) said, “ Empathic or appreciative ac-
curacy is attained when, through sympathetic par-
ticipation, we can adequately grasp the emotional
context in which the action took place”

For ISS, factsarefluid and embedded within a
meaning system; they are not impartial, objective,
or neutral. Factsare contingent and context specific;
they depend on combinations of specific eventswith
particular people in a specific setting. What PSS
assumes—that neutral outsiders observe behavior
and see unambiguous, objectivefacts—I SStakesas
aquestion to be addressed: How do people observe
ambiguitiesin social life and assign meaning? In-
terpretive researchers say that social situations are
filled with ambiguity. Most behaviorsor statements
can have several meanings and can be interpreted
in multiple ways. In the flow of social life, people
areconstantly “making sense” by reassessing clues
in the situation and assigning meanings until they

Bracketing A strategy of interpretive social science
researchers to identify the taken-for-granted assump-
tions of a social scene and then set them aside or hold
them in temporary abeyance. By recognizing and sep-
arating the ordinary, “obvious” meanings people use in
daily life, researchers can better understand their role.

“know what’'s going on.” For example, | see a
woman holding her hand out, palm forward. Even
thissimple act carries multiple potential meanings;
| do not know its meaning without knowing the so-
cial situation. It could mean that she is warding off
apotential mugger, drying her nail polish, hailinga
taxi, admiring a new ring, telling oncoming traffic
to stop for her, or requesting five bagels at a deli
counter.’®> People are able to assign appropriate
meaning to an act or statement only if they consider
the socia context in which it occurs.

ISS researchers rarely ask survey questions,
aggregate the answers of many people, or claim to
obtain something meaningful to the questions. To
| SSresearchers, each person’sinterpretation of the
survey question must be placed in a context (e.g.,
theindividual’s previous experiences or the survey
interview situation), and the true meaning of a per-
son’sanswer will vary according totheinterview or
guestioning context. Moreover, because each per-
son assigns a somewhat different meaning to the
guestion and answer, combining answers produces
only nonsense.

When studying asetting or data, interpretivere-
searchers of the ethnomethodological school often
use bracketing. Itisamental exercisein whichthe
researcher identifies and then sets aside taken-for-
granted assumptions used in asocial scene. ISSre-
searchers question and reexamine ordinary events
that have an “obvious’ meaning to those involved.
For exampl g, at an officework setting, onemaleco-
worker in his late twenties says to the male re-
searcher, “We're getting together for softball after
work tonight. Do you want to join us?’ What is not
said isthat the researcher should know the rules of
softball, own a softball glove, and change from a
business suit into other clothing before the game.
Bracketing reveals what “everyone knows’: what
people assume but rarely say. It makes visible sig-
nificant features of the social scene that make other
events possible and is the underlying scaffolding of
understandings on which actions are based.

9. What is the relevance or use of social sci-
entific knowledge?

Interpretative social scientists want to learn

how theworld works so they can acquirean in-depth
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understanding of other people, appreciate the wide
diversity of lived human experience, and better
acknowledge shared humanity. Instead of viewing
knowledge as atype of tool or instrument, ISS re-
searchers try to capture the inner lives and subjec-
tive experiences of ordinary people. Thishumanistic
approach focuseson how people managetheir prac-
tical affairsin everyday lifeand treats social knowl-
edge as a pragmatic accomplishment.

According to the ISS practical orientation,
the relevance of social science knowledge comes
from its ability to reflect in an authentic and com-
prehensive way how ordinary people do thingsin
commonplace situations. 1SS aso emphasizes in-
corporating the social context of knowledge cre-
ation and creates areflexive form of knowledge.

I SS researchers tend to apply atranscendent
per spective toward the use and application of new
knowledge. To transcend meansto go beyond ordi-
nary material experiences and perceptions. In so-
cial research, it meansnot stopping at the surface or
observable level but going on to an inner and sub-
jectivelevel of human experience. Rather than treat-
ing people as external objects that a researcher
studies, the transcendant perspective urges resear-
chersto examine peopl€ scomplex inner lives. Also,
rather than study social conditions asthey now ap-
pear, researchers should examine processes by
which people actively construct and can transform
existing conditions. |SS researchers try to engage
and participate with the people being studied as a
way to gain an intimate familiarity of them. A tran-
scendent perspective emphasizes that researchers
and people being studied should work together to
create mutual understandingsand affect conditions.

10. Where do sociopalitical values enter into

science?

ThePSSresearcher calsfor iminating vaues
and operating within an apolitical environment. The
ISS researcher, by contrast, argues that researchers
should reflect on, reexamine, and analyze personal
points of view and feelings as a part of the process
of studying others. Thel SSresearcher needs, at |east
temporarily, to empathize with and share in the so-
cia and political commitments or values of people

whom he or she studies. Thisiswhy |SS adoptsthe
position of relativism with regard to values.

ISS questions the possibility of being value
free because interpretive research sees values and
meaning infused everywhere in everything. What
PSS calls value freedom is just another meaning
system and value—the value of positivist science.
The interpretive researcher adopts relativism and
does not assume that any one set of valuesis better
or worse. Values should be recognized and made
explicit.

Summary

ISS existed for many years as the loyal opposition
to positivism. Although some positivist social re-
searchers accept the interpretive approach as being
useful in exploratory research, few positivists con-
sider it asbeing scientific. You will read again about
the interpretive outlook when you examine field
research and, to a lesser degree, historical-
comparative research in later chapters. The inter-
pretive approach isthefoundation of social research
techniquesthat are sensitive to context, that get in-
sidethewaysothersseetheworld, and that aremore
concerned with achieving an empathi c understand-
ing than with testing laws such astheories of human
behavior. Chart 3 provides asummary of the inter-
pretive approach.

Practical orientation A pragmatic orientation
toward social knowledge in which people apply knowl-
edge in their daily lives; the value of knowledge is the
ability to be integrated with a person’s practical every-
day understandings and choices.

Transcendent perspective The researcher devel-
ops research together with the people being studied,
examines people’s inner lives to gain an intimate fa-
miliarity with them, and works closely with people
being studied to create mutual understandings.

Relativism A principle used in interpretive social sci-
ence that no single point of view or value position is
better than others, and all are equally valid for those
who hold them.
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CHART 3 Summary of Interpretative Social
Science

-

. The purpose of social science is to understand
social meaning in context.
2. A constructionist view is that reality is socially
created.
3. Humans are interacting social beings who create
and reinforce shared meaning.
4. A voluntaristic stance is taken regarding human
agency.
5. Scientific knowledge is different from but no
better than other forms.
6. Explanations are idiographic and advance via
inductive reasoning.
7. Explanations are verified using the postulate of
adequacy with people being studied.
8. Social scientific evidence is contingent, context
specific, and often requires bracketing.
9. A practical orientation is taken toward knowledge
that is used from a transcendent perspective.
10. Social science should be relativistic regarding
value positions.

CRITICAL SOCIAL SCIENCE

Versionsof critical social science(CSS) arecalled
dialectical materialism, classanalysis, and critical
structuralism.'® CSS mixes nomothetic and ideo-
graphic approaches. It agreeswith many of the crit-
icismstheinterpretive approach directs at PSS, but
it adds some of its own and disagrees with ISS on
some points. We can trace this approach to the writ-
ingsof Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939). L ater, Theodor Adorno (1903-1969),
Erich Fromm (1900-1980), and Herbert Marcuse
(1898-1979) elaborated on it. Often CSSisassoci-
ated with conflict theory, feminist analysis, and rad-
ical psychotherapy andistied to critical theory first
developed by the Frankfurt School in Germany in
the 1930s.17 Critical social science criticized posi-
tivist science as being narrow, antidemocratic, and

Critical social science (CSS) One of three major ap-
proaches to social research that emphasizes combating
surface-level distortions, multiple levels of reality, and
value-based activism for human empowerment.

nonhumanist initsuse of reason. Thiswasoutlined
in Adorno’s essays “Sociology and Empirical
Research” (1976a) and “The Logic of the Social
Sciences’ (1976b). A well-known living represen-
tative of the school, Jirgen Habermas (1929- ),
advanced CSSin his Knowledge and Human Inter-
ests (1971). In the field of education, Paulo Freire
(1921-1997) and his Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970) aso falls within the CSS approach.
Another example is the French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) with hiswritingssuch
as Outline of A Theory of Practice (1977).18 Bour-
dieu rgjected both the objective, lawlike quantita-
tive empirical approach of positivists and the
subjective, voluntarist approach of ISS. He argued
that socia research must bereflexive(i.e., study and
criticize itself as well asits subject matter) and is
necessarily political. He also held that agoal of re-
searchisto uncover and demystify ordinary events.
ISS criticizes PSS for failing to deal with the
meanings of real people and their capacity to feel
and think, for ignoring social context, and for being
antihumanist. CSS agreeswith most such criticisms
of PSSand believesthat PSS defendsthe status quo.
CSScriticizesISSfor being too subjective and rel-
ativist, treating peopl€’s ideas as more important
than actual conditions (e.g., real poverty, oppres-
sion, violence). CSS a so saysthat | SS focuses too
much on localized, microlevel, short-term settings
whileignoring the broader and long-term structural
conditions. To CSS, ISSisamoral and passive. |SS
failsto take astrong value position or actively help
peopleto seefaseillusionsaround them. CSSdoes
become involved so that ordinary people can im-
provetheir lives. Ingeneral, CSSdefinessocial sci-
enceasacritical processof inquiry that goesbeyond
surface illusions to uncover the real structuresin
the material world in order to help people change
conditions and build a better world for themselves.

The Questions

1. What isthe ultimate purpose of conducting
social scientific research?

Inthe CSSview, the primary purposeof research

isnot simply to study the socia world but to change
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it. CSS researchers conduct studies to critique and
transform socia relations by revealing the underly-
ing sourcesof social control, power relations, andin-
equality. By uncovering conditions, CSS empowers
people, especialy thosein society who areless pow-
erful and marginalized. More specifically, CSSwants
to expose myths, reveal hidden truths, and assist
peopleinimproving their lives. For CSS, the purpose
of doing researchis“toexplainasocia order insuch
away that it becomesitsalf the catalyst which leads
to the transformation of this socia order” (Fay,
1987:27).

A CSSresearcher asksembarrassing questions,
exposes hypocrisy, and investigates conditions to
stimulate grassroots action. “ The point of all sci-
ence, indeed all learning, is to change and develop
out of our understandings and reduceillusion. . . .
Learning isthereducing of illusion and ignorance;
it can help free us from domination by hitherto un-
acknowledged constraints, dogmas and fal sehoods’
(Sayer, 1992:252).

For example, a CSS researcher conducts a
study concerning racial discrimination in rental
housing: Do White landlords refuse to rent to mi-
nority tenants? A critical researcher does not just
publish areport and then wait for the fair housing
office of the city government to act. The researcher
givesthereport to newspapersand meetswith grass-
roots organizations to discuss the results of the
study. He or she works with activists to mobilize
poalitical action in the name of social justice. When
grassroots people picket thelandlords' offices, flood
the landlords with racial minority applicants for
apartments, or organize a march on city hall de-
manding action, the critical researcher predictsthat
the landlords will be forced to rent to minorities.
Thegoal of research isto empower. Kincheloe and
McLaren (1994:140) stated:

Critical research can be best understood in the
context of the empower ment of individuals. Inquiry
that aspiresto the name critical must be connected
to an attempt to confront the injustice of a particu-
lar society or sphere within the society. Research
thus becomes a transfor mative endeavor unembar -
rassed by the label “ political” and unafraid to
consummate a relationship with an emancipatory
CONSCi OUSNESS.

2. What is the fundamental nature of social

reality?

CSSsharesaspectsof PSS spremisethat there
is an empirical reality independent of our percep-
tionsand of 1SS sfocus that we construct what we
take to be reality from our subjective experiences,
cultural beliefs, and socia interactions. CSS adopts
acritical realist ontology that viewsreality asbeing
composed of multiplelayers: theempirical, thereal,
and the actual.1® We can observe the empirical re-
ality using our senses. However, the surface empir-
ical layer we experience is being generated by
deeper structuresand causal mechanismsoperating
at unobservable layers. Theories and research over
time can help usto understand structures operating
at thereal level and causal mechanisms at the ac-
tual level that generate and modify structures.

We can directly observe structures at the real
level. Such structures are not permanent but can
evolve, and we can modify them. For example, gen-
der structures at thereal level shapethe specific ac-
tions of people at the surface level that we can
observe. With theoretical insight and careful inves-
tigation, researchers can slowly uncover these deep
structures, but the task is complicated because the
structures can change. Structures at deeper levels
do not produce a direct and immediate surface ap-
pearanceat theempirical level. They canlieinactive
or dormant and then become activated and emerge
on the surface. Also, various structures are not in-
sulated from one another. Counteracting structures
may suppressor complicate the surface appearances
of another structure.

Causal mechanismsoperating at theactual level
can haveinternal contradictionsand operateinapar-
adoxical manner creating structural conflicts. These
mechanisms may contain forces or processes that
appear to be oppositesor to bein conflict but are ac-
tually parts of asingle larger process. A biological
analogy helpsillustrate this idea. We see birth and
life as the opposites of death, yet death begins the
day we are born and each day of living moves us
toward death as our body ages and decays. Thereis
a contradiction between life and death; to live, we
movetoward life sopposite, death. Living and dying
appesar to be opposites, but actually they aretwo parts
of asingle process. Discovering and understanding
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such paradoxical processes, calledthedialectic,isa
centra task in CSS.

CSSsaysthat our observationsand experiences
with empirical reality are not pure, neutral, and un-
mediated; rather, ideas, beliefs, and interpretations
color or influence what and how we observe. Our
knowledge of empirical reality can capturetheway
things redly are, yet in an incomplete manner
because our experiences of it depend on ideas and
beliefs. CSS states that our experiences of empiri-
cal reality are awaystheory or concept dependent.
Our theories and concepts, both commonsense and
scientific, sensitize us to particular aspects of em-
pirical reality, inform what we recognize as being
relevant in it, and influence how we categorize and
divide its features. Over time, new theoretical in-
sightsand concepts enable usto recognize more as-
pectsinthesurface, empirical reality and toimprove
our understandings of the deeper levels of redlity.

In sum, PSS emphasizes how externa reality
operates on people whereas |SS emphasizes the
inner subjective construction of reality. CSS states
that there is a deeper reality that is prestructured,
not invented by us. It existed before we experience
or think about it and has real effects on people. At
the same time, we construct ways of seeing and
thinking that shape our experience of empirical re-
ality. Our thinking canlead to usto take actionsthat
will change the structures in deeper levels of real-
ity. CSSviewsour ability to understand reality asan
interactive processin which thoughts, experiences,
and actionsinteract with one another over time.

CSS notes that social change and conflict are
not always apparent or easily observable. The so-
cia world is full of illusion, myth, and distortion.
Initial observationsof theworld areonly partial and
often mid eading because the human sensesarelim-
ited. The appearancesin surfacereality do not have
to be based on conscious deception. The immedi-
ately perceived characteristics of objects, events,
or social relations rarely reveal everything. These

Dialectic A change process emphasized in critical so-
cial science in which social relationships contain irre-
solvable inner contradictions; over time they will trigger
a dramatic upset and a total restructuring of the
relationship.

illusionsallow somegroupsin society to hold power
and exploit others. Karl Marx, German sociolo-
gist and political thinker, stated this forcefully
(Marx and Engels, 1947:39):

Theideasof theruling class are in every epoch the
ruling ideas; . . . The class which has the means of
material production at its disposal, has control at
the sametime over the means of mental production,
sothat . . . theideas of those who lack the means of
mental production are subject toit.

CSSstatesthat although subjective meaningis
important, real, objective relations shape social re-
lations. The critical researcher probes social situa-
tionsand placesthemin alarger historical context.

For example, an | SS researcher studiesthein-
teractions of a male boss and his female secretary
and provides arich account of their rules of behav-
ior, interpretive mechanisms, and systems of mean-
ing. By contrast, the CSS researcher beginswith a
point of view (e.g., feminist) and notes issues that
aninterpretive descriptionignores: Why are bosses
male and secretaries female? Why do the roles of
boss and secretary have unequal power? Why do
large organi zations create such rol esthroughout so-
ciety? How did the unequal power come about his-
torically, and were secretaries awaysfemale?Why
can the boss make off-col or jokesthat humiliatethe
secretary? How are the roles of boss and secretary
in conflict based on the everyday conditions faced
by the boss (large salary, country club membership,
new car, large home, retirement plan, stock invest-
ments, etc.) and those of the secretary (low hourly
pay, children to carefor, concerns about how to pay
bills, television as her only recreation, etc.)? Can
thesecretary join with othersto challengethe power
of her boss and similar bosses?

3. What isthe basic nature of human beings?

PSS sees humans as mammals and focuses on
their behavior asrationally acting individuals. 1SS
seeshumansasfundamentally socia beingsdefined
by their capacity to create and sustain social mean-
ings. CSS recognizes that people are rational deci-
sion makers who are shaped by social structures
and creative beings who construct meaning and
social structures. Society exists prior to and apart
from people, yet it can exist only with their active
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involvement. Peopl e create soci ety and society cre-
ates people, who in turn create society in a contin-
uous process.? Thus, human beings exist within an
ongoing relational process.

CSSnotesthat humans can be misled and have
unrealized potential. One important way this hap-
pensisthrough reification, which occurswhen we
become detached from and lose sight of our con-
nection or relationship to something that we created
ourselves. By severing connectionsto our own cre-
ations, we no longer recognize ourselves in them
but treat them as being alien, external forces that
have control over us. By “forgetting” and not see-
ing connections, welose control over our creations.
Humans have tremendous potential that often goes
unrealized because we find breaking free from be-
liefs, conditions, and situations largely of our own
making difficult. To realize their full potential,
people must look beyond immediate surface ap-
pearance and break through what they reified to see
how they possessthe capacity to change situations.

4. What is the view on human agency (free

will, volition, and rationality)?

CSS blends determinism and voluntarism to
emphasizebounded autonomy, or how agency and
structure cooperate. Bounded autonomy suggests
that free will, choices, and decision making are not
unlimited or open ended; rather, they either must
stay within restricted boundaries of options or are
confined within limits, which can be cultural or
material boundaries. A CSS researcher identifiesa
range of options, or at |east what people seeasbeing
realistic alternatives, and allows for some volition
among those options. People make choi ces, but the
choices are confined to what they believe is pos-
sible. Materia factors(e.g., natural resources, phys-
ical abilities) and cultural-subjective schemes(e.g.,
beliefs, core values, deeply felt norms) set what
people believe to be possible or impossible, and
peopl e act based on what they believeis possible.

Sewdl (1992) observedthat socia structuresare
simultaneoudly cultural and material. What aperson
sees, thinks, or fegls (i.e, culture) shapesaperson’'s
actioninthematerial world. Material objects, condi-
tions, and resources depend on the cultural schemas.
Researchers recognized that “so-called hard data
were themselves cultural products that required

interpretation” (Sewell, 2005:190). If a person’'s
worldview defines an action as being impossible, a
material resourceasbeing unavailable, or achoiceas
being blocked, hisor her “freewill” choicesarelim-
ited. If for reasonsof cultureaperson doesnot seean
insect as a source of food or having three wives si-
multaneoudy asmorally possible, cultural beliefsre-
strict the use of material resources and make some
actionsimpossible. Material and subjective-cultural
factors interact. Cultural-subjective beliefs that de-
fine material resources as available restrict volition,
and material conditions can shape peopl€e'scultural-
subjective experiences and beliefs. Under certain
conditions, collective human actions can ater deep
structures of the materia conditionsand cultura be-
liefs, and this can expand the range of volition.

5. What is the relationship between science
and common sense?

CSS sees common sense as containing false
consciousness: the idea that people are often mis-
taken and act against their own true best interests
asdefined in objectivereality. Objectiveredlity lies
behind myth and illusion. False consciousnessis
meaninglessfor | SSbecauseit impliesthat asocial
actor uses a meaning system that is false or out of
touch with objective reality. |SS states that people
create and use such systems and that researcherscan
only describe such systems, not judge their value.
CSSdtatesthat social researchers should study sub-
jective ideas and common sense because these
shape human behavior, yet they contain myth and
illusion that can mask an objective world in which
thereisunequal control over resources and power.

