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Key terms
Case study A case study is where sociologists investigate in great detail a particular individual or group,
as opposed to trying to gather a representative sample from the target population.
Normally a case study will feature methodological pluralism (using a range of research
methods to achieve triangulation) and they are often longitudinal studies (the researcher
regularly revisiting the case over a long period of time).
Census The census is an official survey, conducted every 10 years, which is supposed to cover every

household in the UK. Although the individual detail is kept confidential for a number of
years, the data provides very useful statistics on a wide range of issues.

Closed questions

Closed questions are those with a limited number of possible responses, often "yes" or
"no". Closed questions help to make data easier to analyse and to make it more reliable

Covert observation

Covert observation is where the researcher is "undercover"; the participants are unaware
that they are being observed. Most famous examples of covert observation are also
examples of participant observation, however, it would be possible to conduct a non-
participant covert observation with CCTV, for example.

Ethical issues

Whether the research method required any deception and that participants had given their
full informed consent to their contribution. It includes the issue of whether the research
could cause any discomfort or harm, or indeed whether it includes any illegal activity

Ethnography Ethnography is the study of a culture, a group or human behaviour. Although not
synonymous with one single research method, it does feature the empirical recording of
people's every-day behaviour and is therefore most associated with observations, and
particularly participant observation, as ethnographic researchers want to achieve verstehen,
to really understand how their subjects view and understand their behaviour and
interactions

Gatekeeper Anyone that could facilitate or block the researcher from carrying out their research.

Generalisable

Whether research conclusions are only applicable to the specific groups that have been
studied, or whether they can be generalisable to the wider public.

Group interview

An interview with a group of people rather than a single interviewee.

Hawthorne effect

The alteration of behaviour by the subjects of a study due to their awareness of being
observed.

Hypothesis

A hypothesis is a statement that is then tested through research. A hypothesis usually
consists of what the researcher thinks to be the case, and the purpose of the research is to
discover whether she/he was correct.

Informed consent

A major ethical consideration in research is whether the participants in the research have
given their consent to be involved. It is also important that the participants understand
what it is they have consented to be part of: it is checking this full understanding which
makes it informed consent. This can normally be achieved by fully briefing research subjects
before commencing the research, and informing them that they have the right to withdraw
from the research at any time.

Interpretivism

Interpretivists argue that the study of human society must go beyond empirical and
supposedly objective evidence to include subjective views, opinions, emotions, values: the
things that can't be directly observed and counted.

Interviewer effect

The effect that the interviewer has on the interviewees answers e.g. the interviewee might
give the responses they think are desired, rather than share their honest opinions or
experiences.

Longitudinal Longitudinal research refers to research that is done over a long period of time. For
research example, interviewing participants at regular interviews through their childhood, in order to
see development.
Methodological Methodological pluralism refers to researchers using a range of methods in the same piece
pluralism of research. This allows for triangulation where qualitative and quantitative data can be

produced in order to maximise validity and reliability. This is often done in case studies.
Examples include Paul Willis' "Learning to Labour"
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Non —paricipant
observation

A non-participant observation is one where the researcher chooses not to play any part in
what is being observed.

Official statistics

Official statistics are a major source of secondary data. The term refers to any set of data
collected by the government or other official body, for example official crime statistics,
unemployment figures, demographic statistics collected from the census, etc.

Open questions

Open questions do not limit the possible answers that the responder can give, producing
qualitative data, which is generally considered to be higher in validity.

Operationalise

Operationalization defines a fuzzy concept so as to make it clearly distinguishable,
measurable, and understandable by empirical observation.

Opportunity
sampling

Opportunity sampling is where a researcher selects participants based on their availability.
One example would be standing on the street asking passers by to join the research.

Overt observation

Overt observation is where those being observed are aware of the fact. The researcher may
still participate in the activity being observed (overt participant observation) or might play
no part and simply observe (overt non-participant observation).