The structures that critical researchers talk
about are not easy to see. Researchers must first

Reification An idea used in critical social science re-
ferring to when people become detached from and
lose sight of their connection to their own creations and
treat them as being alien, external forces.

Bounded autonomy An approach to human
agency and causality used in critical social science that
assumes human action is based on subjective choices
and reasons but only within identifiable limits.

False consciousness An idea used by critical social
science that people often have false or misleading ideas
about empirical conditions and their true interests.
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demystify them and pull back the vell of surface ap-
pearances. Careful observationisnot enough. It does
not tell what to observe, and observing an illusion
does not dispel it. A researcher must use theory to
dig beneath surface relations, to observe periods of
crisisand intense conflict, to probeinterconnections,
tolook at thepast, and to consider futurepossibilities.
Uncovering thedeeper level of reality isdifficult but
is essential because surface redlity isfull of ideol-
ogy, myth, distortion, and fal se appearances. “ Com-
mon sensetendsto naturalize social phenomenaand
to assume that what is, must be. A socia science
which builds uncritically on common sense . . .
reproducesthese errors’ (Sayer, 1992:43).

6. What constitutes an explanation or theory
of social reality?

Beyond deduction andinduction, CSSusesab-
duction to create explanatory critiques. American
philosopher Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) devel-
oped abduction by extending the other forms of
reasoning. Instead of beginning with many obser-
vations or with a theoretical premise, abduction
“trieson” apotentia rule and asks what might fol-
low from thisrule. Both ideas and observations are
placed into aternative frames and then examined,
and the “what-if” question is asked. A researcher
using abduction applies and evaluates the efficacy
of multipleframeworks sequentially and creatively
recontexualizes or redescribes both data and ideas
in the process.

Abduction rarely produces asingle, definitive
truth; instead, it eliminates some alternatives as it
advances a deeper understanding. In certain ways,
it is an aspect of all human perception. Abduction
issimilar to how an insightful, creative detective
might solve acrime—by taking thedata (clues) and
putting them into alternative possible scenarios

Abduction An approach to theorizing in which sev-
eral alternative frameworks are applied to data and the-
ory, which are redescribed in each and evaluated.

Explanatory critique A type of explanation used in
critical social science in which the explanation simulta-
neously explains conditions (or tells why) events occur
and critiques conditions (or points out discrepancies,
reveals myths, or identifies contradictions).

(what might have caused the crime). Considering
alternative scenarios gives the same observations
new meanings. Thus, abduction means making re-
peated reeval uations of ideas and data based on ap-
plying alternative rules or schemes and learning
from each.

Explanatory critiquebeginswiththepremise
that when we study social life, we study both the
thing “itself” and how peoplethink about or under-
standthe“thing” weare studying. Actual conditions
and peopl€e’sbeliefs about conditionsare both rele-
vant, and the two may not match. An explanatory
critique has practical, moral, and political implica-
tions because it can differ from the prevailing be-
liefs. The explanation simultaneously explains
conditions (or tellswhy events occur) and critiques
conditions (or points out discrepancies, reveals
myths, or identifies contradictions).

When we render socia conditions in an ex-
planatory critique, we often enlighten and help to
emancipate people. As the explanation reveds as-
pectsof redlity beyond the surfacelevel, people may
awaken to the underlying structures of society. The
explanatory critique reveal sdeep causal mechanisms
and once exposed, people canlearn how toinfluence
themechanismsto changelarger socid structures. In
this way, explanatory critiques show a pathway for
taking action and achieving social change.

7. How does one determine whether an expla-
nationistrueor false?

PSS deduces hypotheses, testshypotheseswith
replicated observations, and then combines results
to confirm or refute causal laws. | SS asks whether
the meaning system and rules of behavior make
sense to those being studied. CSS tests theory by
accurately describing conditions generated by un-
derlying structures and then by applying that knowl-
edge to change social relations. A CSS theory
teaches people about their own experiences, helps
them understand their historical role, and can be
used to improve conditions.

CSStheory informspractical action; at thesame
time CSS theory is modified on the basis of using
it. A CSStheory growsand interactswith theworld
it seeksto explain. Because CSStriesto explain and
change theworld by penetrating hidden structures,
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the test of an explanation is not static. Testing the-
ory isadynamic, ongoing process of applying and
modifying theory. Knowledge grows with the use
of anongoing process of eroding ignorance and en-
larging insights through action.

CSS separates good from bad theory by put-
ting the theory into practice and then uses the out-
come of these applications to reformulate theory.
Praxis means that explanations are valued when
they help people understand the world and to take
action that changesit. As Sayer (1992:13) argued,
“Knowledge is primarily gained through activity
both in attempting to change our environment
(through labor or work) and through interaction
with other people.”

Critica praxistriesto eliminatethedivision be-
tween the researcher and the people being studied,
the distinction between science and daily life. For
example, aCSSresearcher devel opsan explanation
for housing discrimination. He or she tests the ex-
planation by using it to try to change conditions. If
the explanation says that underlying economic re-
lations cause discrimination and that landlords re-
fuse to rent to minorities because it is profitable to
rent only to nonminorities, then political actionsthat
make it profitable to rent to minorities should
change the landlords’ behavior. By contragt, if the
explanation says that an underlying racial hatred
causes|andlordsto discriminate, then actions based
on profit will be unsuccessful. The critica re-
searcher would then examine race hatred as the
basis of landlord behavior through new studies com-
bined with new political action.

8. What does good evidence or factual infor-
mation look like?

PSS assumesthat thereareincontestableneutral
facts on which dl rational people agree. Its dualist
doctrine saysthat socid factsare like objects. They
exist separately from valuesor theories. | SSseesthe
social world as made up of created meaning with
people creating and negotiating meanings. It rgjects
positivism’s dualism, but it substitutes an emphasis
on the subjective. Evidence is whatever resides in
the subjective understandings of thoseinvolved. The
critical approach bridges the object—subject gap.
It says that the facts of material conditions exist

independently of subjective perceptions, but that
factsare not theory neutral. Instead, factsrequirean
interpretation from within a framework of values,
theory, and meaning.

For example, itisa“fact” that the United States
spends a much higher percentage of its gross na-
tional product (GNP) on health care than any other
advanced industrial nation, yet it ranks as the
twenty-ninth lowest for infant death rate (7 deaths
per 1,000 live births). A CSS interprets the fact by
noting that the United States has many peoplewith-
out health care and no system to cover everyone.
Thefactincludestheway the health careisddivered
to some through acomplex system of for-profit in-
surance companies, pharmaceutical firms, hospi-
tals, and otherswho benefit greatly from the current
arrangement. Some powerful groupsin the system
are getting rich while weaker or poor sectors of so-
ciety are getting low-quality or no health care. CSS
researchers look at the facts and ask who benefits
and who loses.

Theory helpsacritical researcher find new facts
and separate theimportant fromthetrivial ones. The
theory is atype of map telling researchers where to
look for factsand how tointerpret them oncethey are
uncovered. The critical approach says that theory
doesthisinthenatural sciences, aswell. For example,
abiologist looksinto amicroscope and seesred blood
cells—a “fact” based on atheory about blood and
cells and a biologist’s education about microscopic
phenomena. Without thistheory and education, abi-
ologist sees only meaningless spots. Clearly, then,
factsand theories are interrel ated.

CSS notes that only some theories are useful
for finding and understanding key facts. Theories
rest on beliefs and assumptions about what the
world islike and on a set of moral-poalitical values.
CSS statesthat someval ues are better than others.?!
Thus, tointerpret facts, we must understand history,
adopt a set of moral-political values, and know
where to look for underlying structures. Different

Praxis A way to evaluate explanations in critical so-
cial science by putting theoretical explanations into
real-life practice and the subsequent outcome is used
to refine explanation.

115



116

THE MEANINGS OF METHODOLOGY

versions of critical science offer different value po-
sitions (e.g., Marxism versus feminism).

9. What is the relevance or use of social sci-

entific knowledge?

AsCSSresearcherslearn how theworld works,
they link subjective understandingswith waysto an-
alyze objective conditions to reveal unseen forces
and unrecognized injustices. This spurs people to
take action. For CSS, knowledge is not an instru-
ment for people to manipulate, nor isit acapturing
and rendering of peopl€e’sinner, subjective experi-
ences; instead, knowledge means active involve-
ment intheworld. Knowledge can free peoplefrom
the shackles of past thinking and help them take
control of eventsaround them. It isnot athing to be
possessed but a process that combines increased
awareness with taking action.

CSS researchers blend aspects of the instru-
mental and practical orientationsand bridge duality
of the positivist’s external, empirical reality and the
inner, subjectiveredity emphasizedin ISS. CSSuses
reflexiveknowledgeto offer a“third way,” reflexive-
dialectic orientation. Thisthird way is“not a con-
flation of, or compromise between these
perspectives; it represents a standpoint in its own
right” (Danermark et d., 2002:202). Instead of treat-
ing external and internal reality as being opposites,
areflexive-didectic orientation sees them as two
sides of asingle dynamic wholethat isin aprocess
of becoming. An external or internal orientation
aloneisincomplete. Thetwo sideswork together as
one and are interwoven to affect each other.

Reflexive-dialectic orientation An orientation
toward social knowledge used in critical social science
in which subjective and objective sides are blended to-
gether to provide insights in combination unavailable
from either side alone; the value of knowledge as a pro-
cess that integrates making observations, reflecting on
them, and taking action.

Transformative perspective The view that the re-
searcher probes beyond the surface level of reality in
ways that can shift subjective understandings and pro-
vide insights into how engaging in social-political action
may dramatically improve the conditions of people’s
lives.

CSS adopts a transfor mative perspective
toward applying knowledge. To transformmeansto
change fundamentally, to reorganize basic struc-
tures, and to breach current limits. The perspective
goesheyond asurfacelevel of reality to realign sub-
jective understandingswith the external reality and
then uses renewed consciousness as a basisfor en-
gaging in actions that have the potential to modify
external conditions and future consciousness. The
relevance of knowledgeisitsability to connect con-
sciousness to people engaging in concrete actions,
reflecting on the consequences of those actions, and
then advancing consciousness to anew level in an
ongoing cycle.

10. When do sociopolitical values enter into

science?

CSShasan activist orientation. Socid research
is a moral-political activity that requires the re-
searcher to commit to avalue position. CSSrejects
the PSSva uefreedom asamyth. It also attacks 1SS
for itsrelativism. In ISS, the redlity of the genius
and the reality of the idiot are equally valid and
important. There islittle, if any, basis for judging
between alternative realities or conflicting view-
points. For example, theinterpretiveresearcher does
not call aracist viewpoint wrong because any view-
point istrue for those who believein it. CSS states
that thereis only one, or avery few, correct points
of view. Other viewpoints are plain wrong or mis-
leading. All social research necessarily beginswith
avalueor amoral point of view. For CSS, being ob-
jectiveis not being value free. Objectivity requires
anondistorted, true picture of reality; “it challenges
the belief that science must be protected from poli-
tics. It argues that some politics—the poalitics for
emancipatory social change—can increase the ob-
jectivity of science” (Harding, 1986:162).

CSS holds that to deny that aresearcher hasa
point of view isitself apoint of view. It isatechni-
cian’s point of view: Conduct research and ignore
the moral questions, satisfy a sponsor, and follow
orders. Such a view says that science is a tool or
instrument that anyone can use. This view was
strongly criticized when Nazi scientists committed
inhumane experiments and then claimed that they
were blameless becausethey “just followed orders’
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EXPANSION 1
The Extended Case Method and CSS

Michael Burawoy’s (1998) extended case method is an
example of critical social science. He says it applies
reflexive science to ethnography or field research.
Reflexive science is a type of CSS that states social re-
search should be a dialogue between the researcher
and the people being studied. Thus, intersubjectivity is
not only among scientists, as in positivism; rather, it oc-
curs between the researcher and people under study.
Burawoy identifies four features of reflexive science:

1. The researcher interacts with subject-participants.
Disruptions or disturbances that develop out of their
mutual interaction help to expose and better illumi-
nate social life.

2. The researcher adopts the subject-participant’s view
of the world in specific situations, but does not stop
there. The researcher adds together many views
from individual subjects and specific situations, ag-
gregating them into broader social processes.

3. The researcher sees the social world simultane-
ously from inside outward (i.e., from the subjective

and were “just scientists” PSS adopts such an
approach and produces technocratic knowledge—a
form of knowledge best suited for use by the people
in power to dominate or control other people.2

CSSrgectsPSSand 1 SSfor being detached and
concerned with studying theworld instead of acting
onit. CSSholdsthat knowledgeis power. Social sci-
ence knowledge can beused to control people, it can
be hidden in ivory towers for intellectuals to play
gameswith, or it can begivento peopletohelpthem
take charge of and improve their lives. What are-
searcher studies, how he or she studiesit, and what
happens to the results involve values and morality
because knowledge has tangibl e effects on people’'s
lives. The researcher who studies trivial behavior,
whofailsto probe beneath the surface, or who buries
the resultsin auniversity library is making amoral
choice. The choice isto take information from the
people being studied without involving them or lib-
erating them (see Expansion Box 1, The Extended
Case Method and CSS). CSSquestionsthemorality
of such achoice, evenif it isnot a conscious one.

viewpoint of the people being studied) and from the
outside inward (i.e., from the viewpoint of external
forces that act on people).

4. The researcher constantly builds and rebuilds theory.
This takes place in a dialogue with the people stud-
ied and in a dialogue with other researchers in the
scientific community.

Burawoy used the extended case method to study
mine workers in Zambia. He argued that positivist
social science best fits situations in which people are
“powerless to resist wider systems of economy and
polity” (p. 30)—in other words, situations in which
people are dominated and have little control over
their lives. The CSS approach strives in contexts in
which people try to resist or reduce power distinc-
tions and domination. It highlights conditions of
emancipation in which people come to question or
challenge the external forces of power and control
under which they live.

Summary

Although few full-time academic researchers adopt
CSS, community action groups, political organiza-
tions, and social movements often follow aCSS ap-
proach. It only rarely appearsin scholarly journals.
CSS researchers may use any research technique,
but they tend to favor the historical-comparative
method. Thisisso because of itsemphasison change
and becauseit hel psresearchersuncover underlying
structures. CSS researchers differ from the others
lessin the research techniquesthey use than in how
they approach aresearch problem, thetypesof ques-
tionsthey ask, and their purposesfor doing research.
Chart 4 provides asummary of CSS.

FEMINIST AND POSTMODERN
RESEARCH

Two additional, less well-known approaches are
feminist and postmodern social research. Both
criticize PSS and offer alternatives that build on
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CHART 4 Summary of Critical Social Science

1. The purpose of social science is to reveal what is
hidden to liberate and empower people.

2. Social reality has multiple layers.

3. People have unrealized potential and are misled
by reification; social life is relational.

4. A bounded autonomy stance is taken toward
human agency.

5. Scientific knowledge is imperfect but can fight
false consciousness.

6. Abduction is used to create explanatory
critiques.

7. Explanations are verified through praxis.

8. All evidence is theory dependent, and some
theories reveal deeper types of evidence.

9. A reflexive-dialectic orientation is adopted

toward knowledge that is used from a
transformative perspective.

10. Social reality and the study of it necessarily
contain a moral-political dimension, and moral-
political positions are unequal in advancing
human freedom and empowerment.

ISS and CSS. They have gained visibility only
since the 1980s.

Feminist Research

Feminist research is conducted by people, most of
them women, who hold afeminist self-identity and
consciously use afeminist perspective. They use
multipleresearch techniques, attempt to giveavoice
to women, and work to correct the predominant
mal e-oriented perspective. Works such as\WWomen's
Ways of Knowing (Belenky et al., 1986) argue that
women learn and express themselves differently
than men do.

Feminist research assumes that the subjective
experience of women differs from that of men.23
Many feminist researchers see PSS as presenting a
male point of view; it is objective, logical, task
oriented, and instrumental. It reflects masculine

emphases on individual competition, on dominat-
ing and controlling the environment, and on the
“hardfacts.” It reflectsapatriarchal orientation that
emphasizes finding forces that act on the world
rather looking for ways to interact with and coop-
erate within the world.

In contrast, women emphasi ze accommodation
and gradually developing human bonds. They see
the socia world as aweb of interconnected human
relations, full of people linked together by feelings
of trust and mutual obligation. Women emphasize
the subjective, empathetic, process-oriented, andin-
clusivesidesof socid life. Feminist researchisaso
action oriented and seeks to advance feminist val-
ues (see Expansion Box 2, Characteristics of
Feminist Social Research).

Feminist researchers argue that much of non-
feminist researchissexist. Thislargely happened as
aresult of broader cultural beliefsand apreponder-
ance of maleresearchers. The research generalizes
from the experience of men to al people, ignores
gender asafundamental social division, focuseson
men'’s problems, uses males as points of reference,
and assumestraditional gender roles. For example,
atraditional researcher would say that afamily has
aproblem of unemployment whentheadult malein

EXPANSION 2

Characteristics of Feminist Social
Research

Advocacy of a feminist value position and perspective
Rejection of sexism in assumptions, concepts, and
research questions

Creation of empathic connections between the re-
searcher and those he or she studies

Sensitivity to how relations of gender and power per-
meate all spheres of social life

Incorporation of the researcher’s personal feelings
and experiences into the research process
Flexibility in choosing research techniques and cross-
ing boundaries between academic fields
Recognition of the emotional and mutual-
dependence dimensions in human experience
Action-oriented research that seeks to facilitate per-
sonal and societal change
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it cannot find stable work. When a woman in the
same family cannot find stable work outside the
home, itisnot considered an equal family problem.
Likewise, traditional researchers often use the
concept unwed mother, but it is not a parallel of
unwed father.

The feminist approach sees researchers as
fundamentally gendered beings. Researchers nec-
essarily have agender that shapes how they experi-
ence redlity, and therefore it affects their research.
In addition to gender's impact on individua re-
searchers, basic theoretical assumptions and the
scientific community appear as gendered cultural
contexts. Gender has a pervasive influencein cul-
ture and shapes basic beliefsand values that cannot
beisolated and insulated in the social processes of
scientificinquiry.?*

Feminist researchers are not objective or de-
tached; they interact and collaborate with the people
they study. They fuse their persona and profes-
sional lives. For example, feminist researcherswill
attempt to comprehend an interviewee's experi-
ences while sharing their own feelings and experi-
ences. This process may give birth to a personal
relationship between researcher and interviewee
that might mature over time. Reinharz (1992:263)
argued, “ Thisblurring of thedisconnection between
formal and personal relations, just astheremoval of
thedistinction . . . between the research project and
the researcher’slife, is a characteristic of much, if
not all, feminist research.”

The impact of a woman's perspective and
her desire to gain an intimate relationship with
what she studies occurs even in the biological sci-
ences. Feminist researcherstend to avoid quantita-
tive analysis and experiments. They use multiple
methods, often qualitative research and case stud-
ies. Gorelick (1991) criticized the affinity of many
feminist researchersfor interpretive social science.
ISS is limited to the consciousness of those being
studied and fails to reveal hidden structures. Gore-
lick wants feminist researchers to adopt a critical
approach and to advocate social change more
assertively.

Feminist researchers reject the value-neutral
claim of positivists. For example, Risman (2001)
criticized a study that tried to explain gender

differences almost entirely with biological factors.
She argued (p. 606) that “the positivist model of
science not only failed in this particular instance to
recognize and exclude the expression of particular
political values, but that value-free science as such
isnot only an impossible goal but it is an inappro-
priate onethat distortsthe research and publication.”
She noted (p. 609) that “value-neutrality can be a
cloak that hides (perhaps even from scientiststhem-
selves) valuesthat are so embedded inthefolk wis-
dom of our cultureso asto beinvisible. Researchers
who believe they are working within an apalitical,
vaue-neutral version of science are, often without
any conscious decision at al, simply ignoring the
ways in which dominant presumptions frame their
guestions.”