Participant Where the researcher does not just observe, but interacts with the subjects and plays a part
observation in their everyday life (therefore making this ethnography).
Personal A useful source for some sociological inquiry is personal documents such as letters and
documents diaries. Interpretivists particularly like these as they give an insight into what individuals
were thinking (verstehen).
Pilot study A pilot study is effectively a trial run of a research method, usually with a very small sample,

in order to ensure that the method will work as intended.

Practical Issues

Practical issues relate to time, money and logistics. Sometimes the best method for
researching a particular topic, theoretically, has to be rejected because it would cost a great
deal of money to conduct, it would be very difficult to carry out, or because it would take a
very long time to get results

Primary data

Primary data, in sociology, refers to data that has been generated by the researcher
themselves. For example, they may have conducted a questionnaire or a series of
interviews, or they might have carried out an observation or experiment.

Positivism

Positivist sociologists believe that it is possible to establish objective facts through scientific
research methods and the thorough collection and analysis of empirical evidence.
Interpretivists and post-modernists believe that this misunderstands the nature of society
and human behaviour.

Purpose sampling

Some research requires a sample that is not broadly representative of society but instead
meets the purpose of the sample. For example, if you were researching domestic violence, a
representative sample of broader society is likely to include many people who can tell you
very little about the topic you are researching

Quantitative data

Quantitative data is numerical and is therefore useful for mathematical/statistical analysis
and to be presented graphically. This is in contrast with qualitative data which is non-
numerical and normally exists in the form of text.

Questionnaire

A questionnaire, or social survey, is a popular research method that consists of a list of
questions.

Reliability

Refers to the extent to which, were the same study to be repeated, it would produce the
same results. For this to be the case, samples need to be representative, questions or
processes need to be uniform and data would generally need to be quantitative

Response rate

The response rate is normally applied to questionnaires or surveys and is the percentage of
people in the sample who actually respond.

Representative

Representativeness simply means the extent to which a sample mirrors a researcher's
target population and reflects its characteristics.

Rapport

Rapport refers to the ease of a relationship between people and, in the case of sociological
research, between a researcher and their subjects.

Random sampling

Is when a researcher randomly selects participants for research from a list, out of a hat or
randomly-generated choice by computer. Each member of the target population has an
equal chance of being in the sample
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Sample

A sample is a smaller group of people who will be studied, taken from a broader target
population. This is because it would usually be impossible to get data about the wider
group.

Sampling frame

A sampling frame is a list of everyone in the target population from which a sample is
drawn. Examples of this would be the electoral roll or a telephone directory.

Secondary data

Secondary data refers to data that is already available to the sociologist as opposed to
primary data which they produce themselves.

Semi-structured
interviews

A semi-structured interview is one where the interviewer does have a list of questions they
intend to ask, but they are happy to ask supplementary questions if required or to leave out
questions if deemed necessary.

Snowball sampling

A snowball sample works a little like a chain letter. For example, if you were distributing a
guestionnaire, you could pass it to your own contacts who could then pass it on to theirs
and so on (the sample "snowballing" as a result).

Stratified sampling

the sampling frame is divided up into various social groups (e.g. by age, social class, gender,
ethnicity, etc.) and then random sampling is used for each group to ensure the final sample
reflects the population in terms of the representation of said groups

Structured A structured interview is one where the interviewer sticks rigidly to a pre-written set of
interview guestions. It is effectively an individually-administered questionnaire and could have open
or closed questions or a mixture of both.
Systematic Systematic sampling is when a researcher selects every nth person on the sampling frame
sampling to be part of the sample. The nth number is selected by dividing the target population size

(the number in the sampling frame) by the desired sample size.

Target population

The target population is everybody the sociologist would desire to be able to generalise
their findings to. In other words, if a researcher was hoping to reach conclusions about the
whole population of the UK, then that would be their target population.