Postmodern Research

Postmodern research is part of thelarger postmod-
ern movement that includes art, music, literature,
and cultural criticism. It began in the humanities
and has roots in the philosophies of existential-
ism, nihilism, and anarchism and in the ideas of
Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Michel Foucault
(1926-1984), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900),
Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), and Ludwig Witt-
genstein (1889-1951). Postmodernism is a rejec-
tion of modernism. Modernism refers to basic
assumptions, beliefs, and values that arose in the
Enlightenment era. Modernismreliesonlogical rea
soning; itisoptimistic about thefutureand believes
inprogress, it hasconfidencein technol ogy and sci-
ence; and it embraces humanist values (i.e., judg-
ing ideas based on their effect on human welfare).
Modernism holdsthat most people can agree about
standards of beauty, truth, and morality.2
Postmodern researchers see no separation be-
tween the arts or humanities and socia sciences.
They share the critical socia science goal of de-
mystifying the social world, and want to deconstruct
or tear apart surface appearancesand reveal the hid-
den structure. Like extreme forms of 1SS, postmod-
ernism distrusts abstract explanation and holds that
research can never do more than describe and that
all descriptions are equally valid. A researcher’s
descriptionisneither superior nor inferior to anyone
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else’'s and describes only the researcher’s persona
experiences. Going beyond interpretive and critical
socia science, modernism attemptsto dismantle so-
cial science. Extreme postmodernistsreject the pos-
sibility of a science of the socia world, distrust all
systematic empirical observation, and doubt that
knowledge is generalizable or accumulates over
time. They seeknowledge astaking numerousforms
and asuniqueto particular peopleor specificlocales.
Rosenau (1992:77) argued,

Almost all postmodernists reject truth as even a
goal or ideal because it is the very epitome of
modernity. . . . Truth makesreferenceto order, rules,
and values; depends on logic, rationality and rea-
son, all of which the postmoder nists question.

Postmodernistsobject to presenting research re-
sultsin adetached and neutral way. Theresearcher or
author of areport should never be hidden when some-
one reads it, but his or her presence needs to be
unambiguously evident in the report. Thus, a post-
modern research report issimilar toawork of art. Its
purpose is to stimulate others, to give pleasure, to
evokearesponse, or to arouse curiosity. Postmodern

EXPANSION 3

Characteristics of Postmodern
Social Research

Rejection of all ideologies and organized belief sys-
tems, including all formal social theory

Strong reliance on intuition, imagination, personal
experience, and emotion

Sense of meaninglessness and pessimism; belief that
the world will never improve

Extreme subjectivity in which there is no distinction
between the mental and the external worlds
Ardent relativism in which there are infinite inter-
pretations, none superior to another

Espousal of diversity, chaos, and complexity that is
constantly changing

Rejection of studying the past or different places be-
cause only the here and now is relevant

Belief that causality cannot be studied because life is
too complex and rapidly changing

Assertion that research can never truly represent
what occurs in the social world

reportsoften haveathestrical, expressive, or dramatic
style of presentation. They may bein the form of a
work of fiction, amovie, or aplay. Thepostmodernist
argues that the knowledge about social life created
by aresearcher may be better communicated through
ashort story, askit, or amusical piecethan by aschal-
arly journa article. The value of the skit, story or
music liesintelling astory that may stimulate expe-
riences within the people who read or encounter it.
Postmodernismisantidlitist and regjectsthe use of sci-
ence to predict and to make policy decisions. Post-
modernists oppose those who use positivist science
to reinforce power relations and bureaucratic forms
of control over people (see Expansion Box 3, Char-
acteristics of Postmodern Socia Research).

CONCLUSION

Thischapter has presented two important concepts.
First, there are competing approaches to social re-
search based on philosophical assumptions about
the purpose of science and the nature of social real-
ity. Second, theideal-type approaches answer basic
guestions about research differently (see Table 1).
Most researchers operate primarily within one ap-
proach, but many also combine elements from the
others.

Remember that you can study the same topic
from any of these approaches, but each approachim-
pliesgoing about it differently. Thiscan beillustrated
with thetopic of discrimination andjob competition
between minority and magjority groupsin four coun-
tries: aboriginesin the Australian outback, Chinese
in western Canada, African Americans in the mid-
western United States, and Pakistanisin London.

PSS researchers first deduce hypotheses from
ageneral theory about majority—minority relations.
The theory is probably in the form of causal state-
ments or predictions. The researchers next gather
datafrom existing government stati stics or conduct
a survey to precisely measure the factors that the
theory identifies, such astheform of initial contact,
the ratio of numbers in majority versus minority
groups, or thevisibility of racia differences. Finadly,
PSS researchers use statistics to formally test the
theory’s predictions about the degree of discrimi-
nation and the intensity of job competition.



TABLE 1

-

. Reason for
research

2. Nature of
social reality

3. Human
nature

4. Human
agency

5. Role of
common
sense

6. Theory
looks like

7. An expla-
nation that
is true

8. Good
evidence

9. Relevance
of knowledge

10. Place for
values

POSITIVISM

To discover natural
laws so people
can predict and
control events

Stable preexisting
patterns or order
that can be
discovered

Self-interested
and rational
individuals who
are shaped by
external forces

Powerful external
social pressures
shape people’s
actions; free will is
largely illusion

Clearly distinct
from and less
valid than
science

A logical, deduc-
tive system of
interconnected
definitions, axioms,
and laws

Is logically con-
nected to laws and
based on facts

Is based on precise
observations that
others can repeat

An instrumental
orientation is used;

knowledge enables

people to master
and control events

Science is value
free, and values
have no place
except when
choosing a topic

INTERPRETIVE
SOCIAL SCIENCE

To understand
and describe
meaningful
social action

Fluid definitions
of a situation
created by human
interaction

Social beings who
create meaning

CRITICAL SOCIAL

SCIENCE

To smash myths
and empower
people to change
society

Multiple layers
and governed by
hidden, underlying
structures

Creative, adaptive
people with

and who constantly unrealized

make sense of
their worlds

People have signif-
icant volition; they
develop meanings
and have freedom
to make choices

Powerful everyday
theories used by
ordinary people

A description of
how a group’s
meaning system
is generated and
sustained

Resonates or feels
right to those who
are being studied

Is embedded in
the context of
fluid social
interactions

A practical orien-
tation is used;
knowledge helps
us embrace/share
empathetically
others’ life worlds
and experiences

Values are an inte-
gral part of social
life: no group’s
values are wrong,
only different

potential, trapped
by illusion.

Bounded auto-
nomy and free
choice structurally
limited, but the
limits can be
moved

False beliefs that
hide power and
objective
conditions

A critique that
reveals true
conditions and
helps people take
action

Supplies people
with tools needed
to change the
world

Is informed by a
theory that
penetrates the
surface level

A dialectiical
orientation is
used; knowledge
lets people see
and alter deeper
structures

All science must
begin with a value
position; some
positions are right,
some are wrong

FEMINIST

To empower
people to advance
values of nurturing
others and
equality

Gender-structured
power relations
that keep people
oppressed

Gendered beings
with unrealized
potential often
trapped by
unseen forces

Structural limits
based on gender
confines choices,
but new thinking
and action can
breach the limits

False beliefs that
hide power and
objective
conditions

A critique that
reveals true con-
ditions and helps
people see the way
to a better world

Supplies ideas/
tools to help
liberate people
from oppressive
relations

Is informed by
theory that reveals
gender structures

Knowledge raises
awareness and
empowers people
to make change

A Summary of Differences among the Three Approaches to Social Research

POSTMODERN

To express the sub-
jective self, to be
playful, and to
entertain and
stimulate

Chaotic and fluid
without real pat-
terns or master
plan

Creative, dynamic
beings with unreal-
ized potential

People have great
volition, and all
structures are
illusionary

The essence of
social reality that is
superior to scientific
or bureaucratic
forms of reasoning

A performance or
work of artistic
expression that can
amuse, shock, or
stimulate others

No one explanation
is more true; all are
true for those who
accept them

Has aesthetic prop-
erties and resonates
with people’s inner
feelings

Formal knowledge
has no special
value; it can amuse
or bring personal
enjoyment

Values are essential Values are integral

to research, and
feminist ones are
clearly preferred

to research, but all
value positions are
equal
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An|SSresearcher personally talkswith and ob-
serves specific people from both the minority
groups and the majority groups in each of the four
countries. Hisor her conversationsand observations
are used to learn what each group believesto beits
major problem and whether group members feel
that discrimination or job competition is an every-
day concern. The researcher puts what people say
into the context of their daily affairs (e.g., paying
rent, getting involved infamily disputes, having run-
ins with the law, getting sick). After he or she sees
what the minority or majority people think about
discrimination, how they get jobs, how peopleinthe
other group get jobs, and what they actually do to
get or keep jobs, he or she describes findings in
termsthat others can understand.

A CSS researcher begins by looking at the
larger social and historical context. This includes
factors such asthe invasion of Australia by British
colonistsand the nation’s history asaprison colony,
the economic conditions in China that caused
people to migrate to Canada, the legacy of davery
and civil rights struggles in the United States, and
theriseandfall of Britain'scolonial empireand the
migration of peoplefromitsformer colonies. Heor
sheinquiresfrom amoral-critical standpoint: Does
the majority group discriminate against and eco-
nomicaly exploit the minority? The researcher
looks at many sources to document the underlying
pattern of exploitation and to measure the amount
of discrimination in each nation. He or she may ex-
aminestatistical information onincomedifferences
between groups, personally examine living situa-
tions and go with peopleto job interviews, or con-
duct surveys to find out what people now think.
Once the researcher finds out how discrimination
keepsaminority group from getting jobs, he or she
givesresultsto minority group organizations, gives
publiclecturesonthefindings, and publishesresults
in newspapers read by minority group membersin
order to expose the true conditions and to encour-
age political-social action.

What does all of this about three approaches
mean to you in a course on socia research? First,
it means that there is no single, correct approach
to socia science research. This does not mean
that anything goes, nor that there is no ground for

agreement (see Expansion Box 4, Common
Features of the Three Mgjor Approaches to Social
Science). Rather, it means that the basis for doing
social research is not settled. In other words, more
than oneapproachiscurrently “intherunning.” Per-
haps thiswill always be the case. An awareness of
the approaches will help you to read research
reports. Often researchers rely on one approach,
but rarely do they tell you which onethey areusing.

EXPANSION 4

Common Features of the Three Major
Approaches to Social Science

1. All are empirical. Each is rooted in the observable
reality of the sights, sounds, behaviors, situations, dis-
cussions, and actions of people. Research is never
based on fabrication and imagination alone.

2. All are systematic. Each emphasizes meticulous and
careful work. All reject haphazard, shoddy, or sloppy
thinking and observation.

3. All are theoretical. The nature of theory varies, but
all emphasize using ideas and seeing patterns. None
holds that social life is chaos and disorder; all hold
that explanation or understanding is possible.

4. All are public. All say a researcher’s work must be
candidly expressed to other researchers; it should be
made explicit and shared. All oppose keeping the re-
search processes hidden, private, or secret.

5. All are self-reflective. Each approach says re-
searchers need to think about what they do and be
self-conscious. Research is never done in a blind or
unthinking manner. It involves serious contempla-
tion and requires self-awareness.

6. All are open-end processes. All see research as con-
stantly moving, evolving, changing, asking new
questions, and pursuing leads. None sees it as static,
fixed, or closed. Current knowledge or research pro-
cedures are not “set in stone” and settled. They in-
volve continuous change and an openness to new
ways of thinking and doing things.

Thus, despite their differences, all of the approaches
say that the social sciences strive to create systemati-
cally gathered, empirically based theoretical knowl-
edge through public processes that are self-reflective
and open ended.
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Second, the three approaches mean that what
you try to accomplish when you do research (i.e.,
discover laws, identify underlying structures, de-
scribe meaning systems) will vary with the ap-
proach you choose. For example, PSSis likely to
conduct cost-benefit analysis, ISSresearcherstend
to do exploratory research, and CSS researchers
favor action-oriented research. By being aware of
the approaches when you do social research, you
can make an informed decision about the type of
study to conduct.

Third, thevarioustechniquesusedin social re-
search (sampling, interviewing, participant obser-
vation, etc.) are ultimately based on assumptions
and ideas from the approaches. Often you will see

a research technique presented without the back-
ground reasoning on which it was originally based.
By knowing about the approaches, you can better
understand the principles on which the specific re-
search techniques are based. For example, the pre-
cise measures and logic of experimental research
flow directly from positivismwhereasfield research
is based on an interpretive approach.

So far, we have looked at the overall operation
of the research process, different types of studies
and theory, and the threefundamental approachesto
social research. By now, you should have agrasp of
the basic contours of socia research. In the next
chapter, you will see how to locate reports of spe-
cific research projects.

KEY TERMS

abduction idiographic practical orientation
bounded autonomy instrumental orientation praxis

bracketing interpretative social science reflexive-dialectic orientation
causal laws (1SS) reification

constructionist orientation intersubjectivity relativism

covering law model
critical social science (CSS)

determinism natural attitude
dialectic nomothetic
epistemology ontology
explanatory critique paradigm

fal se consciousness
hermeneutics

REVIEW QUESTIONS

How does each approach define socia reality?

How does each approach test a social theory?

N o g bk~ wDdpRE

meaningful social action
mechanical model of man

positivist socia science (PSS)
postul ate of adequacy

technocratic perspective
transcendent perspective
transformative perspective
typification

value-free science
verstehen

voluntarism

Wheat isthe purpose of social research according to each of the three approaches?
Wheat isthe nature of human beings according to each approach?
How are science and common sense different in each approach?

Wheat is social theory according to each approach?

What does each approach say about facts and how to collect them?
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8. How isvalue-free science possiblein each approach? Explain.
9. In what way(s) are the criticisms of positivism by the interpretive and critical

science approaches similar?

10. How does the model of science and the scientific community relate to each of

the three approaches?

NOTES

1. This book is primarily concerned with sociology
(Steinmetz, 20054). For anthropol ogy, see Kean (2005);
for educational research, see Bredo and Feinberg (1982)
and Gubaand Lincoln (1994); for psychology, seeHarré
and Secord (1979) and Rosnow (1981); for political sci-
ence, see Hauptmann (2005) and Sabia and Wallulis
(1983); and for economics, see Hollis (1977), Mitchell
(2005), and Ward (1972). A generd discussion of alter-
natives can be found in Nowotny and Rose (1979).

2. See especially Friedrichs (1970), Giddens (1976),
Gouldner (1970), and Phillips (1971). Genera introduc-
tions are provided by Harré (1972), Suppe (1977), and
Toulmin (1953).

3. Divisions of the philosophies of social science simi-
lar to the approaches discussed in this chapter can be
foundin Benton (1977), Blaikie (1993), Bredo and Fein-
berg (1982), Fay (1975), Fletcher (1974), Gubaand Lin-
coln (1994), Keat and Urry (1975), Lloyd (1986), Miller
(1987), Mulkay (1979), Sabiaand Wallulis (1983), Smart
(1976), and Wilson (1970).

4. For discussions of paradigms, see Eckberg and Hill
(1979), Kuhn (1970, 1979), Masterman (1970), Ritzer
(1975), and Rosnow (1981).

5. In addition to the works listed in note 3, Halfpenny
(1982), Steinmetz (2005), and Turner (1984) have pro-
vided overviewsof positivismin sociology. Also see Gid-
dens (1978). Lenzer (1975) is an excellent introduction
to Auguste Comte.

6. SeeGartell and Gartell (1996, 2002).

7. From Bernard (1988:12-21).

8. SeeHegtvedt (1992).

9. Foradiscussion, see Derksen and Gartell (1992:1715).
10. See Couch (1987). Also see Longino (1990:62-82)
for an excellent analysis of objectivity in positivism.
11. For a discussion, see Bannister (1987), Blumer
(19914, 1991b, 1992), Deegan (1988), Geiger (1986),
Gillespie (1991), Lagemann (1989), Ross (1991),
Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1974), Silva and
Slaughter (1980), and Smith (1996).

12. For afurther discussion of hermeneutics see Bleicher
(1980) and Schwandt (1994; 1997). Sewell (1996; 2005)
also discusses the significance of “reading” text.

13. In addition to the works in note 3, interpretive sci-
ence approaches are discussed in Berger and Luckman
(1967), Bleicher (1980), Cicourel (1973), Garfinkel
(1967, 1974b), Geertz (1979), Glaser and Strauss (1967),
Holstein and Gubrium (1994), Leiter (1980), Mehan and
Wood (1975), Silverman (1972), and Weber (1974, 1981).
14. SeeRoy (2001:7-13) onthe essentialist versus con-
structionist orientation.

15. SeeBrown (1989:34) for more examplesand expla-
nation.

16. Inadditiontotheworksinnote3, critical scienceap-
proaches are discussed in Burawoy (1990), Dickson
(1984), Fay (1987), Glucksmann (1974), Harding (1986),
Harvey (1990), Keat (1981), Lane (1970), Lemert (1981),
Mayhew (1980, 1981), Sohn-Rethel (1978), Veltmeyer
(1978), Wardell (1979), Warner (1971), and Wilson
(1982).

17. For adiscussion of the Frankfurt School, see Botto-
more (1984), Held (1980), Martin (1973), and Slater
(2977). For more on the works of Habermas, see Holub
(1991), McCarthy (1978), Pusey (1987), and Roderick
(1986).

18. See Swartz (1997) on Bourdieu.

19. For discussions of realism, see Bhaskar (1975),
Miller (1987), and Sayer (1992).

20. For discussions of critical realism, seeArcher et al.
(1998), Bhaskar (2003), Danermark et a. (2002), and
Groff (2004).

21. See Sprague and Zimmerman (1989) on feminists
privileged perspectives of women and see Rule (19783,
1978b) on constituenciesthat researchers favor.

22. SeeHabermas (1971, 1973, 1979) for acritical sci-
encecritiqueof positivism asbeing technocratic and used
for domination. He has suggested an emancipatory al-
ternative.

23. SeeOlsen (1994).

24. See Evelyn Fox Keller's (1983) biography of Bar-
baraM cClintock and her other essayson gender and sci-
ence (1985, 1990). Also see Longino (1990), Chapters 6
and 7.

25. From Brannigan (1992).



How to Review the Literature and
Conduct Ethical Studies

The Literature Review
Ethics in Social Research

Conclusion

But since we do not as yet livein a period free from mundane troubles and beyond
history, our problemis not how to deal with a kind of knowledge which shall be
“truthinitself,” but rather how man dealswith his problems of knowing,

bound as he isin his knowledge by his position in time and society.

—Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, p. 188

In hisfield research study of adrug-dealing gang in Chicago housing projects, Venkatesh
(2008:185-186) realized “ Four years deep into my research, it came to my attention that

| might get into alot of troubleif | kept doing what I’ve been doing. . . . | did see alawyer,
and | learned afew important things. First, if | became aware of aplan to physically harm
anyone, | was obligated to tell the police. . . there was no such thing as ‘ research-client
confidentiality, akin to the privilege conferred upon lawyers, doctors, or priests. This
meant that if | were ever subpoenaed to testify against the gang, | would be legally
obligated to participate. . . . Thislegal advice was ultimately helpful in that it led me

to seriously take stock of my research. .. ”

You are ready to design a study on the topic of
gangs. Asyou narrow the broad topic into aspecific
research question (e.g., Do drug-dealing gangsin a
housing project provide services or protection to
other residents or do they only exploit them?), you
encounter two issues. First, areany past studiesrel-
evant to this question (i.e., review the scholarly lit-
erature on gangs)? In practice, the process of
focusing a topic into a research question overlaps
nicely with reviewing the literature. Second, as
you gather data on gangs, what must you do to be
ethical? Specific ethical concerns depend on the
research question and the data coll ection technique.
Human subject issues are most salient in survey
research, experiments, and field research and least

salient in existing documents, secondary data
analysis, content analysis, or historical-comparative
research. Ethical issuesaremoresignificant for con-
troversial topics or areas that might violate a per-
son's privacy or involve illegal behavior than for
“safe topics.” To study illegal gangs, you need
not only to protect yourself from physical attack
but also to be aware of the legal implications. Ide-
ally, unlike Venkatesh’'s study mentioned in the
opening box, you do not want to be doing research
for four years before you learn about the legal-
ethical issues of your research study and need to
change direction.

In this chapter, we move to practical matters
that youwill encounter asyou beginto do your own

From Chapter 5 of Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 7/e. W. Lawrence Neuman.
Copyright © 2011 by Pearson Education. Published by Allyn & Bacon. All rights reserved.
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research study: reviewing the literature, consider-
ing ethical issues, designing a study, measuring
aspects of the socia world, and deciding on what
datato collect.