Theoretical

Sociologists' theoretical perspective is likely to have a significant impact on their choice of
research methods. For example, positivist sociologists will choose methods that produce
quantitative data, as they consider these to be more scientific. These include questionnaires
and official statistics. Interpretivists will choose to use methods that produce qualitative
data, such as interviews or observations.

Triangulation

Using a range of research methods in combination — so that they can triangulate the truth
from a combination of both reliable and valid research.

Unstructured An unstructured interview is one without any pre-planned questions. Instead the
interviews interviewer might have some headings to guide a free-flowing discussion where interesting
but unexpected responses can be followed fully.

Validity Valid research reveals a true picture. Data that is high in validity tends to be qualitative and
is often described as "rich". It seeks to provide the researcher with verstehen - a deep, true
understanding of their research object.

Verstehen Verstehen is the German for "to understand" but has come to mean a particular form of

deep, emphatic understanding. Introduced to sociology by Max Weber, the term refers to
seeing the world as others see it, to the sort of rich valid data that might be acquired
through participant observations or extensive unstructured interviews.

Volunteer sampling

A volunteer sample is one where participants choose to join the research. The participants
can opt to join the research by replying to adverts placed by the researcher about the topic
and methods being used.
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Sociological Research Methods
Knowledge Organiser Strip

1. The Research Process:

In this section of the courss, we assess the
methods Sociologists use to research and
understand society. A key part of
sociclogist's work invalves carrying out
research in order to collect data
(information) fo provide them with
evidence to help explain the sodial world
& to contribute to owr knowledge of
modern society. Research findings also
provide important information for policy

makers, government & local outhorities.

Contenits:
The Resecrch Process
Primary-Secondary Methods
CGuantitative-Glualitative
Evalvating Research
Sampling Methods
Gluesticnnaires

The research process in soccelogy involved
several steps or stages. In brood terms, these
are:

Alm - An aim is something that the researdcher
wants to investigate or find cut. it can be a
general or specific idea, but this is the purpose
of the ressardh.

Hypothesis - This is an idea which a researcher
guesses might be frue, but has not vet been
tested agaoinst the evidenoe.

Review Existing Lierolure - Bafore you carry
out ressarch you nesd to look at whaot has besn
researched in the area before.

Flan o Research Method - Cnce you have
established whaot you are trying to find out, you

Inferviews

Cthservations

chzase which ressarch method you will use.

Sampling - & sample is made up of your
ressqrch parficipont [pecple you are stedying)-
i i up drown from

Mo os oen koL ko=

Longitudinal Studies

10. Bthrography

1 1. Officicl Statistics

12 Confent Analysis

1 3. Pracdtical, Ethical and Theoretfical
lssues

14 Social Paolicy

MNOTE — Methods is embedded
throughout
- Use this to supplement your
revision, nof replace it

a®e
o

“  Pilot Study= This is a small-scale practice of
wour research This is carried out before the
main body of research to ched: for inifial
pafterns, issuss with guesticns, practical
problems efc

Carry ovl Research - Here yvou need to lock ot
your initial research plon and adjust it based
on the findings of your pilot study. Then you

corry out your research on your sample.

Gather Resulis - Depending on the researdch
method chosen, the way you gather your results
will wary.

Analysis - This is the part where you fry fo
make sociclegical statements from your
findings. Here vou link what you hove found
with ideos in society.

Evaluation - Before you publish your work it is
imporiant you evaluate whot you have done.
fou consider the strengths of your ressarch and
the method you use. However, you also
consider the weaknesses.

Publish - The researcher now decides how to
publish the results. This con be in many forms:
book, magazine, TV show etc
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2. Primary-Secondary — 3.
Quantitative-Qualitative

4. Evaluating Research

Another influence on a researcher’s choice of
method is the type of data they want to
gather. Data is the information collected by
sociclogists when they research society and it
can be divided into the following types:
Primary data: This is information that
researchers have gathered themselves.