THE LITERATURE REVIEW

An early and essential step in doing a study isto
review the accumulated knowledge on your re-
search question. This applies to all research ques-
tions and all types of studies. Asin other areas of
life, it iswise to find out what others have already
learned about anissue beforeyou addressit on your
own. Clichés reinforce this advice: Do not waste
time “reinventing the wheel” and remember to “do
your homework” before beginning an endeavor.
This holds true whether you are a consumer of
research or will be beginning astudy yourself.

We begin by looking at the various purposesthe
review might serve. We will also discuss what the
literature is, where to find it, and what it contains.
Next we will explore techniques for systematicaly
conducting areview. Finaly, wewill ook at how to
writeareview andwhet itsplaceisinaresearchreport.

Doingaliteraturereview buildson theideathat
knowledge accumul ates and that we can learn from
and build on what others have done. The review
rests on the principle that scientific research is a
collective effort, one in which many researchers
contribute and share results with one another.
Although some studies may be especially impor-
tant and afew individual researchers may become
famous, one study isjust atiny part of the overall
process of creating knowledge. Today’s studies
build on those of yesterday. Weread studiesto learn
from, compare, replicate, or criticize them.

Literaturereviewsvary in scopeand depth. Dif-
ferent kinds of reviewsare stronger at fulfilling one
or another of four goals (see Expansion Box 1,
Goals of aLiterature Review). Doing an extensive
professional summary review that covers all of
the research literature on a broad question could
takeyearsby askilled researcher. On the other hand,
the same person could finish a narrowly focused
review in a specialized areain aweek. To begin a

EXPANSION 1
Goals of a Literature Review

1. To demonstrate a familiarity with a body of knowl-
edge and establish credibility. A review tells a reader
that the researcher knows the research in an area and
knows the major issues. A good review increases a
reader’s confidence in the researcher’s professional
competence, ability, and background.

2. To show the path of prior research and how a cur-
rent project is linked to it. A review outlines the
direction of research on a question and shows the
development of knowledge. A good review places
a research project in a context and demonstrates
its relevance by making connections to a body of
knowledge.

3. To integrate and summarize what is known in an
area. A review pulls together and synthesizes dif-
ferent results. A good review points out areas in
which prior studies agree, disagree, and major ques-
tions remain. It collects what is known up to a point
in time and indicates the direction for future research.

4. To learn from others and stimulate new ideas. A
review tells what others have found so that a researcher
can benefit from the efforts of others. A good review
identifies blind alleys and suggests hypotheses for
replication. It divulges procedures, techniques, and
research designs worth copying so that a researcher
can better focus hypotheses and gain new insights.

review, you must pick atopic areaor research ques-
tion, determine how much time and effort you can
devote to the study, settle on the appropriate level
of depth, and decide on the best type of review for
your situation (see Expansion Box 2, Six Types of
Literature Reviews). You can combine features of
each typein aspecific review.

Literature Meta-Analysis

A literature meta-analysisis a specia technique
used to create an integrative review or a method-
ological review.! Meta-analysisinvolves gathering
the detailsabout alarge number of previous studies
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EXPANSION 2
Six Types of Literature Reviews

1. Context review. A common type of review in which
the author links a specific study to a larger body of
knowledge. It often appears at the beginning of a
research report and introduces the study by situat-
ing it within a broader framework and showing how
it continues or builds on a developing line of thought
or study.

2. Historical review. A specialized review in which the
author traces an issue over time. It can be merged
with a theoretical or methodological review to show
how a concept, theory, or research method devel-
oped over time.

3. Integrative review. A common type of review in
which the author presents and summarizes the cur-
rent state of knowledge on a topic, highlighting
agreements and disagreements within it. This review
is often combined with a context review or may be
published as an independent article as a service to
other researchers.

4. Methodological review. A specialized type of inte-
grative review in which the author compares and
evaluates the relative methodological strength of var-
ious studies and shows how different methodologies
(e.g., research designs, measures, samples) account
for different results.

5. Self-study review. A review in which an author
demonstrates his or her familiarity with a subject
area. It is often part of an educational program or
course requirement.

6. Theoretical review. A specialized review in which
the author presents several theories or concepts
focused on the same topic and compares them on
the basis of assumptions, logical consistency, and
scope of explanation.

and synthesizing the results. A meta-analysis pro-
ceedsin five steps:

1. Locateal potential studieson aspecific topic
or research question

2. Develop consistent criteria and screen studies
for relevance and/or quality

3. ldentify and record relevant information for
each study

4. Synthesize and analyze the information into
broad findings

5. Draw summary conclusions based on the
findings

For ameta-analysisof quantitative studies, relevant
information in step 3 often includes sample size,
measures of variables, methodological quality, and
size of the effects of variables, and in step 4, this
information is analyzed statistically (see Example
Box 1, Meta-Analysis of Quantitative Studies).
A meta-analysis of qualitative studiesisalittle dif-
ferent. The relevant information in step 3 includes
qualitative descriptions that are coded into a set of
categories, and in step 4 the results are synthesized
qualitatively to reveal recurrent themes (see
Example Box 2, Meta-Analysis of Qualitative
Studies).

In addition to using meta-analysis to identify
major findingsacrossmany studies, wecanalso use
it to identify how contributors in a research case
define and use major concepts. For example, Fulk-
erson and Thompson (2008) examined the concept
of “social capital” over 18 years(1988-2006). They
identified 1,218 articles in 450 academic journals
with the term social capital in thetitle or abstract.
They coded the articlesin seven waysto define the
concept and identified the “founding scholar” on
the concept that the articlecited. They also used sta-
tistical techniquesto analyzethe patternsthat show
use of definition acrosstime and by specialty area.

Where to Find Research Literature

Researchers can find reports of research studiesin
severa formats: books, scholarly journal articles,
dissertations, government documents, and policy
reports. Researchersal so present findings as papers
at the meetings of professional societies. This sec-
tion discusses each format and provide a simple
road map on how to access them.

Meta-analysis A special type of literature review
in which a writer organizes the results from many
studies and uses statistical techniques to identify com-
mon findings in them.
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EXAMPLE 1
Meta-Analysis of Quantitative Studies

Cheng and Chan (2008) conducted a meta-analysis of
133 studies on the issue of job insecurity. Their interest
was in the impact of job insecurity on health outcomes.
They considered three factors: job tenure (i.e., how long
a person worked at a job), age, and gender. Their pur-
pose was to learn how job tenure, age, and gender
might weaken or intensify how job insecurity influ-
enced outcomes. First, they identified possible relevant
studies by searching the keywords job security and job
insecurity in several databases of studies published
from 1980 to 2006. They also manually searched fif-
teen academic journals, searched for unpublished
dissertations, and contacted leading scholars about any
unpublished studies they had conducted. Next the
researchers screened the potential studies using

EXAMPLE 2
Meta-Analysis of Qualitative Studies

Marston and King (2006) conducted a meta-analysis
of 268 qualitative studies published between 1990
and 2004 of young people’s sexual behavior. Their
interest was in how sexual behaviors among young
people might influence the spread of HIV infections
because almost half of all such infections occur within
this age group. The authors wanted to examine qual-
itative studies because they were interested in what
happened during a sexual encounter, reasons for the
behavior, and the context of the behavior. In contrast,
most quantitative studies examined only simple, iso-
lated questions such as the percentage of young
people who use condoms. They identified all studies
in English published between 1990 and 2004 that
provided qualitative empirical evidence about sexual
relations among persons 10-25 years old. The authors
included studies that concentrated on other issues
(e.g., drug use) but also included sexual behavior.
They searched numerous databases of articles and
books and investigated the catalogs of 150 academic
libraries in the United Kingdom. They found 5,452

selection criteria. To be included the study, a report had
to be in English, use the term job insecurity in a way
that matched the authors’ definition, report certain
types of statistical results, and include all variables of
interest. After they had identified 133 acceptable stud-
ies, two graduate student raters coded results from
each. Information coded included sample size, mea-
sures of key variables, correlations among variables,
and size of statistical effects. Next Cheng and Chan
statistically analyzed the coded information. From their
statistical analysis of results, the authors concluded that
compared to younger and less experienced employ-
ees, older employees and those with longer job tenure
experience suffered more negative physical and psy-
chological health outcomes due to job insecurity.

potential reports based on a search of titles but nar-
rowed these to 2,202 based on relevance of the title.
They narrowed them further to 268 studies (246 jour-
nal articles and 22 books) based on inclusion criteria:
excluding studies on child sexual abuse and com-
mercial sex work, or those that were not available in
full. They also classified documents as primary and
high quality (e.g., very specific descriptions of sexual
encounters with contexts) and secondary (e.g., reports
of attitudes, lacking evidence for statements made).
Of the 268 documents, 121 were classified as primary.
Martson and King used a method of comparative the-
matic analysis in which they reviewed and coded the
documents/studies that represented themes found in
the studies (e.g., violence against women, fear of
embarrassment), and then collapsed these codes into
broad overall themes. They identified seven broad
themes, such as gender stereotypes that were critical
in determining social expectations (e.g.,, women, not
men, should be chaste; men are expected to seek
physical pleasure and women romantic love).
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Periodicals. Study results appear in newspapers,
in popular magazines, on television or radio broad-
casts, and in Internet news summaries, but theseare
not the full, complete reports of research you need
to prepare a literature review. They are selected,
condensed summaries prepared by journalistsfor a
general audience. They lack many essential details
that werequireto serioudy evaluatethe study. Text-
books and encyclopedias also present condensed
summariesasintroductionsto readerswho are new
to atopic. Thesetoo are inadequate for preparing a
literature review because many essential details
about the study are absent.

Navigating the world of published scholarly
articles can be intimidating at first. When asked to
do a“literature review,” many beginning students
Google the topic on the Internet or go to familiar
nonprofessional, nonscholarly magazines or news-
paper articles. Social science studentsneedtolearn
to distinguish between scholarly publications that
report on research studies and popular or layperson
entertainment or newsarticlesfor thelay public (see
Table 1). They need to movefrom lay public sources
and rely on serious scholarly publications written
for a professional audience.

Professional researchers present the results of
studiesin one of severa forms: academic research
books (often called monographs), articlesin schol-
arly journals, chapters in edited academic books,
and paperspresented at professiona meetings. Sim-
plified, abbreviated, and “predigested” versions of
articlesappear intextbookswritten for studentswho
arefirst learning about atopic or injournalistic sum-
mariesin publicationsfor thepublic. Unfortunately,
the simplified summaries can give anincomplete or
distorted picture of a complete study. Researchers
must locate the original scholarly journal articleto
see what the author said and the data show.

Upper-level undergraduates and graduate stu-
dentswriting aseriousresearch paper should rely on
theacademic literature, that is, original articles pub-
lishedin academic scholarly journals. Unfortunately,
students may find some of the scholarly articlestoo
difficult or technical tofollow. Theupsideisthat the
articlesarethe“real McCoy,” or original reports, not
another person’s (mis)reading of the original.

Researchersalso may find atypeof nonresearch
publication with commentariesontopicsor research
questions. These are discussion-opinion magazines
(e.g., American Prospect, Cato Journal, Commen-
tary, Nation, National Review, New Republic, New
York Review of Books, Policy Review, and
Public Interest). Inthem, professionalswrite essays
expressing opinions, beliefs, value-based ideas, and
speculation for the educated public or professionals.
They do not contain original empirical research or
actual scientific studies. They may be classified as
“academicjournals’ (versusgenera magazines) and
may be “peer reviewed,” but they do not contain
original reports of empirical research. For example,
Policy Review covers many topics: law enforcement,
criminal justice, defense and military, politics, gov-
ernment and international relations, and political sci-
ence. The leading conservative “think tank,” the
Heritage Foundation, publishes material asaforum
for conservative debate on major political issues.
At times, professors or professional researchers
who also conduct seriousresearch studies contribute
their opinions and speculation in such publications.
These publications must be used with caution. They
present debates, opinions, and judgments, not the
official reports of serious empirical research. If you
want to write a research paper based on empirical
research (e.g., an experiment, survey data, field
research), you need torely on specialized sources. If
yOu use an opinion essay article, you need totreat it
assuch and never confuseit with anempirical social
science study.

Researchers use specialized computer-based
search toolsto locate articlesin the scholarly liter-
ature. They also must learn the specialized formats
or citation styles for referring to sources. Profes-
sional social scientistsregularly use search toolsto
tap into and build on a growing body of research
studies and scientific knowledge. Knowing how to
locate studies; recognize, read, and evaluate stud-
ies; and properly cite scholarly sourcesis avery
important skill for serious consumers of research
and researchersto master.

Scholarly Journals. Theprimary sourceto usefor
aliteraturereview isthescholarly journal. Itisfilled
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TABLE 1 Types of Publications

TYPE EXAMPLE AUTHOR PURPOSE STRENGTH WEAKNESS

Peer-reviewed Social Science Professional Report on Highest quality,  Technical,

scholarly journal  Quarterly, researchers empirical most accurate, difficult to
Social Forces, research studies  and most read, requires
Journal of to professionals  objective with background
Contemporary and build complete details  knowledge, not
Ethnography knowledge always current

issues

Semischolarly American Professors, Share and Generally Lacks full detail

professional Prospect, professional discuss new accurate, and explanation,

publication Society, policymakers, findings and somewhat often includes
American politicians implications easy to read opinion mixed in
Demographics with the edu- with discussion

cated public

Newsmagazines  Wall Street Respected Report on Easy to read, Semiaccurate,

and newspapers  Journal, journalists current events accessible, incomplete,
Christian in an easy-to- very current distorted, or
Science read, accessible one-sided views
Monitor, way for the lay
Newsweek, public
Time

Serious opinion Nation, Human  Professors, Offer value- Carefully One-sided view

magazines Events, Public professional based ideas and  written and and highly value
Interest, policymakers,  opinions to the reasoned based
Commentary politicians educated public

Popular Esquire, Ebony,  Journalists, Entertain, Easy to read, Often shallow,

magazines Redbook, other writers present and easy to locate inaccurate, and

for the public

Forbes, Fortune

discuss current
events for lay
public

incomplete

with peer-reviewed reports of research. One can
rarely find thesejournalsoutside of collegeand uni-
versity libraries. Recal that most researchers dis-
seminate new findings in scholarly journals. They
arethe heart of the scientific community’s commu-
nication system.

Some scholarly journals are specialized and
have only book reviewsthat provide commentary and
eval uations on academic books (e.g., Contemporary
Sociology, Law and Palitics Book Review), or only

literature review essays (e.g., Annual Review of
Sociology, Annual Review of Psychology, Annual
Review of Anthropol ogy) in which researchersgive
a“state of thefield” essay for others. Publications
that specializeinliteraturereviews can offer useful
introductionsor overviewson atopic. Many schol-
arly journals include a mix of literature reviews,
book reviews, reports on research studies, and the-
oretical essays.



HOW TO REVIEW THE LITERATURE AND CONDUCT ETHICAL STUDIES

No simple solution or “seal of approval” sepa
rates scholarly journals from other periodicals or
instantly distinguishes aresearch study report from
other types of articles. To identify aresearch study
you need to develop judgment skills or ask experi-
enced researchers or professional librarians. None-
theless, learning to distinguish among types of
publications is an essential skill to master. One of
the best ways to distinguish among types of publi-
cationsistoread many articlesin scholarly journals.

Thenumber of scholarly journalsvarieswidely
according to academic field. Psychology has more
than 400 scholarly journals, sociology has about
250, political science and communication have
fewer than sociology, anthropology-archaeol ogy
and social work each has about 100, urban studies
and women's studies have about 50, and crimi-
nology has only about a dozen. The “pure’ aca-
demic fields usually have more than the “ applied”
or practical fields such asmarketing or socia work.
Each journal publishes from a few dozen to more
than 100 articles each year.

You may wonder whether anyone ever reads
all of these articles. One study found that in a
sample of 379 sociology articles, 43 percent were
cited in another study in the first year after publi-
cation and 83 percent within 6 years.2 Scholarly
journals vary by prestige and acceptance rates.
Prestigious journals accept only 10 percent of the
research reports submitted to them. Overall rejec-
tion rates are higher in the social sciencesthan in
other academic fields and have been rising.2 This
doesnot mean that researchers are doing low-qual -
ity studies. Rather, thereview processisbecoming
morerigorous, standards arerising, and more stud-
ies are being conducted. This means that the com-
petition to publish an article in a highly respected
journal hasincreased.

You can find the full text of many scholarly
journal articles on the Internet. Usually, to access
them you need to go through librariesthat pay spe-
cial subscription fees for online article searching
services, or a source tool. Some journals or pub-
lishers offer limited articles or sell them. For
example, | wasabletoview current articlesin Social
Science Quarterly (a respected scholarly journal)
free on the Internet, but when | tried to read an

articlein Politicsand Society online, | wasasked to
pay $25 per article; however, if | had access to it
through my university library, the article was free.

Article search services may have full, exact
copies of scholarly journal articles. For example,
JSTOR and Project MU SE provide exact copiesbut
only for alimited number of scholarly journalsand
only for past years. Other source tools, such as
Anthrosource, Proquest, EBSCO HOST, or Wilson
Web offer afull-text version of recent articles. Most
articlesareinthesameformat astheir print versions.
In addition to searching the database of articles
using asourcetool, you can also select aparticular
journal and browseitstable of contentsfor particu-
lar issues. This can be very useful for generating
new ideasfor research topics, seeing an established
topic in creative ways, or expanding an ideainto
new areas. Each online source tool has its own
search procedure and list of scholarly journals.
None hasall articlesfrom all journalsfor al years.

Some recent Internet-only scholarly journals,
caled esjournals(e.g., Sociological Research Online,
Current Researchin Social Psychology, and Journal
of World Systems Research), present peer-reviewed
research studies. Eventually, the Internet format may
replace print versions. But for now, about 95 percent
of scholarly journalsareavailablein print formand
most are available in a full-text version over the
Internet. Internet access nearly alwaysrequiresthat
you usean onlineservicethrough alibrary that pays
an annual feeto useit. Certain journalsand certain
years are not yet available online.

Once you locate a scholarly journal that con-
tainsempirical research studies, you next locate spe-
cificarticles. You need to make surethat aparticular
article presents the results of a study because jour-
nals often publish several other typesof article. Itis
easier to identify quantitative studies because they
usually have a methods or data section as well as
charts, statistical formulas, and tables of numbers.
Qualitative research articles are more difficult
to identify, and many students confuse them with
theoretical essays, literature review articles, idea
discussion essays, policy recommendations, book
reviews, and legal case analyses. To distinguish
among these types requires a grasp of the varieties
of research and experienceinreading many articles.
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Most college libraries have a section for schol-
arly journalsand magazines, or, in some cases, they
mix thejourna swith books. Look at amap of library
facilities or ask alibrarian to identify this section.
The most recent i ssues, which look like magazines,
are often physically separate in a“current periodi-
cals’ section where they are temporarily available
until the library receivesall issues of avolume.

Libraries place scholarly journals from many
fieldstogether with popul ar, nonscholarly magazines.
All areperiodicds, or “serids’ inthejargon of librar-
ians. Thus, you will find popular magazines (e.g.,
Time, Road and Track, Cosmopolitan, and The
Atlantic) next to journals for astronomy, chemistry,
mathematics, literature, sociology, psychology, social
work, and education. Libraries list journasin their
catalog system by title and can provide alist of the
periodicalsto which they subscribe.

Scholarly journals are published asrarely as
onceayear or asfrequently asweekly. Most appear
four tosix timesayear. For example, Social Science
Quarterly, like other journals with the word
quarterlyintheir title, ispublished four timesayear.
To assist in locating articles, each journal issue has
a date, volume number, and issue number. This
information makesit easier tolocatean article. Such
information—along with details such as author,
title, and page number—is called an article's cita-
tion and is used in bibliographies or lists of works
cited. The very first issue of ajournal begins with
volume 1, number 1. It continues increasing the
numbers thereafter. Most journals follow a similar
system, but enough exceptions exist that you need
to pay close attention to citation information. For
most journals, each volume includes one year of
articles. If you see ajournal issue with volume 52,
it probably meansthat thejournal hasbeenin exis-
tencefor 52 years. Mogt, but not al, journals begin
their publishing cyclein January.

Citation Details of a scholarly publication’s location
that helps people to find it quickly.

Abstract A short summary of a scholarly journal
article that usually appears at its beginning; also a ref-
erence tool for locating journal articles.