E.g. questionnaires, interviews, observations.

Secondary data: This is information that has
been collected by

somebody else & then used by the
researcher. E.g. official statistics, historical

documents & diaries.

Guantitative-Guualitative
When a researcher collects data it can also
be divided into quantitative data and

qualitative data.

Quantitative data is numerical, often
presented as numbers
shown in statistics, in graphs, bar charts, etc.

Qualitative data is in-depth material, vsvally
descriptive and presented in o written form.

Positivism-Interpretivism
Positivism is based on the idea that the only
way to obtain knowledge about the world is
through scientific methods. Positivist
sociologists focus on behaviour that can be
observed and measured rather than on
people’s feelings or emotions. They prefer
quantitative research methods such as large-
scale surveys & prefer to describe society in
statistical terms.

Interpretivist - sociologists argue that the
subject matter of sociology — people — is
completely different from that of the natural
sciences. People do not behave like objects
or animals. Interpretivist sociologists prefer
qualitative methods such as in-depth
interviews and participant observation that
collect rich, detailed accounts rather than
statistics.

Whenever Sociclogists conduct or look at
research they evaluate it. They want to look
at the advantages and disadvantages of the
research and data.

Sociologists do this by assessing the:
. Reliability

. Validity

. Generalisability

* Representativeness
. Ethics

Reliability - means the research should be
able to be repeated in a different fime and
place and similar results will be gained.

Walidity - is concerned with whether the
research has uncovered truth about social life.

Generalisability - If the research can be
generalised (applied) to all people who are
similar to the sample, it is considered

generalisable.

Representativeness - How much does o study
or a sample represent the wider population.

Ethics — What is right or wrong in Sociclogical

Research:

Confidentiality is the need for researchers not

to publish the personal details of respondents
without their consent

Anonymity is the right of individuals
participating in research to not be required
to provide their name or personal details or,

if they do give this information, it will not
appear in any reports arising from the
research

Participants should always give their
informed consent to the research being

conducted so that no deception occurs.

Protection from harm is the belief that
nobody should be put in a position where
they could come to any emotional or physical
harm. People should never be made to feel
uncomfortable, embarrassed or threatened &
they should have the right to withdraw from
the research at any point.
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S. Sampling Methods

6. Questionnaires

When you do research, it would be difficult
or impossible to ask questions to everybody
in the group you are studying as it would
take too long and be too expensive. For
example, it you are studying whether “girls
do more work around the house than boys',
you cannot ask every boy and girl so you
only ask a sample of the group.

Sampling Frame: this is the list of people
from which you take your sample, e.g. school
registers

Sampling Methods include:

Probability Sampling — Anyone in the
population can be selected vsing a sampling
frame

Simple-Random Sampling - To be truly
random, everyone in the Population being
studied must stand an equal chance of being
selected.

Systemetic Random Sampling - This is when
you have a system for choosing your sample,
such os picking every 5% name on the school
registers. It can be quick to organise, but it is
not representative as you may end up with
more of one type of person than ancther.

A questionnaire iz a list of written questions
which are completed by a large number of
people called respondents. They are normally
handed out or posted out for people to self
complete, but occasionally the questions are
read out to respondents instead. There are two
main types of questions that can be used ina
guestionnaire and most questionnaires will
include examples of both.

1. Closed guestions are often fixed choice and
involve tick box answers. The respondent might
be presented

2. Open questions gather more in-depth
answers from respondents using words such as
wehy'

There are three main types of questionnaires:

1. Online
2. Surveys
3. Postal

The advontoges ond disodvantages of
questionnaires are:

Advantages

Disadvantages

Stretified Random Sampling - This somple is
divided vp into groups to accurately represent
the people being studied, e.g. you might have
50% boys and 50% girls, 20% ethnic minority.
You could also divide the group by age and by

where they live.

Mon-Probability Sampling — Samples that are
selected on purpose by the researcher. This is
wsed when a sampling frame is vnavailable

Snowhall Sampling — This is where a member
of your sampling group introduces you to
another participant and helps you recruit

further participants.

Quota Sampling - Often vsed in market
research, this is when respondents are selecied
because they represent certain groups in the
total population [e.g. due to their age, gender,
marital status, etc ).

Guestionnaires
can be more
accessible for
respondents ; its
easier to find
time for an online
interview than
face to face
inferview
Responses to
questionnaires
can generally be
relatively easy to
quantify
Gluestionnaires
are generally
most cost-
effective to
administer

Low response
rates can distort
the data
Pre-coded
questions can be
biased
Gluestionnaires
provide little
opportunity for
the researcher to
gauge the
truthfulness
Guestionnaires
generally limit the
possible
responses that o
respondent can
give

Purposive Sampling - This is selecting a
sample according to a known characteristic
(being o headteacher or being homeless)

( :"‘ 4
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7. Interviews

These interviews are unstructured and
therefore each one is unique. The researcher
has an idea of the topic they want to discuss
but they do not have set questions to follow.
They allow the interview to flow. This
produces qualitative data.

A semi- structured interview is a mix of the

two. The research has a guide of questions

but allows the participant to speak freely.

8. Observations

This can be done overtly or covertly. Overt
means that the researcher explains his aims and
intentions to the group they are observing.
Covert means that that the researcher iz u
working under cover. \

In a participant observation the researcher joins

in with the group.

Advantages of Participant Observation

Advantages of Structured Interviews

* Questions are standardised so they can
be compared.

* They con be easily replicated to check for
reliakbility.

* Interviewers are trained and familiar with
the interview schedule so they can help
the respondents with any

misunderstandings.

. It allows the observer to study the group
in their everyday setting.

. Studies tend to take place over a period
of time so the researcher can build o
bond with the participants.

. By participating in activities the
researcher can see things from the
group’s perspective and develop a

deeper understanding.

Disadvantages of Structured Interviews

*  The interviewer might make some people
feel uncomfortable about telling the truth.

* The interviewer can also influence answers
by their body language.

* The age, gender and ethnicity of the
interviewer can also influence the
respondent’s answer. This is called the

interviewer bias.

Disadvantages of Participant
Observation

Advantages of Unstructured Interviews

* They are much more flexible so any
misunderstandings can be discussed.

* Researchers can explore how interviewees
understand their own experiences and
behaviour so they can collect detailed
data

* It may be difficult for the researcher to gain
entry to the group and for the group to trust
them.

* Taking notes and recording activities as they
happen can be challenging especially if the
research is covert.

* The research is time consuming and
therefore expensive.

* The observer effect — the presence of the
observer can cavse the group to act
differently.

In non-participant observation the researcher
sits back from the group and observes without

joining in.

Advantages of Mon-participant Observation

Disadvantages of Unstructured Interviews

* In depth interviews are time consuming
and expensive.

* |t requires the researcher to have skills in
order to encovrage the participant to
open up.

* The interviewer could ask leading
questions and influence the responses of
the participants.

. Researchers are less likely to get drawm
into the group’s activities.

. They can remain objective as they are less
likely to let their opinions be influenced by
the group.

Disadvantages of Non-participant

Observation

T,

\Gi/

. It iz more difficult to see the world through
the eyes of group members if they do not
participate in their activities.

. The observer effect may change the
behaviour of the participants as they are
aware of being watched.
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@.Longitudinal Studies 11. Official Statistics

Longitedmal studies follow a group of Sratistics are a form of secondary data. This
people over fime. Changes in people’s social means that they are pre-exisfing oz they hove
attitvdes and experiences can be examined. been collected by somebody else. Statistics are
However, they are expensive to conduct and presented in the form of quantitative data such

as birth rotes or aime rotes. Official stotistics
are compiled by government depariments and

there are practical problems in retaining the
ariginal sample.