Most journals number pages by volume, not by
issue. Thefirst issueof avolumeusually beginswith
page 1, and page numbering continues through-
out the entire volume. For example, thefirst page of
volume52, issue 4, may be page547. Most journals
have an index for each volume and atable of con-
tentsfor each issuethat liststhetitle, the author’sor
authors' names, and the page on which the article
begins. Issues contain as few as one or two articles
or as many as fifty. Most have eight to eighteen
articles, which each may befivetofifty pageslong.
The articles often have abstr acts, short summaries
on the first page of the article or grouped together
at the front of theissue.

Many libraries do not retain physical paper
copiesof older journals, but to save space and costs
they keep only electronic or microfilm versions.
Because each field may have hundreds of scholarly
journals, with each costing the library $100 to
$3,500 per year in subscription fees, only the large
research libraries subscribe to most of them. You
can also obtain a copy of an article from a distant
library through an interlibrary loan service, asys-
tem by which libraries lend books or materials to
other libraries. Few libraries allow peopleto check
out recent issues of scholarly journals.

If you go to the library and locate the perio-
dicals section, it is fun to wander down the aisles
and skim what is on the shelves. You will see vol-
umes containing many research reports. Each title
of a scholarly journal has a call number like that
of aregular library book. Libraries often arrange
thejournalsalphabetically by title. However, jour-
nals sometimes change titles, creating confusion
if they have been shelved under their original
titles.

Scholarly journals contain articles on research
in an academic field. Thus, most mathematicsjour-
nals contain reports on new mathematical studies
or proofs, literature journals contain commentary
and literary criticism on works of literature, and
sociology journals contain reports of sociological
research. Some journals cover a very broad field
(e.g., socia science, education, public affairs) and
contain reportsfrom the entirefield. Others special-
izeinasubfield (e.g., thefamily, criminology, early
childhood education, or comparative politics).
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Citation Formats. An article’s citation is the key
to locating it. Suppose you want to read the study
by Pampel on cultural taste, music, and smoking
behavior. Its citation says the following: Pampel,
Fred C. 2006. “ Socioeconomic Distinction, Cultural
Tastes, and Cigarette Smoking.” Social Science
Quarterly, 87(1):19-35. It tellsyouto goto anissue
of the scholarly journal Social Science Quarterly
publishedin 2006. The citation does not providethe
month, but it givesthe volume number (87), theissue
as 1, and the page numbers (319-335).

Formatsfor citing literature vary inmany ways.
The most popular format in the text is the internal
citation format of using an author’s last name and
date of publication in parentheses. A full citation
appearsin aseparate bibliography or reference sec-
tion. Thereare many stylesfor full citations of jour-
nal articleswith booksand other types of workseach
having aseparate style. Whenciting articles, itishbest
to check with an instructor, journal, or other outlet
for the required form. Almost all include the names
of authors, article title, journal name, and volume
and page numbers. Beyond these basic elements,
thereisgreat variety. Someincludetheauthors first
names while others use initials only. Some include
all authors; others give only the first one. Some
include information on the issue or month of publi-
cation; others do not (see Figure 1).

Citation formats can be complex. Two major
reference tools on the topic in social science are
Chicago Manual of Syle, which hasnearly 80 pages
on bibliographies and reference formats, and
American Psychological Association Publication
Manual, which devotes about 60 pagesto thetopic.
In sociology, the American Sociological Review
style, with two pagesof styleinstructions, iswidely
followed.

Books. Books communicate many types of infor-
mation, provoke thought, and entertain. The many
types of books include picture books, textbooks,
short story books, novels, popular fiction or non-
fiction, religious books, and children’s books. Our
concern hereiswith those books contai ning reports
of original research or collections of research
articles. Librariesshelvethesebooksand assign call

numbers to them, as they do with other types of
books. You can find citation information on them
(e.g., title, author, publisher) inthelibrary’s catalog
system.

Distinguishing a book reporting on research
from other books can be difficult. You are more
likely to find such booksin a college or university
library. Some publishers, such asuniversity presses,
specialize in publishing research reports. Never-
theless, there is no guaranteed method for identi-
fying one on research without reading it. Some
types of research are more likely to appear in book
form than others. For example, studies by anthro-
pologists and historians are more likely to appear
in book-length reportsthan are those of economists
or psychologists. However, some anthropological
and historical studies are reported in articles, and
some economic and psychologica studies appear
asbooks. In education, socia work, sociology, and
political science, theresultsof long, complex stud-
ies may appear both in two or three articlesand in
book form. Studiesthat involve detailed clinical or
ethnographic descriptions and compl ex theoretical
or philosophical discussions usually appear as
books. Finally, an author who wants to communi-
cate to scholarly peers and to the educated public
may write a book that bridges the scholarly, aca-
demic styleand apopular nonfiction style. L ocating
original research articles in books can be difficult
because no single source lists them.

Three types of books contain collections of
articlesor research reports. Thefirst type, for teach-
ing, called areader, may include original research
reports. Usually, articles on atopic from scholarly
journalsare gathered and edited to be easier for stu-
dents to read and understand. The second type of
collection gathers journal articles or may contain
original research or theoretical essayson aspecific
topic. Some collections contain original research
reportsorganized around aspeciaizedtopicinjour-
nalsthat aredifficult tolocate. Thetable of contents
lists the titles and authors. Libraries shelve these
collections with other books, and somelibrary cat-
alog systemsincludearticleor chapter titles. Findly,
annual research books that are hybrids between
scholarly journals and collections of articles con-
tain reports on studies not found elsewhere. They
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FIGURE 1 Different Reference Citations for a Journal Article

The oldest journal of sociology in the United States, American Journal of Sociology,
reports on a study of virginity pledges by Peter Bearman and Hannah Biickner. It appeared
on pages 859 to 912 of the January 2001 issue (number 4) of the journal, which begins
counting issues in March. It was in volume 106, or the journal’s 106th year. Here are ways
to cite the article. Two very popular styles are those of American Sociological Review (ASR)
and American Psychological Association (APA).

ASR STYLE

Bearman, Peter and Hannah Biickner. 2001. “Promising the Future: Virginity Pledges and
First Intercourse.” American Journal of Sociology 106:859-912.

APA STYLE

Bearman, P, and Biickner, H. (2001). Promising the future: Virginity pledges and first inter-
course. American Journal of Sociology 106, 859-912.

OTHER STYLES

Bearman, P, and H. Biickner. “Promising the Future: Virginity Pledges and First Intercourse,”
American Journal of Sociology 106 (2001), 859-912.

Bearman, Peter and Hannah Biickner, 2001.
“Promising the future: Virginity pledges and first intercourse.” Am.J. of Sociol.
106:859-912.

Bearman, P. and Biickner, H. (2001). “Promising the Future: Virginity Pledges and First Inter-
course.” American Journal of Sociology 106 UJanuary): 859-912.

Bearman, Peter and Hannah Biickner. 2001.
“Promising the future: Virginity pledges and first intercourse.” American Journal of
Sociology 106 (4):859-912.

Bearman, P. and H. Biickner. (2001). “Promising the future: Virginity pledges and first inter-
course.” American Journal of Sociology 106, 859-912.

Peter Bearman and Hannah Biickner, “Promising the Future: Virginity Pledges and First
Intercourse,” American Journal of Sociology 106, no. 4 (2001): 859-912.

appear year after year with a volume number for
each year. These volumes, such as the Review of
Research in Political Sociology and Comparative
Social Research, are shelved with books. Some
annual books specializein literature reviews (e.g.,
Annual Review of Sociology and Annual Review of
Anthropology). No comprehensive list of these
booksisavailableasthereisfor scholarly journals.
Theonly way tofind out isby spending alot of time
inthelibrary or asking a researcher who is aready
familiar with atopic area.

Citations or references to books are shorter
than article citations. They include the author’s
name, book title, year and place of publication, and
publisher’s name.

Dissertations. All graduate students who receive
thedoctor of philosophy (Ph.D.) degreearerequired
to complete a work of original research, called
a dissertation thesis. The dissertation is bound
and shelved in the library of the university that
granted the degree. About half of all dissertations
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areeventudly published asbooksor articles. Because
dissertations report on original research, they can
be valuable sources of information. Some students
who receive the master’s degree al so conduct orig-
inal research and write amaster’sthesis, but fewer
master’s theses invol ve serious research, and they
are much more difficult to locate than unpublished
dissertations.

Specialized indexes list dissertations com-
pleted by students at accredited universities. For
example, Dissertation Abstracts International lists
dissertationswith their authors, titles, and universi-
ties. The organization of theindex is by topic with
an abstract of each dissertation. You can borrow
most dissertations via interlibrary loan from the
degree-granting university if it permits this. An
dternativeisto purchaseacopy fromanational dis-
sertation microfilm/photocopy center such as the
one at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, for
U.S. universities. Somelargeresearch librariescon-
tain copies of dissertations from other libraries if
someone previously requested them.

Government Documents. The federa govern-
ment of the United States, the governments of other
nations, state- or provincial-level governments, the
United Nations, and other international agencies
such as the World Bank, sponsor studies and pub-
lish reports of the research. Many college and uni-
versity libraries have these documents in their
holdings, usually in a special “government docu-
ments’ section. Thesereportsarerarely foundinthe
catalog system. You must use specialized lists of
publications and indexes, usually with the help of a
librarian, to locate these reports. Most college and
university libraries hold only the most frequently
requested documents and reports.

Policy Reports and Presented Papers. |f youare
conducting a thorough literature review, you may
look at these two sources. Some are onthe I nternet,
but most are difficult for al but the trained special-
ist to obtain. Research institutes and policy centers
(e.g., Brookings Institute, Institute for Research on
Poverty, Rand Corporation) publish papers and
reports. Some major research libraries purchase
these and shelve them with books. The only way to

be sure of what hasbeen published istowritedirectly
totheinstitute or center and request alist of reports.

Each year the professiond associationsin aca
demic fields (e.g., anthropology, criminal justice,
geography, palitical science, psychology, sociology)
hold annual meetings. Thousands of researchers
assembleto give, listento, or discussoral reports of
recent research. Most oral reportsare also available
as written papers. People who do not attend the
meetings but who are members of the association
receive aprogram of the meeting, listing each paper
to be presented with its title, author, and author’s
place of employment. These people can write
directly to the author and request acopy of the paper.
Many, but not all, of the paperslater appear as pub-
lished articles. Sometime the papers are in online
services (to be discussed).

How to Conduct a Systematic
Literature Review

Define and Refine a Topic. Just asyou must plan
and clearly define atopic and research question as
you begin aresearch project, you need to begin a
literature review with aclearly defined, well-focused
research question and a plan. A good review topic
should be in the form of aresearch question. For
example, “divorce” or “crime’ is much too broad.
A more appropriate review topic might be “What
contributes to the stability of families with step-
children?’ or “Does economic inequality produce
crime rates across nations?” If you conduct a con-
text review for a research project, it should be
slightly broader than the specific research question
being examined. Often, aresearcher will not finaize
aspecificresearch question for astudy until heor she
hasreviewed theliterature. Thereview usualy helps
to focus on the research question.

Design a Search. After choosingafocusedresearch
question for the review, the next step isto plan a
search strategy. You must decide on the type of
review, itsextensiveness, and thetypesof materials
toinclude. Thekey isto be careful, systematic, and
organized. Set parameters on your search: how
muchtimeyou will devotetoit, how far back intime
you will 1ook, the minimum number of research
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reports you will examine, how many libraries you
will visit, and so forth.

Also decide how to record the bibliographic
citation for each reference and how to take notes
(e.g.,inanotebook, on3" X 5" cards, inacomputer
file). You should begin afilefolder or computer file
in which you can place possible sources and ideas
for new sources. As your review proceeds, you
should more narrowly focus on a specific research
question or issue.

Locate Research Reports. Locating research
reports depends on the type of report or research
“outlet” for which you are searching. As a general
rule, use multiple search strategiesto counteract the
limitations of a single search method.

Articles in Scholarly Journals. Asdiscussed earlier,
most social researchispublished in scholarly jour-
nals. With hundreds of journals, each containing
hundreds of articles, an article search can be formi-
dable. Luckily, online servicesand specialized pub-
lications make the task easier.

Perhaps you have used an index for general
publications, such as Reader’s Guideto Periodical
Literature. Many academic fields have “ abstracts’
or “indexes’ for the scholarly literature (e.g., Psy-
chological Abstracts, Social Sciences|ndex, Socio-
logical Abstracts, and Gerontological Abstracts).
For education-related topics, the Educational
Resources Information Center (ERIC) system is
especially valuable. More than one hundred such
source tools are available now. With a source tool
or online service, you can look up articles by title,
author name, or subject.

It may sound asthough all you havetodoisto
go find the source tool and look up atopic. Some-
timesthat ishow it works, but at other times, things
are more complicated. The subjects or topics in
source tools are broad. The specific research ques-
tion that interests you may fit into severa subject
areas. You should check each one. For example, for
thetopic of illegal drugsin high schools, you might
look up these subjects: drug addiction, drug abuse,
substance abuse, drug laws, illegal drugs, high
schools, and secondary schools. Many of thearticles

under a subject area will not be relevant for your
literature review. Also, many timesthereisa3- to
12-month time lag between the publication of an
article and its appearance in asource toal.

Major research-oriented libraries subscribe to
the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) of the In-
stitute for Scientific Information. This valuable
resource has information on more than 1,400 jour-
nals. Itissimilar to other indexes and abstracts, but
it takestimeto learn how to useit. The SSCI comes
infour books. Oneisasourceindex, which provides
complete citation information on journal articles.
The other three booksrefer to articlesin the source
book. The organization is by subject, by university
or research center for which the researcher works,
or by authorswho are cited in thereference sections
of other articles.

You can conduct an online search by author, by
articletitle, by subject, or by keyword. A keyword
isan important term for atopic and is often part of
atitle. Youwill want to use six to eight keywordsin
searchesand consider several synonyms. The com-
puter’s searching method can vary and most ook
for a keyword only in atitle or abstract. If you
choose too few words or very narrow terms, you
will missrelevant articles. If you choose too many
wordsor very broad terms, youwill get ahuge num-
ber of irrelevant articles. The best way to learn the
appropriate breadth and number of keywordsis by
tria and error.

Years ago, | conducted a study on the way
that college students define sexual harassment
(Neuman, 1992). | used the following keywords:
sexual harassment, sexual assault, harassment,
gender equity, gender fairness, and sex discrimi-
nation. | later discovered a few important studies
that lacked any of these keywords in their titles.
| also tried the keywords college student and rape
but got huge numbers of unrelated articles that
| could not even skim.

Numerous computer-assi sted search databases
or systemsare available. A person with acomputer
and an Internet hookup can search articleindex col-
lections, the catalogs of libraries, and other infor-
mation sources around the globethat areaccessible
on the Internet.
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All compuiterized searching methodsshareasim-
ilar logic, but each hasitsown method of operation
to learn. In my study, | looked for sourcesin the
previous 7 years and used five computerized data-
bases of scholarly literature: Social Science Index,
CARL (Colorado Area Research Library), Sociofile,
Social Science Citation Index, and PsychLit.

Oftenyouwill locatethe samearticlein severa
source tool databases; however, if you use several
for your search, youwill seethat one hasarticlesnot
foundintheothers. A critical lessonis. “Donot rely
exclusively on computerized literature searches, on
abstracting services, [or] ontheliteratureinasingle
discipling, or on an arbitrarily defined time period”
(Bausell, 1994:24). For example, | discovered sev-
eral new excellent sources not in any databases by
studying the bibliographies of the most relevant
articles. My literature search process was fairly
typical. Based on my keyword search, | quickly
skimmed or scanned the titles or abstracts of more
than 200 sources. From these, | selected about
80 articles, reports, and booksto read. | found about
49 of the 80 sourcesvaluable, and they areincluded
in the bibliography of the published article.

Scholarly Books. Finding scholarly books on a
subject can bedifficult. The subject topicsof library
catalog systems are usually incomplete and too
broad to be useful. Moreover, they list only books
that areinaparticular library system, although you
may beableto search other librariesfor interlibrary
loan books. Libraries organize books by call num-
bers based on subject matter. Again, the subject
matter classifications may not reflect the subjects
of interest to you or all of the subjectsdiscussedin
abook. Librarians can help you locate books from
other libraries. For example, the Library of Con-
gressNational Union Catalog listsall booksinthe
U.S. Library of Congress. Librarianshave accessto
sourcesthat list booksat other libraries, or you can
usethe Internet. Thereis no surefire way to locate
relevant books. Use multiple search methods, such
as checking journals that have book reviews and
the bibliographies of articles.

Dissertations. The publication Dissertation Ab-
stracts International lists most dissertations. Like

theindexesand abstractsfor journal articles, it orga
nizes dissertations by broad subject category,
author, and date. Researchers look up all titlesin
the subject areasthat includetheir topic of interest.
Unfortunately, after you have located the disserta-
tion title and abstract, you may find that obtaining
acopy of it takestime and involves added costs.

Government Documents. The" government doc-
uments” sections of libraries contain specialized
lists of these documents. A useful index for publi-
cations issued by the U.S. federal government is
the Monthly Catalog of Government Documents,
which is often available online. It has been issued
since 1885, but other supplemental sources should
be used for research into documents more than a
decade old. The catalog has an annual index, and
monthly issues have subject, title, and author
indexes. Indexesto Congressional Hearings, another
useful source, lists committees and subjects going
back to the late 1930s. The Congressional Record
contains debates of the U.S. Congress with syn-
opses of hills, voting records, and changesin bills.
United States Statutes lists each individual U.S.
federal law by year and subject. The Federal Reg-
ister, adaily publication of the U.S. government,
containsall rules, regulations, and announcements
of federal agencies. It hasboth monthly and annual
indexes. Other indexes include treaties, technical
announcements, and so forth. Other governments
have similar lists. For example, the British gov-
ernment’s Government Publications Index lists
government publicationsissued during ayear. Parl-
iamentary Paperslistsofficial social and economic
studies going back 200 years. It is usualy best to
rely on the expertise of librariansfor assistance in
using these specialized indexes. Thetopicsused by
index makersmay not bethe best onesfor your spe-
cific research question.

Policy Reports and Presented Papers. Policy
reports and presented conference papers are diffi-
cult tolocate. You may seethem listed in the bibli-
ographies of published studies and in some source
tools. Often you must writeto research centersand
ask for lists of their publications, obtain lists of
papers presented at professional meetings, and so
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forth. Onceyou locate aresearch report, try writing
to the relevant author or institute.

How to Evaluate Research Articles

After youlocate apublished study, you need to read
and evaluateit. At first, thisisdifficult but becomes
easier over time. Guidelines to help you read and
evaluate reports you find and locate models for
writing your own research reports follow.

1. Examinethetitle. A goodtitleisspecific,
indicatesthe nature of the research without describ-
ing the results, and avoids asking ayes or no ques-
tion. It describesthe topic, may mention one or two
major variables, and tells about the setting or par-
ticipants. An example of a good title is “Parental
Involvement in Schooling and Reduced Discipline
Problems among Junior High School Studentsin
Singapore.” A good title informs readers about a
study whereas abad title either isvague or overem-
phasizestechnical detailsor jargon. The same study
could have been titled “A Three-Step Correlation
Anaysisof Factors That Affect Segmented Behav-
ioral Anxiety Reduction.”

2. Read the abstract. A good abstract sum-
marizes critical information about a study. It gives
the study’s purpose, identifies methods used, and
highlightsmajor findings. It avoi dsvague references
to future implications. After an initial screening by
title, you should be able to determine areport’s rel-
evance from awell-prepared abstract. In addition to
screening for relevance, atitle and abstract prepare
you for examining areport in detail. | recommend a
two-stage screening process. Use the title and
abstract to determinethearticle’ sinitia relevance. If
it appearsrelevant, quickly scantheintroductionand
conclusion sections to decide whether it is ared
“keeper” (i.e., worthinvestinginadow, careful read-
ing of the entire article). Most likely, you will dis-
cover afew articlesthat are central to your purpose
and many that are tangential. They are only worth
skimming to locate one or two specific relevant
details. Exercise caution not to pull specific details
out of context.

3. Readthearticle. Beforereadingtheentire
article, you may want to skim the first several

paragraphs at the beginning and quickly read the
conclusion. Thiswill giveyou apicture of what the
articleisabout. Certain factors affect the amount of
time and effort and overall payoff from reading a
scholarly article. Thetime and effort are lower and
results higher under three conditions: (1) thearticle
isahigh-quality articlewith awell-defined purpose,
clear writing, and smooth, logical organization, (2)
you are sharply focused on a particular issue or
guestion, and (3) you have asolid theoretical back-
ground, know alot about the substantive topic, and
arefamiliar with research methodol ogy. Asyou see,
agreat deal depends on reader preparation. You can
develop good reader preparation to quickly “size
up” an article by recognizing the dimensions of a
study, itsuse of theory, and the approach used. Also,
be awarethat authorswrite with different audiences
in mind. They may target anarrow, highly special-
ized sector of the scientific community; writefor a
broad cross-section of studentsand scholarsin sev-
eral fields; or address policymakers, issue advo-
cates, and applied professionals.

When you read a highly relevant article, begin
with the introduction section. It has three purposes:
(2) to introduce a broad topic and make atransition
to aspecificresearch questionthat will bethestudy’s
primary focus, (2) to establishtheresearch question’s
significance (intermsof expanding knowledge, link-
ing to past studies, or addressing an applied concern),
and (3) to outlineatheoretical framework and define
major concepts. Sometimes an article blends the
introductionwith acontext literaturereview; at other
timestheliterature review is a separate section.

To perform agood literature review, you must
be selective, comprehensive, critical, and current.
By being selective, you do not list everything ever
written on atopic, only the most relevant studies.
By being comprehensive, you include past studies
that are highly relevant and do not omit any impor-
tant ones. More than merely recounting past stud-
ies, you should be critically evaluative, that is, you
comment on thedetail s of some specific studiesand
evauatethem asthey relateto the current study. You
will not know everything about your study until it
isfinished, so plan to fine-tune and rewrite it after
itis completed.
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You should include recent studiesin your lit-
eraturereview. Depending onitssize and complex-
ity, you may distinguish among theory, methods,
findings, and evaluation. For example, you might
review theoretical issues and disputes, investigate
the methods previous researchers used, and sum-
marizethefindings, highlighting any gapsor incon-
sistencies. An evaluation of past studies can help
youtojustify theimportance of conducting the cur-
rent study.

Depending on the type of research approach
used in an article, a hypothesis or methods section
may follow theliterature review. These sectionsout-
line specific data sources or methods of datacollec-
tion, describe how variableswere measured, whether
sampling was used, and, if so, the details about it.
You may find these sections tightly written and
packed with technical details. They are longer in
quantitative than qualitative studies.

After amethods section comesthe results sec-
tion. If the study is quantitative research, it should
do morethan present acollection of statistical tables
or coefficients and percentages. It should discuss
what the tables and data show. If it is qualitative
research, it should be more than alist of quotations
or straight description. The organization of data
presentation usually begins simply by painting a
broad scope and then goes into complexities and
specific findings. Data presentation includes a
straightforward discussion of the central findings
and notestheir significance. In quantitativeresearch,
it is not necessary to discuss every detail in atable
or chart. Just note major findings and any unex-
pected or unusual findings. In a good article, the
author will guidethereader through the data, point-
ing out what isinthe study, and show all datadetails.
In qualitative research, the organization of data
often tells a story or presents a line of reasoning.
Readers follow the author’s story but are free to
inquire about it.

In some articles, the author combines the dis-
cussion and results sections. In others, they are sep-
arate. A discussion section moves beyond simple
description. It elaborates on the implications of
results for past findings, theory, or applied issues.
The section may include implications for build-
ing past findings from the literature review, and

implicationsfor the specific research question. The
discussion section may alsoincludecommentary on
any unexpected findings.

Most researchersinclude methodological lim-
itations of the study in the discussion. This often
includeshow the specific measures, sampling, cases,
location, or other factors restrict the generalizabil-
ity of findings or are open to alternative explana-
tions. Full candor and openness are expected. In a
good article, theauthor isself-critical and showsan
awareness of the study’s weaknesses.

After you have read the discussion and results
sections, read the article's conclusion or summary
for a second time. A good conclusion/summary
reviews the study’s research question, major find-
ings, and significant unexpected results. It also out-
lines future implications and directions to take.
You may want to look for an appendix that may
include additional study detailsand review theref-
erence or bibliography section. An article’s bibli-
ography can give you leads to related studies or
theoretical statements.

Reading and critically evaluating scholarly
articlestakes concentration and time, andit improves
with practice. Despite the peer-review process and
manuscript rejection rates, articles vary in quality.
Some may contain errors, sloppy logic, or gaps. Be
aware that atitle and introduction may not mesh
with specific detailsin the results section. Authors
do not dwaysdescribeall findings. Thereader with
aclearly focused purpose may notice new detailsin
thefindings by carefully poring over an article. For
example, an author may not mention important
results evident in a statistical table or chart or
may placetoo much attention on minor or marginal
results. As you evaluate an article, notice exactly
how the study it reports was conducted, how logi-
cally its partsfit together, and whether the conclu-
sionsredly flow from al of the findings.

How to Take Notes

Asyou gather the relevant research literature, you
may feel overwhelmed by the quantity of informa-
tion, so you need a system for taking notes. The
old-fashioned note-taking approach was to write
the notes onto index cards and then shift and sort
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thenotecards, placethemin piles, and soforthwhile
looking for connections among them or develop-
ing an outline for areport or paper. This method
still works. Today, however, most people use word
processing software and gather photocopies or
printed versions of many articles.

Asyou discover new sources, you may want to
createtwo filetypesfor notecardsor computer doc-
uments, a source file and a content file. Record all
bibliographic information for each source in the
sourcefile even though you may not use some of it.
Do not forget anything in acomplete bibliographic
citation, such as a page number or the name of the
second author; if you do, you will regret it later. It
isfar easier to erase asource you do not use than to
try to locate bibliographic information later for a
source you discover that you need or from which
you forgot one detail. | suggest creating two kinds
of source files, or dividing a master file into two
parts: havefileand potential file. Thehavefileisfor
sourcesthat you havefound and for which you have
already taken content notes. The potential fileisfor
leads and possible new sourcesthat you have yet to
track down or read. You can add to the potential file
anytime you come across a new source or a new
article's bibliography. Toward the end of writing a
report, the potential filewill disappear and the have
filewill become your bibliography.

The content file contains substantive informa-
tion of interest from asource, usually itsmajor find-
ings, details of methodol ogy, definitionsof concepts,
or interesting quotes. If you quote directly from a
source or want to take some specific information
fromit, you must record the specific page number(s)
on which it appears. Link the files by putting key
sourceinformation, such asauthor and date, on each
content file.

What to Record. You must decide what to record
about an article, book, or other source. It is better
to err in the direction of recording too much rather
than too little. In general, record the hypotheses
tested, the measurement of major concepts, the
main findings, the basic design of theresearch, the
group or sample used, and ideas for future study
(seeFigure?2). Itiswiseto examinethereport’sbib-

liography and note sourcesthat you can add to your
search.

Photocopying all relevant articlesor reportswill
saveyoutimerecording notesand will ensurethat you
will have an entire report. Also, you can make notes
onthephotocopy, but consider several factsabout this
practice. First, photocopying can be expensive for a
largeliterature search. Second, be aware of and obey
copyright laws. U.S. copyright laws permit photo-
copying for personal research use. Third, remember
to record or photocopy theentirearticle, including all
citation information. Fourth, organizing alarge pile
of articlescan becumbersome, especialy if youwant
touseseverd different partsof asinglearticle. Findly,
unlessyou highlight carefully or takegood notes, you
may haveto reread the entire article later.

Organize Notes. After you have gathered many
referencesand notes, you need an organizing method.
Oneapproachisto group various studiesor specific
findings by skimming notes and creating a mental
map of how they fit together. Try several organiza-
tional plans before you settle on afina one. Orga-
nizing is a skill that improves with practice. For
example, place notes into piles representing com-
mon themes or draw charts comparing what differ-
ent reports state about the same question, noting any
agreements and disagreements.

Inthe process of organizing notes, youwill find
that some references and notesdo not fit anywhere.
You should discard them as being irrelevant. You
may discover gaps or areas and topicsthat arerele-
vant but you have not examined yet. This necessi-
tatesreturn visitsto thelibrary.

Thebest organi zational method dependson the
purposeof thereview. A context review impliesorgea
nizing recent reports around aspecific research ques-
tion. A historical review implies organizing studies
by major theme and by the date of publication. An
integrativereviewimpliesorganizing studiesaround
core common findings of a field and the main
hypothesestested. A methodol ogical reviewimplies
organizing studiesby topic and, withineach topic, by
the design or method used. A theoretical review
implies organizing studies by theories and major
thinkers.
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FIGURE 2 Example of Notes on an Article

FULL CITATION ON BIBLIOGRAPHY (SOURCE FILE)

Bearman, Peter, and Hannah Biickner. 2001. “Promising the Future: Virginity Pledges
and First Intercourse.” American Journal of Sociology 106:859-912. January, issue
no. 4).

NOTE CARD (CONTENT FILE)

Bearman and Biickner 2001 Topics: Teen pregnancy & sexuality,
pledges/promises, virginity, first sexual
intercourse, S. Baptists, identity movement

Since 1993, the Southern Baptist Church sponsored a movement among teens
whereby the teens make a public pledge to remain virgins until marriage. Over
2.5 million teens have made the pledge. This study examines whether the pledge
affected the timing of sexual intercourse and whether pledging teens differ from
nonpledging teens. Critics of the movement are uncomfortable with it because
pledge supporters often reject sex education, hold an overly romanticized view of
marriage, and adhere to traditional gender roles.

Hypothesis

Adolescents will engage in behavior that adults enjoy but that is forbidden to them
based on the amount of social controls that constrain opportunities to engage in
forbidden behavior. Teens in nontraditional families with greater freedom and less
supervision are more likely to engage in forbidden behavior (sex). Teens in tradi-
tional families and who are closer to their parents will delay sexual activity. Teens
closely tied to “identity movements” outside the family will modify behavior based
on norms the movements teach.

Method

Data are from a national health survey of U.S. teens in grades 7—12 who were in
public or private schools in 1994-1995. A total of 90,000 students in 141 schools
completed questionnaires. A second questionnaire was completed by 20,000 of the
90,000 students. The questionnaire asked about a pledge, importance of religion,
and sexual activity.

Findings

The study found a substantial delay in the timing of first intercourse among
pledgers, yet the effect of pledging varies according to the age of the teen. In addi-
tion, pledging works only in some social contexts (i.e., where it is at least partially
a social norm). Pledgers tend to be more religious, less developed physically, and
from more traditional social and family backgrounds.
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Planning and Writing the Review

A literaturereview requiresplanning and clear writ-
ing, and it requiresrewriting. All rulesof good writing
(e.g., clear organizational structure, anintroduction
and conclusion, transitions between sections) apply
towriting aliteraturereview. Keep your purposesin
mind whenyou write, and communicate clearly and
effectively.

You want to communicate areview's purpose
to readers by the review’s organization. Thewrong
way to write areview isto list a series of research
reportswithasummary of thefindingsof each. This
fails to communicate a sense of purpose. It reads
as a set of notes strung together. When | see these,
| think that the review writer was s oppy and skipped
over animportant organizational stepinwriting the
review. The correct way to writeareview isto syn-
thesize and organize common findings together.
A well-accepted approach is to address the most
important ideasfirst, logically link common state-
ments or findings, and note di screpancies or weak-
nesses (see Example Box 3, Examples of Bad and
Good Reviews).

How to Use the Internet for
Social Research

Thelnternet hasrevolutionized how social researchers
work. A little more than adecade ago, it wasrarely
used; today, all social researchers use the Internet
regularly to help them review theliterature, commu-
nicate with other researchers, and search for other
information. The Internet continues to expand and
change. However, it has been amixed blessing, not
the panaceathat some people first thought it might
be. It providesnew, fast, and important waysto find
information, but it remains one tool among others.
Using the Internet for social research hasitsadvan-
tages and disadvantages.

The Advantages.

1. The Internet is easy, fast, and cheap. Itis
widely accessible, and can beused frommany loca-
tions. Thisnearly freeresourceallows peopletofind
source material from almost anywhere: local pub-
liclibraries, homes, labsor classrooms, coffee shops,

or anywhere acomputer can connect to the Internet.
It operates 24 hoursaday, 7 daysaweek. With min-
imal training, most people can quickly perform
searches and get information that a few years ago
would have required them to take a trip to large
research libraries. Searching avast quantity of infor-
mation ectronicaly iseasier and faster than aman-
ual search. TheInternet greatly expandsthe amount
and variety of sourcematerial. In addition, oncethe
information islocated, aresearcher can often store
it electronically or printit at alocal site.

2. Thelnternet has* links’ that provide addi-
tional waysto find and connect to other sources of
information. Web sites, home pages, and other
Internet resource pages have links that can call up
information from related sites or sourcessimply by
clicking onthelink indicator (usually abutton or a
highlighted word or phrase). Thisconnectsthe user
to more information and provides access to cross-
referenced material. Linksembed one sourcewithin
anetwork of related sources.

3. Thelnternet greatly speedstheflow of infor-
mation around theglobeand hasa"“ democratizing”
effect. It providesrapid transmission of information
(e.g., text, news, data, and photos) across long dis-
tancesand national borders. Accessing somereports
10 yearsago required waiting aweek or month and
spending some money; today you obtain them
within seconds at no cost. Almost no restrictions
limit who puts material on the Internet or what
appearson it. This means that people who had dif-
ficulty publishing or disseminating materials can
now do so with ease. Because of its openness, the
Internet reinforces the norm of universalism.

4. Thelnternet providesaccesstoavast range
of information sources, some in formats that are
quite dynamic and interesting. You can access a
report in black-and-whitetext, asintraditional aca-
demic journals and sources, or with bright colors,
graphics, moving images, photos, and even audio
and video clips. Authorsand other creatorsof infor-
mation can be creative in their presentations.

The Disadvantages.
1. Thereisno quality control over what can
be put on the Internet. Unlike standard academic
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EXAMPLE 3
Examples of Bad and Good Reviews

EXAMPLE OF BAD REVIEW

Sexual harassment has many consequences. Adams,
Kottke, and Padgitt (1983) found that some women
students said they avoided taking a class or working
with certain professors because of the risk of harass-
ment. They also found that men and women students
reacted differently. The research was a survey of
1,000 men and women graduate and undergraduate
students. Benson and Thomson'’s study in Socia/
Problems (1982) lists many problems created by sex-
ual harassment. In their excellent book, The Lecher-
ous Professor, Dziech and Weiner (1990) give a long
list of difficulties that victims have suffered.
Researchers study the topic in different ways.
Hunter and McClelland (1991) conducted a study of
undergraduates at a small liberal arts college. They
had a sample of 300 students to whom they gave
multiple vignettes that varied by the reaction of
the victim and the situation. Jaschik and Fretz (1991)
showed 90 women students at a mideastern univer-
sity a videotape with a classic example of sexual
harassment by a teaching assistant. Before it was
labeled as sexual harassment, few women called it
that. When asked whether it was sexual harassment,
98 percent agreed. Weber-Burdin and Rossi (1982)
replicated a previous study on sexual harassment
using students at the University of Massachusetts.
They had 59 students rate 40 hypothetical situations.
Reilley, Carpenter, Dull, and Bartlett (1982) conducted
a study of 250 female and 150 male undergraduates
as well as 52 faculty members at the University of Cal-
ifornia at Santa Barbara. All three sample groups (two
of students and one of faculty) completed a ques-
tionnaire in which respondents were presented
vignettes of sexual-harassing situations that they were

publications, information is subject to no peer-
review or any other review process. Anyone can
put almost anything on aWeb site. It may be poor
quality, undocumented, highly biased, invented
fiction, or plain fraudulent. Onceyou locate mate-
rial onthe Internet, it takes skill to distinguish the
“trash” from valid information. You need to treat
aWeb page with the same caution that one applies

to rate. Popovich et al. (1986) created a nine-item scale
of sexual harassment. They studied 209 undergrad-
uates at a medium-size university in groups of 15 to
25. They found disagreement and confusion among
students.

EXAMPLE OF GOOD REVIEW

The victims of sexual harassment suffer a range of
consequences from lowered self-esteem and loss of
self-confidence to withdrawal from social interaction,
changed career goals, and depression (Adams et al.,
1983; Benson and Thomson, 1982; Dziech and
Weiner, 1990). For example, Adams et al. noted that
13 percent of women students said they avoided tak-
ing a class or working with certain professors because
of the risk of harassment.

Research into campus sexual harassment has taken
several approaches. In addition to survey research,
many have experimented with vignettes or presented
hypothetical scenarios (Hunter and McClelland, 1991;
Jaschik and Fretz, 1991; Popovich et al., 1986; Reilley
et al., 1982; Rossi and Anderson, 1982; Valentine-
French and Radtke, 1989; Weber-Burdin and Rossi,
1982). Victim verbal responses and situational factors
appear to affect whether observers label a behavior as
harassment. There is confusion over the application of
a sexual harassment label for inappropriate behavior.
For example, Jaschik and Fretz (1991) found that only
3 percent of the women students shown a videotape
with a classic example of sexual harassment by a
teaching assistant initially labeled it as sexual harass-
ment. Instead, they called it “sexist,” “rude,” “unpro-
fessional,” or “demeaning.” When asked whether it
was sexual harassment, 98 percent agreed. Roscoe
et al. (1987) reported similar labeling difficulties.

to a paper flyer someone hands out on the street;
it could contain the drivel of a“nut” or be really
valuable information. A less serious problem is
that the “ glitz” of bright colors, music, or moving
images found on sites can distract unsophisticated
users from serious content, and they may confuse
glitzwith high-caliber information. Also, the Inter-
net is better for a quick look and short attention
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EXPANSION 3
Web Sites: Surfer Beware

The rapid diffusion of Internet access and increased
reliance on the Internet for information have pro-
vided many benefits. The Internet is unregulated, so
almost anyone can create a Web site saying almost
anything. In 2000, over 60 million U.S. residents went
online in search of health information. Among those
who use the Internet, more than 70 percent report
the health information they find will influence a deci-
sion about treatment. A study (Berland et al., 2001)
on health information available on the Internet found
that health information is often incomplete or inac-
curate. The researchers used ten English and four
Spanish search engines looking for four search terms:
breast cancer, childhood asthma, depression, and

spans rather than the slow, deliberative, careful
reading and study of content (see Expansion Box
3, Websites: Surfer Beware).

2. Many excellent sources and some critical
resource materials are not available on the Inter-
net. Contrary to popular belief, the Internet has not
made all information free and accessible to every-
one. Often what isfreeis limited, and fuller infor-
mation is available only to those who pay.

3. Finding sourcesonthe Internet can betime
consuming. It isnot easy to locate specific source
materials. The several search engines(e.g., Google,
Bing, Yahoo, Altavista, Lycos, AskJeeves.com)
work somewhat differently and can produce very
different results. | searched for the sameterm, voter
disenfranchisement, using four different search
engines, al within 5 minutes. | looked at the first
three results for each engine. Each search engine
produced one or more sites that the others missed.
Only two Web sites appeared in more than one
search engine; al of the otherswere unique. Of the
two Web sites that were among the top three * hits’
more than once, one of them was a broken link.
Obvioudly, youwant to use multiple search engines
and go beyond thefirst page of results. Most search
engines simply look for specific words in a short
description of the Web page. Search engines can
come up with tens of thousands of sources, far too

obesity. They found that less than one-fourth of the
linked background information on health Web pages
provided valid, relevant information.

Thirty-four physicians evaluated the quality of
25 health Web sites. They concluded that less than
one-half more than minimally covered a topic and
were completely accurate. The researchers found
that, more than half the time, information in one part
of a site contradicted information elsewhere on the
same site and same topic. They also found wide vari-
ation in whether the site provided full source docu-
mentation. On average, only 65 percent of the site
provided accurate documentation of the author and
date of its sources.

many for anyoneto examine. The onesat the “top”
may be there because their short description had
several versions of the search word. Your “best”
Web source might be buried asthe 150th item found
in asearch.

4. Internet sourcescanbe” unstable” and dif-
ficult to document. You can conduct aWeb search
and find Web pages with useful information. You
can return aweek later and find that several of them
have disappeared. Be sure to note the specific uni-
form resource locator (url) or “address’ (usually
starts http://) where the Web page resides. The
addressrefersto an electronic file sitting in acom-
puter somewhere. Unlike ajournal article that will
be stored on a shelf or on microfiche in hundreds
of librariesfor many decadesto comeand areavail-
able for anyone to read,Web pages can quickly
vanish. Thiscan makeitimpossibleto easily check
someone’'s Web references, verify a quote in a
document, or go back to original materials. Also, it
iseasy to copy, modify, or distort asource and then
reproduce copiesof it. For example, aperson could
ater atext passage or aphoto image and then create
anew Web page to disseminate the false informa-
tion. This raisesissues about copyright protection
and the authenticity of source material.

Understanding the Internet, itsjargon, and ways
toidentify aworthwhilesitetakestimeand practice.
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There are few rules for locating the best sites on
the Internet that have useful and truthful informa-
tion. Sourcesthat originate at universities, research
institutes, or government agenciesusually aremore
trustworthy for research purposes than ones that
areindividual home pages of unspecified origin or
location or that a commercial organization or a
political/social issue advocacy group sponsors. In
addition to moving or disappearing, many Web
pages or sourcesfail to provide complete informa-
tion to make citation easy. Quality sources provide
fuller or more completeinformation about the author,
date, location, and so on.

ETHICS IN SOCIAL RESEARCH

We now turn to a second major concern that you
need to address before designing a study. Social
research hasan ethical-moral dimension, although,
different approaches to science address the values
issuedifferently. All approachesrecognizetheeth-
ical dimension to research. It is difficult to appre-
ciatefully theethical dilemmasuntil you aredoing
research, but waiting until the middle of doing a
study istoo late. You need to prepare and consider
ethical concerns as you design a study so you can
build sound ethical practiceinto the design.
Codes of ethics and other researchers provide
guidance, but ethical conduct ultimately dependson
anindividua researcher. You have amora and pro-
fessional obligationto beethical evenwhenresearch
participants are unaware of or unconcerned about
ethics. Indeed, many participantsarelittleconcerned
about protecting their privacy and other rights.*
Theethical issuesarethe concerns, dilemmas,
and conflictsthat arise over the proper way to con-
duct research. Ethicsdefineswhat isor isnot legit-
imate to do or what “moral” research procedure
involves. There are few ethical absolutes but there
are many agreed-on principles. These principles
may conflict in practice. Many ethical issues
require you to balance two values: the pursuit of
scientific knowledge and the rights of those being
studied or of others in society. You must weigh
potential benefits—such as advancing the under-
standing of social life, improving decision making,

or helping research participants— against potential
costs—such as a loss of dignity, self-esteem, pri-
vacy, or democratic freedoms.

Ethical standards for doing research can be
stricter than standards in many organizations (e.g.,
collection agencies, police departments, advertisers).
Professional socia research requires that you both
know proper research techniques(e.g., sampling) and
be sensitiveto ethical concernsin research.

The Individual Researcher

Ethics begins and ends with you, the researcher.
Your personal moral codeisthebest defenseagainst
unethical behavior. Before, during, and after con-
ducting a study, you will have opportunities to and
should reflect on research actions and consult your
conscience. Ethical research dependsontheintegrity
and values of individual researchers. “If values are
to be taken seriously, they cannot be expressed and
laid aside but must instead be guides to actions for
the sociologist. They determine who will beinves-
tigated, for what purpose and in whose service’
(Sagarin, 1973:63).

Reasons for Being Ethical

Because most people who conduct social research
are genuinely concerned about others, why would
aresearcher act in an ethically irresponsible man-
ner? Except for the rare disturbed individual, the
causes of most unethical behavior result from alack
of awarenessand pressuresto take ethical shortcuts.
Many researchers face intense pressuresto build a
career, publish, advance knowledge, gain prestige,
impress family and friends, hold onto ajob, and so
forth. Ethical research takes longer to complete,
costsmoremoney, ismore complicated, andismore
likely to end before completion. Moreover, written
ethical standardsareintheform of vagueprinciples.
In many situations, it is possible to act unethically,
and the odds of getting caught are small.

Also, no onerewardsyou for being ethical and
doing the right thing. The unethical researcher, if
caught, faces public humiliation, a ruined career,
and possiblelegal action, but the ethical researcher
winsno praise. Most researchersinternalize ethical
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behavior during professional training, while having
aprofessional role, and from having personal con-
tact with other researchers. Moreover, the scientific
community’s norms of honesty and opennessrein-
force ethical behavior. Someone who is genuinely
oriented toward aprofessional researcher role, who
believes in the scientific ethos, and who interacts
regularly with serious researchersis most likely to
act ethically.

Scientific Misconduct. The research commu-
nity opposes scientific misconduct, whichincludes
research fraud and plagiarism. Scientific mis-
conduct occurs when aresearcher falsifiesor dis-
torts the data or the methods of data collection or
plagiarizesthework of others. It alsoincludessig-
nificant departures from the generally accepted
practices of the scientific community for doing
or reporting on research. Research institutes and
universities have policies and procedures to detect
misconduct, report it to the scientific community
and funding agencies, and penalize researchers
who engageinit (e.g., through a pay cut or loss of
job).

Research fraud occurs when a researcher
fakes or invents data that were not really collected
or falsely reports how research was conducted.
Althoughrare, itistreated very seriously. The most
famous case of fraud wasthat of Sir Cyril Burt, the
father of British educational psychology. Burt died
in 1971 asan esteemed researcher who wasfamous
for hisstudieswith twinsthat showed agenetic basis
of intelligence. In 1976, it was discovered that he
had falsified data and the names of coauthors.
Unfortunately, the scientific community had been
misled for nearly 30 years.

Scientific misconduct Action of someone who
engages in research fraud, plagiarism, or other uneth-
ical conduct that significantly deviates from the accepted
practices for conducting and reporting research estab-
lished by the scientific community.

Research fraud A type of unethical behavior in
which a researcher fakes or creates false data, or falsely
reports on the research procedure.

ETHICAL
LEGAL Yes No
Yes Ethical and legal | Legal but unethical
No lilegal but ethical | Unethical and illegal

FIGURE 3 Typology of Legal and Moral
Actions in Social Research

Plagiarismisfraud that involves someone steal -
ing the ideas or writings of another or using them
without citing the source. A specia type of plagia-
rism is stealing the work of another researcher, an
assistant, or astudent, and misrepresenting it asone's
own. These are serious breaches of ethical stan-
dards.

Unethical but Legal. Behavior may be uneth-
ical but not bresk the law. The distinction between
legal and ethical behavior isillustrated in aplagia-
rism case. The American Sociological Association
documented that a 1988 book without footnotes by
a dean from Eastern New Mexico University con-
tained large sections of a1978 dissertation written by
asociology professor at Tufts University. The copy-
ing was not illegal; it did not violate copyright law
because the sociologist’s dissertation did not have a
copyright filed with the U.S. government. Never-
theless, it was clearly unethical according to stan-
dards of professional behavior.” (See Figure 3.)

Power

Therelationship between aresearcher and research
participants involves power and trust. The experi-
menter, survey director, or research investigator has
power relative to participants and assistants. Cre-
dentials, expertise, training, and therole of science
in modern society legitimate the power relation and
trust. Someethical issuesinvolve an abuse of power
and trust.

A researcher’s authority to conduct research
comes with a responsibility to guide, protect, and
overseetheinterestsof the peopleheor sheisstudy-
ing. For example, a physician was discovered to
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have conducted experimental gynecological surgery
on thirty-three women without their permission.
This was both unethical and a breach of trust. The
women had trusted the doctor, but he had abused the
trust that his patient, the medical community, and
society had placed in him.8

If you seek ethical guidance, you can turn to
a number of resources: professional colleagues,
ethical advisory committees, institutional review
boards or human subjectscommitteesat acollegeor
institution, codes of ethics from professional asso-
ciations, and writings on ethicsin research.

Ethical Issues Involving Research
Participants

Haveyou ever been aparticipant inaresearch study?
If s0, how were you treated? More than any other
issue, the discussion of research ethics has focused
on possible negative effects on research participants.
Being ethical requires that we balance the value of
advancing knowledge against the val ue of noninter-
ferencein the lives of other people. If research par-
ticipants had an absolute right of noninterference,
most empirical research would be impossible. If
researchers had an absoluteright of inquiry, it could
nullify participants’ basic human rights. The moral
questioniswhen, if ever, researchersarejustifiedin
taking riskswith the people being studied, possibility
causing embarrassment, loss of privacy, or some
kind of harm.

The law and codes of ethics recognize afew
clear prohibitions: Never cause unnecessary or irre-
versible harm to participants, secure prior voluntary
consent when possible, and never unnecessarily
humiliate, degrade, or release harmful information
about specific individuals that was collected for
research purposes. Theseare minimal standardsand
are subject tointerpretation (e.g., what does unnec-
essary mean in a specific situation?).

Origins of Research Participant Protection.
Concern over thetreatment of research participants
arose after revelations of gross violations of basic
human rightsin the name of science. Themost noto-
rious violations were “medical experiments’ that
Nazi researchers conducted on Jews and others. In

these experiments, research scientists committed
acts of terrible torture in the name of scientific
research. People were placed in freezing water to
see how long it took them to die, others were
purposely starved to death, and children had limbs
severed and transplanted onto others.?

Such human rights violations did not occur
only in Germany, nor did they happen only long
ago. The Tuskegee Syphilis Study, also known as
Bad Blood, took place in the United States nearly
30 years after Nazi concentration camps had been
closed. Until the 1970s, when a newspaper report
caused a scandal to erupt, the U.S. Public Health
Service sponsored a study in which poor, unedu-
cated African American men in Alabama suffered
and died of untreated syphilis while researchers
studied the severe physical disabilitiesthat appear
in advanced stages of the disease. The study began
in 1929 before penicillin was available to treat the
disease, but it continued long after treatment was
available. Despite their unethical treatment of the
subjects, the researchers were able to publish their
results for 40 years. The study ended in 1972, but
the President of the United States did not admit
wrongdoing or apol ogizeto the participant-victims
until 1997.10

Unfortunately, the Bad Blood scandal is not
unique. During the Cold War era, the U.S. govern-
ment periodically compromised ethical research
principles for military and political goals. In 1995,
reports revealed that the government authorized
injecting unknowing people with radioactive mate-
rial inthe late 1940s. In the 1950s, the government
warned Eastman Kodak and other film manufac-
turersabout nuclear fallout from atomic teststo pre-
vent fogged film, but it did not provide health
warningsto citizenswho lived near thetest areas. In
the 1960s, the U.S. army gave unsuspecting soldiers
LSD (a halucinogenic drug), causing serious
trauma. Today these are widely recognized to be
violations of two fundamental ethical principles:
avoid physical harm and get informed consent. 1

Physical Harm, Psychological Abuse, and Legal
Jeopardy. Socia research can harm aresearch par-
ticipant physically, psychologicaly, legaly, and
economically, affecting aperson’scareer or income.
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Physical harmisrare, evenin biomedical research,
in which the intervention is much greater. Specific
types of harm are more likely in different types of
research (e.g., inexperimental versusfiedresearch).
Researchers must be aware of all typesof harmand
work to minimize them at al times.'?

Physical Harm. A core ethical principle is that
researchers should never cause physical harm to
participants. This means we must anticipate risks
before beginning research, including basic safety
concerns (safebuildings, furniture, and equipment).
We screen out high-risk subjects (those with heart
conditions, mental illness, or seizure disorders) if
the study involves stress, and anticipate the danger
of injury and even physical attacks on research par-
ticipants or assistants. We accept moral and legal
responsibility for any injury that occurs asaresult
of research participation. This means that we must
immediately terminate a study if we cannot guar-
antee the physical safety of particpants (see the
Zimbardo study in Example Box 4, Three Cases of
Ethical Controversy).

Psychological Abuse, Stress, or Loss of Self-Esteem.
Although the risk of physical harm is rare, social
researchers may place people in stressful, embar-
rassing, anxiety-producing, or unpleasant situa-
tions. To learn about how people respond in
real-life, high anxiety-producing situations, social
researchers have placed research participants in
realistic situations of psychological discomfort or
stress. The ethics of thefamous Milgram obedience
study is still debated (see Example Box 4). Some
say that the precautions taken by Milgram and the
knowledge gained outwei ghed the stressand poten-
tial psychological harm that research participants
experienced. Othershbelievethat the extreme stress
and the risk of permanent harm were too great.
Some researchers have created high levels of
anxiety or discomfort by exposing participants
to gruesome photos, falsely telling male students
that they have strongly feminine personality traits,
falsely telling studentsthat they have failed, creat-
ing asituation of high fear (e.g., smoke entering a
room in which the door is locked), asking par-
ticipants to harm others, placing peoplein asitua-
tioninwhichthey facesocia pressureto deny their

convictions, and having participants lie, cheat, or
steal .13 Researchers who study helping behavior
may place participants in emergency situations to
see whether they will lend assistanceto “victims.”
For example, Piliavin and associates (1969) studied
helping behavior in subways by faking someone’s
collapse onto the floor. In the field experiment, the
ridersinthe subway car were unaware of the exper-
iment and did not volunteer to participateinit.

A sensitive researcher isalso avare of harmto
aperson’sself-esteem. For example, Wal ster (1965)
wanted to seewhether feelings of female self-worth
affected romantic liking. She gave undergraduate
women personality tests followed by phony feed-
back. She told some that they lacked imagination
and creativity. Next, ahandsome mal e graduate stu-
dent who pretended to be another research partici-
pant struck up a conversation with the women. He
acted very interested in one woman and asked her
out for adinner date. Wal ster wanted to measurethe
woman'’s romantic attraction to the male. After the
experiment, the woman learned that there was no
date and the man wasjust working in an experiment
and was not really interested in her. Although the
participants were debriefed, they suffered aloss of
self-esteem and possible psychological harm. 14

Only experienced researchers who take pre-
cautions before inducing anxiety or discomfort
should consider conducting studies that induce
stress or anxiety. They should consult with others
who have conducted similar studies and mental
health professionals when planning the study,
screen out high-risk populations (e.g., people with
emotional problems or aweak heart), and arrange
for emergency interventions or termination of the
research if dangerous situations arise. Researchers
should always obtain informed consent (to be dis-
cussed) before theresearch and debrief the subjects
immediately afterward.

A core ethical principle is that researchers
should never create unnecessary stress in partici-
pants. Unnecessary means beyond the minimal
amount requiredto createthe desired effect, or stress
without adirect, legitimate research purpose. Know-
ing the minimal amount comes with experience. It
is better to begin with too little stress, risking find-
ing no effect than to create too much. If thelevel of
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EXAMPLE 4
Three Cases of Ethical Controversy

Stanley Milgram’s obedience study (Milgram, 1963,
1965, 1974) attempted to discover how the horrors of
the Holocaust under the Nazis could have occurred by
examining the strength of social pressure to obey
authority. After signing “informed consent forms,”
subjects were assigned, in rigged random selection, to
be a “teacher” while a confederate was the “pupil.”
The teacher was to test the pupil’'s memory of word
lists and increase the electric shock level if the pupil
made mistakes. The pupil was located in a nearby
room, so the teacher could hear but not see the pupil.
The shock apparatus was clearly labeled with increas-
ing voltage. As the pupil made mistakes and the
teacher tured switches, the pupil also made noises as
if in severe pain. The researcher was present and
made comments such as “You must go on” to the
teacher. Milgram reported, “Subjects were observed
to sweat, tremble, stutter, bite their lips, groan and dig
their fingernails into their flesh. These were charac-
teristic rather than exceptional responses to the
experiment” (Milgram, 1963:375). The percentage of
subjects who would shock to dangerous levels was
dramatically higher than expected. Ethical concerns
arose over the use of deception and the extreme
emotional stress experienced by subjects.

In Laud Humphreys’ (1975) tearoom trade study
(a study of male homosexual encounters in public
restrooms), about 100 men were observed engag-
ing in sexual acts as Humphreys pretended to be a
“watchqueen” (a voyeur and lookout). Subjects
were followed to their cars, and their license numbers
were secretly recorded. Names and addresses were
obtained from police registers when Humphreys posed
as a market researcher. One year later, in disguise,

stress might have long-term effects, a researcher
should follow up and offer free counseling. Another
danger is that researchers might develop a callous
or manipulative attitude toward the research partic-
ipants. Researchers report guilt and regret after
conducting experiments that caused psychologi-
cal harm to participants. Experiments that place
research participantsin anxiety-producing situations
often produce discomfort for an ethical researcher.

Humphreys used a deceptive story about a health
survey to interview the subjects in their homes.
Humphreys was careful to keep names in safety
deposit boxes, and identifiers with subject names
were burned. He significantly advanced knowledge
of homosexuals who frequent “tearooms” and over-
turned previous false beliefs about them. There has
been controversy over the study: The subjects never
consented; deception was used; and the names could
have been used to blackmail subjects, to end mar-
riages, or to initiate criminal prosecution.

In the Zimbardo prison experiment (Zimbardo,
1972, 1973; Zimbardo et al.,, 1973, 1974), male students
were divided into two role-playing groups: guards and
prisoners. Before the experiment, volunteer students
were given personality tests, and only those in the
“normal” range were chosen. Volunteers signed up for
two weeks, and prisoners were told that they would be
under surveillance and would have some civil rights
suspended but that no physical abuse would be
allowed. In a simulated prison in the basement of a
Stanford University building, prisoners were deindi-
vidualized (dressed in standard uniforms and called
only by their numbers) and guards were militarized
(with uniforms, nightsticks, and reflective sunglasses).
Guards were told to maintain a reasonable degree of
order and served 8-hour shifts; prisoners were locked
up 24 hours per day. Unexpectedly, the volunteers
became too caught up in their roles. Prisoners became
passive and disorganized, while guards became
aggressive, arbitrary, and dehumanizing. By the sixth
day, Zimbardo called off the experiment for ethical
reasons. The risk of permanent psychological harm,
and even physical harm, was too great.

Legal Harm. As researchers, we are responsible
for protecting research participants from increased
risk of arrest. Thefact that participating in aresearch
study increases the risk that a participant will face
arrest will destroy trust in social scientific research,
causing future participants not to be willing to
participate in studies. Researchers may be able to
secure clearance from law enforcement authorities
before conducting certain types of research. For
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example, the U.S. Department of Justice sometimes
provides written waivers for researchers studying
criminal behavior. However, asthis chapter’sopen-
ing box on the study of gangs suggests, the protec-
tion to researchersislimited, and researchers need
to be cautious.

Potential legal harmisonecriticism of the 1975
“tearoom trade” study by Humphreys (Example
Box 4). In the New Jersey Negative Income Tax
Experiment, some participants received income
supplements. However, the researchers did not
monitor whether they were also receiving public
assistance checks. A local prosecuting attorney
requested data on participants to identify “welfare
cheats”” In other words, participants were at legal
risk because they were participating in the study.
Eventually, the conflict was resolved, but it illus-
tratesthe need for researchersto be aware of poten-
tial legal issueswhile designing a study.

A related ethical issue ariseswhen aresearcher
learns of illegal activity when collecting data. We
must weigh the value of protecting the researcher—
subject relationship and the benefits to future
researchers against potential harm to innocent
people. For example, in hisfield research on police,
Van Maanen (1982:114-115) reported seeing
police beat people and witnessing illegal acts and
irregular procedures, but said, “On and following
these troublesomeincidents . . . | followed police
custom: | kept my mouth shut.”

Field researchers often face difficult ethical
decisions. For example, when studying a mental
institution, Taylor (1987) discovered the mistreat-
ment and abuse of patients by the staff. He had two
choices: Abandon the study and call for an investi-
gation, or keep quiet and continuewith the study for
several months, publicize the findings afterward,
and then advocate an end to the abuse. After weigh-
ing the situation, he followed the latter course and
isnow an activist for therightsof mental institution
patients.

The issue of protecting confidentiality (dis-
cussed |later) complicated asimilar ethical dilemma
in astudy of restaurantsin New York. A sociology
graduate student was conducting a participant
observation study of waiters. During the study, the
field site, arestaurant, burned down and arson was

suspected. Local legal authorities requested the
researcher’s field notes and wanted to interrogate
him about activities in the restaurant. He had two
choices: cooperatewith theinvestigation and violate
the trust of participants, confidentiality, and basic
research ethicsor uphold confidentiality and act eth-
ically but face contempt of court and obstruction of
justice penalties, including finesand jail. Hewanted
to behave ethically but also wanted to stay out of
jail. After years of legal battles, the situation was
resolved with limited cooperation by theresearcher
and ajudicia ruling upholding the confidentiality of
field notes. Nevertheless, the issue took years to
resolve, and the researcher bore substantial finan-
cial and personal costs.1?

Observing illegal behavior may be central to
a research project. A researcher who covertly
observes and records illegal behavior and then
supplies information to law enforcement authori-
ties violates ethical standards regarding research
participants and undermines future research.
A researcher who fails to report illegal behavior
indirectly permits criminal behavior and could be
charged asan accessory to acrime. Istheresearcher
a professional seeking knowledge or a freelance
undercover informant?

Other Harm to Participants. Research partici-
pants may face other types of harm. For example,
participating in asurvey interview may create anx-
iety and discomfort among people who are asked
torecall unpleasant events. We need to be sensitive
to any harm to participants, consider possible pre-
cautions, and weigh potential harm against poten-
tial benefits. Participants could face negative effects
ontheir careersorincomesdueto involvement with
astudy. For example, assumethat aresearcher sur-
veysemployeesand concludesthat the supervisor’'s
performance is poor. As a consequence of the
researcher’s communication of thisfact, the super-
visor isdischarged. Or aresearcher studies people
on public assistance. Based on thefindings, some of
them lose the benefits and their quality of life
declines. What is the researcher’s responsibility?
We need to consider the consequences of research
for those being studied, but thereisno fixed answer
to such questions. We must evaluate each case,
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weigh potential harm against potential benefits, and
bear the responsibility for the decision.

Deception. Hasanyoneever told you ahalf-truth
or lieto get you to do something? How did you feel
about it? A major ethical tenet isthe principle of
voluntary consent: never force anyoneto partici-
patein research. A related ethical ruleisdo not lie
toresearch participantsunlessitisrequired for legit-
imate research reasons. A very seriousethical stan-
dard is that participants should explicitly agree to
participate in a study. The right not to participate
becomesacritical issuewhenwe usedeception, dis-
guisetheresearch, or use covert research methods, 16

Social researchers sometimes deceive or lieto
participantsin field and experimental research. We
might misrepresent our actionsor trueintentionsfor
legitimate methodological reasons: If participants
knew the true purpose, they would modify their
behavior, making it impossibleto learn of their real
behavior or accessto aresearch site might beimpos-
sible if the researcher told the truth. Deception is
never preferable if we can accomplish the same
thing without deception.

Deceptionisacceptableonly if it hasaspecific
methodol ogical purpose, and even then, wecan use
it only to the minimal degree necessary. If we use
deception, we should obtain informed consent,
never misrepresent risks, and always debrief the
participants after the study. We can describe the
basic procedures involved and conceal only some
information about the study.

Informed Consent. A fundamental ethical prin-
cipleis: Never coerce anyoneinto participating; all
research participation must be voluntary. It is not
enough to obtain permission; people need to know
what they are being asked to participate in. Only
then can they make an informed decision. Partici-
pants can become aware of their rights and what
they aregettinginvolved inwhenthey read and sign
a statement giving informed consent, a written
agreement to participate given by people after they
have learned some basic detail s about the research
procedure.

The U.S. federal government does not require
informed consent in al research involving human
subjects. Nevertheless, researchers should obtain

EXPANSION 4
Informed Consent

Informed consent statements contain the following:

1. A brief description of the purpose and procedure of
the research, including the expected duration of the
study

2. A statement of any risks or discomfort associated
with participation

3. A guarantee of anonymity and the confidentiality of
records

4. The identification of the researcher and of the loca-
tion of information about participants’ rights or ques-
tions about the study

5. A statement that participation is completely volun-
tary and can be terminated at any time without
penalty

6. A statement of alternative procedures that may be
used

7. Astatement of any benefits or compensation provided
to participants and the number of subjects involved

8. An offer to provide a summary of findings

written consent unless there are good reasons for
not doing so (e.g., covert field research, use of sec-
ondary data) as judged by an institutional review
board (I1RB) (seethe later discussion of IRBS).
Informed consent statements provide specific
information (see Expansion Box 4, Informed Con-
sent).1” A general statement about the procedures
or questions involved and the uses of the data are

Principle of voluntary consent An ethical principle
that people should never participate in research unless
they explicitly and freely agree to participate.

Informed consent A statement, usually written, that
explains aspects of a study to participants and asks for
their voluntary agreement to participate before the
study begins.

Institutional review board (IRB) A committee at
U.S. colleges, hospitals, and research institutes required
by federal law to ensure that research involving humans
is conducted in a responsible, ethical manner; exam-
ines study details before the research begins.

151



152

HOW TO REVIEW THE LITERATURE AND CONDUCT ETHICAL STUDIES

sufficient for informed consent. Inastudy by Singer
(1978), one random group of survey respondents
received adetailed informed consent statement and
ancther did not. Shefound no significant differences
between the groups in response rates. If anything,
people who refused to sign such a statement were
more likely to guess or answer “no response’ to
questions. In their analysis of the literature, Singer
and colleagues (1995) found that ensuring confi-
dentiality modestly improved responses when ask-
ing about highly sensitivetopics. In other situations,
extensive assurances of confidentiality failed to
affect how or whether the subjects responded.

Signed informed consent statementsareoptional
for most survey, field, and secondary data research
but often arerequired in experimental research. They
areimpossibleto obtainin documentary research and
in telephone interviews. The general ruleisthat the
greater therisk of potential harm, thegreater theneed
for awritten consent statement. In sum, there are
many reasons to get informed consent but few rea-
sons not to.

Covert Observation. Obtaininginformed consent
may be easy in survey and experimental research,
but some field researchers believe that it is inap-
propriate when observing real-lifefield settingsand
say they could not gain entry or conduct a study
unless it were covert. In the past, field researchers
used covert observation, such as feigning alco-
holism so they could join agroup seeking treatment
to be able to study it. Field researchers have three
choicesblurring theline between informed consent
and not fully informed acquiescence. Borrowing
from the language of espionage, Fine (1980) dis-
tinguished deep cover (the researcher tells nothing
of the research role but acts as a full participant),
shallow cover (the researcher reveal s that research
is taking place but is vague about details), and
explicit cover (theresearcher fully revealshisor her
purpose and asks permission).

Some favor covert observation and exempting
field research from informed consent (Herrera,
1999). One reason is that informed consent is
impractical and disruptivein field research. It may
even create some harm by disturbing the partici-
pants or the location by disrupting the ongoing

activities. The difficulty with this reasoning is the
moral principle that ensuring participant dignity
outweighs practical expediency for researchers. The
reasoning is self-serving; it places a higher value
on doing research than on upholding honesty or
privacy. It assumes that a researcher is better at
judging study risksthan the participants. Themoral-
ethical standard says we must respect the free-
dom/autonomy of all people we study and et them
make their own decisions. Participants may not
remain naive and may be offended once they learn
of an unauthorized invasion of their “privacy” for
research purposes.

Another reason given for covert observations
is that human communication and daily affairs
arefilled with covert activity. Daily activitiesinvolve
some amount of covert activity with many “people
watchers’ or harmless eavesdroppers. Covert and
deceptive behaviors are pervasive in daily life by
many retail sales outlets, law enforcement, or
security personnel, and people almost expect it.
It is expected and harmless, so why must social
researchersact differently?Using “ everyoneelseis
doing it” and “it would happen anyway” are not
valid justifications for exemption. The issue here
involvesmoral-ethical standardsfor doing research.
Perhaps voyeurism, surveillance, and the use of
undercover informantsareincreasing in some soci-
eties. Doesthat makethem morally right and ensure
personal privacy? Should we take them as a model
for the ensuring integrity and trust in social
research? Growing covert surveillance may increase
public cynicism, distrust, and noncooperation. An
absence of informed consent isan ethical gray area,
and many believe that the moral-ethical risk of not
getting informed consent is likely to cause greater
harm than getting informed consent.

Covert research remains controversial, and
many researchers believe that all covert research
is unethical .18 The code of ethics of the Ameri-
can Anthropological Association condemns such
research as “impractical and undesirable.” Even
those who accept covert research as being ethical
in somesituationsarguethat it should be used only
when overt observation isimpossible. In addition,
we should inform participants afterward and give
them an opportunity to express concerns.
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Deception and covert research may increase
mistrust and cynicism and diminish public respect
for social research. Misrepresentation in field
research isanal ogousto being an undercover agent
or informer in nondemocratic societies. Deception
can increase distrust by people who are frequently
studied. In one case, the frequent use of deception
reduced hel ping behavior. When astudent was shot
at the University of Washington in Seattlein 1973,
students crossing the campus made no attempt
to assist the victim. Later it was discovered that
many of the bystanders did not help because they
thought that the shooting was staged as part of an
experiment.19

Special Populations and New Inequalities

Special Populations and Coercion. Some popula-
tions or research participants are not capable of
giving true voluntary informed consent. Special
populations may lack the necessary competency
or may be indirectly coerced. Students, prison
inmates, employees, military personnel, the home-
less, welfare recipients, children, or the mentally
disabled may agree to participate in research, yet
they may not befully capable of making adecision
or may agree to participate only because some
desired good—such ashigher grades, early parole,
promotions, or additional services—requires an
agreement to participate.

Itisunethical toinvolve“incompetent” people
(e.g., children, mentaly disabled) in our study
unlesswe have met two conditions. A lega guardian
grantswritten permission, and wefollow all ethical
principlesagainst harmto participants. For example,
we want to conduct a survey of smoking and drug/
acohol useamong high schoal students. If the study
is conducted on school property, school officials
must give permission. Written parental permission
for all participants who are legal minors is also
required. Itisbest to ask permission from each stu-
dent aswell.

Coercing peopleto participate, including offer-
ing them specia benefitsthat they cannot otherwise
attain, is unethical. For example, it is unethical for
acommanding officer to order a soldier to partici-
pate in a study, for a professor to require a student

to be aresearch subject in order to pass a course,
and for an employer to expect an employeeto com-
plete asurvey as a condition of continued employ-
ment. It isunethical even if someone other than the
researcher (e.g., an employer) coerced people (e.g.,
employees) to participate in research.

Determining whether coercion to participateis
involved can be acomplex issue, and we must eval-
uate each case. For example, a researcher offers a
convicted crimina the aternative of continued
imprisonment or participation in an experimental
rehabilitation program. The convicted criminal may
not believe in the benefits of the program, but the
researcher believes that it will help the criminal.
Thisisacase of coercion, but the researcher must
judgewhether the benefitsto the subject and to soci-
ety outweigh the ethical prohibition on coercion.

Teachers sometimes require studentsin social
science courses to participate in research projects.
Thisisaspecial case of coercion. Three arguments
have been madein favor of requiring participation:;
(2) It would bedifficult and prohibitively expensive
to get participants otherwise, (2) the knowledge
created from research with students serving as par-
ticipantswill benefit future studentsand society, and
(3) studentswill learn more about research by expe-
riencing it directly in arealistic research setting. Of
the three arguments, only the third justifieslimited
coercion. It is acceptable only aslong asit has a
clear educational objective, the studentsaregivena
choice of research experience, and all other ethical
principles are upheld.2

Creating New Inequalities. Another type of pos-
sible harmiswhen one group of peopleisdenied a
service or benefit as aresult of participation in a
study. For example, say that you have anew treat-
ment for subjects with aterrible disease, such as
acquired immunedeficiency syndrome (AIDS). To
learn the effects of the new treatment, you provide

Special population Research participants who,
because of age, incarceration, potential coercion, or
less than full physical, mental, emotional, or other
capabilities, may lack complete freedom or awareness
to grant voluntary consent to participate in a study.
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it to some individuals but give others a placebo,
or empty pill. The study is designed to demon-
stratewhether the drug iseffective, but participants
who get the placebo may die. Of course, those
receiving thedrug may al so die until moreisknown
about whether the drug is effective. Isit ethical for
you to deny a potential lifesaving treatment to
peoplewho have been randomly assigned in astudy
to learn more?

We can reduce new inequality among research
participantsinthreeways. Firgt, participantswho do
not receivethe" new, improved” treatment continue
toreceivethebest previously acceptabletreatment.
In other words, no oneisdenied all assistance, but
everyonereceivesthe best treatment availableprior
to the new one being tested. This ensures that no
one suffers in absolute terms even if they tem-
porarily fall behind others in relative terms. Sec-
ond, we can use crossover designs, whereby a
control group (i.e., those who do not get the new
treatment) for afirst phase of the study receiveitin
the second phase, and vice versa. Finally, we care-
fully and continuously monitor results. If it appears
early in the study that the new treatment is highly
effective, we give the new treatment to everyone.
Also, in high-risk studies with medical treatments
or possiblephysical harm, researchers may use ani-
mal or other surrogates for humans.

Privacy, Anonymity, and Confidentiality. How
would you feel if private details about your per-
sonal lifewere shared with the public without your
knowledge? Because social researchers transgress
the privacy of subjects in order to study social
behavior, they must take precautionsto protect par-
ticipants’ privacy.

Crossover design A type of experimental design in
which all groups receive the treatment but at different
times so that discomfort or benefits are shared and
inequality is not created.

Anonymity The ethical protection that participants
remain nameless; their identity is protected from dis-
closure and remains unknown.

Privacy. Survey researchersinvade aperson’spri-
vacy when they probe into beliefs, backgrounds,
and behaviorsin away that revea sintimate private
details. Experimental researchers sometimes use
two-way mirrors or hidden microphones to “spy”
on participants. Even if people are told they are
being studied, they are unaware of what the exper-
imenter islooking for. Field researchersmay observe
very private aspects of another’sbehavior or eaves-
drop on conversations. In field experimentation and
ethnographic field research, privacy can beviolated
without advancewarning. When Humphreys (1975)
served as a “watchqueen” in a public restroom
wherehomosexual contactstook place, heobserved
very private behavior without informing the par-
ticipants. When Piliavin and colleagues (1969) had
people collapse on subwaysto study helping behav-
ior, thosein the subway car had the privacy of their
ride violated. People have been studied in public
places (e.g., in waiting rooms, walking down the
street, in classrooms), but some*“public” placesare
more private than others (consider, for example,
theuse of periscopesto observe peoplewho thought
they were alonein apublic toilet stall).?

The ethical researcher violates privacy only to
the minimum degree necessary and only for legiti-
mate research purposes. In addition, he or she pro-
tectsthe information on research participants from
public disclosure.

In somesituations, thelaw protectsprivacy. One
case of theinvasion of privacy led to the passage of
afederal law. Inthe Wichita Jury Sudy of 1954, Uni-
versity of Chicago Law School researchersrecorded
jury discussionsto examine group processesin jury
ddiberations. Although thefindingswere significant
and researchers took precautions, a Congressional
investigation followed and passed alaw in 1956 to
prohibit the“ bugging” of any grand or petit jury for
any purpose, even with thejurors consent.?

Anonymity. Researchers protect privacy by not
disclosing aparticipant’sidentity after information
is gathered. This takes two forms: anonymity and
confidentiality. Anonymity means that people
remain anonymous, or nameless. For example, afield
researcher provides asocia picture of aparticular
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individual but usesafictitiousnameand location of
theindividual and alters some characteristics. The
person’sidentity is protected, and theindividual is
unknown or anonymous. Survey and experimental
researchers discard the names or addresses of par-
ticipants as soon as possible and refer to partici-
pants by acode number only to protect anonymity.
If aresearcher using amail survey includes acode
on the questionnaire to determine who failed to
respond, the respondent’s anonymity is not being
protected fully. In panel studies, inwhich the same
individualsaretracked over time, anonymity isnot
possible. Likewise, historical researchersuse specific
namesin historical or documentary research. They
may do soif theoriginal information wasfrom pub-
lic sources; if the sources were not publicly avail-
able, they must obtain written permission from the
owner of the documents to use specific names.

It is difficult to protect research participant
anonymity. In one study about a fictitious town,
“Springdale,” in Small Town in Mass Society
(Vidich and Bensman, 1968), it was easy to iden-
tify thetown and specificindividualsinit. Townres-
idents became upset about how the researchers
portrayed them and staged a parade mocking the
researchers. In the famous Middletown study of
Muncie, Indiana, people recognized their town.
A researcher who protectstheidentities of individ-
uals with fictitious information, however, creates
a gap between what was studied and what is
reported to others. Thisrai ses questions about what
aresearcher found and what he or she made up.

Confidentiality. Evenif anonymity isnot possible,
we should protect confidentiality. Anonymity pro-
tectstheidentity of specificindividualsfrom being
known. Confidentiality meansthat we may attach
namesto information, but we hold it in confidence
or keep it secret from the public. We never release
the information in a way that permits linking
specific individuals to it. We present results pub-
licly only in an aggregate form (e.g., percentages,
means).

We can provide anonymity without confi-
dentiality, or vice versa, although the two usually
go together. Anonymity without confidentiality

happens if we make details about a specific indi-
vidual public but withhold the individual’s name
and certain details that would make it possible to
identify the individual. Confidentiality without
anonymity happensif we do not rel ease individual
data public but privately link individual names to
data on specific individuals.

Researchers have undertaken elaborate proce-
dures to protect the identity of participants from
public disclosure: eliciting anonymous responses,
using athird-party list custodian who holdsthe key
to coded lists, or using the random-response tech-
nique. Past abuses suggest that such measures may
be necessary. Diener and Crandall (1978:70)
reported that during the 1950s, the U.S. State
Department and the FBI requested research records
on individuals who had been involved in the
famousKinsey sex study. TheKinsey Sex I nstitute
refused to comply with the government and threat-
ened to destroy all records rather than release any
of them. Eventually, the government agencies
backed down. The moral and ethical duty of
researchers obligated them to destroy therecordsto
protect confidentiality.

Confidentiality may protect participants from
physical harm. For example, | met aresearcher who
had studied theinner workings of the secret police
in a nondemocratic society. Had he released the
names of informants, they would have faced cer-
tain death or imprisonment. To protect theresearch
participants, hewrote all notesin code and kept all
records secretly |ocked away. Although he resided
in the United States, he received physical threats
by theforeign government and discovered attempts
to burglarize his office. In other situations, some
principles may take precedence over protecting
confidentiality.

Confidentiality The ethical protection for those who
are studied by holding research data in confidence or
keeping them secret from the public; not releasing
information in a way that permits linking specific indi-
viduals to specific responses; researchers do this by
presenting data only in an aggregate form (e.g., per-
centages, means).
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Some researchers pay high personal costs for
being ethical. Although he was never accused
or convicted of breaking any law and he closely
followed the ethical principles outlined by the
American Sociological Association, Rik Scarce,
adoctoral sociology student at Washington State
University, spent 16 weeks in a Spokane jail for
contempt of court. Hewasjailed because he refused
to testify before a grand jury and break the confi-
dentiality of social research data. Scarce had been
studying radical animal liberation groups and had
already published one book on the subject. He had
interviewed a research participant who was sus-
pected of leading agroup that had broken into ani-
mal facilities and caused $150,000 damage. Two
judges refused to acknowledge the confidentiality
of social research data.?®

Participants’ Information as Private Property. |f
you freely give information about yourself for
research purposes, do you lose al rightsto it? Can
it be used against you? Research participants have
knowledge about them taken and analyzed by
others. Theinformation can then be used for anum-
ber of purposes, including actions against the sub-
jects’ interests. Large businesses collect, buy, sell,
analyze, and exchangeinformation on peopleevery-
day. Private businesses and government agencies
useinformation about buying habits, personal taste,
spending patterns, credit ratings, voting patterns,
Internet surfing, and thelike. Informationisaform
of private property. Like other “intellectual” prop-
erty (copyrights, software, patents, etc.) and unlike
most physical property, information continues to
have value after it is exchanged.

Most people give their time and information
to aresearcher for little or no compensation, yet
concerns about privacy and the collection of infor-
mation make it reasonable to consider personal
information asprivate property. If it isprivate prop-
erty, a person clearly has the right to keep, sdll, or
giveit avay. The ethical issueis strongest in situa-
tions in which someone could use the information
inwaysthat participantswould disapprove of if they
werefully informed. For example, agroup of com-
mitted nonsmokers participatein astudy about their
habitsand psychological profiles. A market research

firm obtains the information, and a tobacco com-
pany asksthe market research firmto design acam-
paign that promotes smoking to the nonsmokers.
Had the nonsmokers been informed about the uses
of their responses, they might have chosen not to
participate. Ethical researchers can increase protec-
tions by offering participants acopy of thefindings
and descr