Advontages of Longitudinal Studies

Longitudinal studies allow researchers to
examine social dhanges over time. Chonges
in individuals” daily lives, experiences,
behoviour, values and opinions can be
identified

ogencies.
Sowrces include The Office for Mational
Stratistics and The Department of Education.

Advontages of Official Statistics

Disadvantages of Longitudinal

The time scale involved means that
longitudinal studies are relafively expensive
and time-consuming

Ireolvement in a longitudinal study may
affect the behaviour of the parficipants —
they might behave differently from the waoy
they would have behoved if they had not
been involved in the study.

There are problems in maintoining contact
with the original sample over time: people
legve hame, move house, move abrood or
otherwize disoppear for pericds of time
People may change their minds and decide
to withdraw from the study.

- They save fime and money becouse they
have already been colleched.

= They are based on lorge samples.

* They may only provide limited
mformation.

* They clloer for comparisons befeeen data
and infermation on frends.

* They can be used as part of a mixed
methods study

Dizadvantoges of Official Statistics

*  They con fell us numbers but not meanings.
For exomple we con know how many
divorces are ooourring each year but we do
niof kmoow whey.

*  Sociologists connot check the validity of
official statistics.

12 Content Analysis

10. Ethnography

Ethnogrophy is the cbservation & description
of grouvp of people & their way of life

& content analysis studies the content of the
media. It con measure and analyse the

messages produced by the medic
Advantages of Content Analysis

Advantages of Ethnographies

Based on the direct observation of social
behaviour which provides a valid, well-
rounded picture of the sodal behaviour
under study

Tvpe of gualitafive research providing
detailed in-depth doto

*  (Cheap method: ¥You only need access 1o the
media fo be able to carry cut a content
analysis e.g. access to TV or newspopers

* Itz a reliable research method: If yow use o
content onabysis grid to measure the output
of the media, then it is easy for other
researchers to repeat your content analysis
and test your resulis.

Disodvontages of Ethnographies

Disadvantages of Confent Analysis

There are ethical problems, porficelarly
with regard to the privocy of informaonts
whiz con reveal their intimate defails.
The chserver effect — when people are
aware they are under study, they may
change their behoviour

Ethnographic research tends to be
expensive & fime consuming

* It locks walidity: If the content enalysis is just
quaontitative data it will ladk detail and
depth of mformafion. E.g. It can show that
the meadia is violent and sexist, bur it connot
explain why the media i violent or s=xist.

* |t is too subjective: This means the results are
based on the opinions of the person doing
the content analysis; they decide if
something they see is viclent and sexist.
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13. PET 14. Social Policy

Practical issues are also something Sociologists

need to consider. Sociologists need to assess Social policies are plans and actions that
how practical it is for them to complete governments and local authorities put into place
research.

to address a specific social problem.
Key practical issves include:

=Time — is the research project too time-

Many Sociologists carry out research into the

consuming?

=Access — can the researcher gain access? For effectiveness of social policies. For example,
example, researching a gang — can the welfare policies. Do they help relieve poverty,
researcher gain access fo a gang? stop crime and help the elderly?

=(_ost — Howe much will the research cost?

Extended participant observation would cost o
partep Sociologists, thus have a key role in social

significant amount.
policy design and evaluation. In key areas of

Key ethical issues in Sociological research are: crime, education and welfare
=Protecting participants from harm [emotional,
psychological etc)

=Informed consent — the participant should

know they are being studied and the purpose 2 "'i s
of the research

=Anonymity, privacy and confidentiality — the
participants identity must be protected, and all
personal information should be kept
confidential.

Key Theoretical issues in Sociological research
are:

= Validity

= Reliability

= Representativeness
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Research methods

Research Methods are embedded throughout the entire two-year course. AQA are focus on the skill of application.
This means, it is not enough to know about research methods, you will need to apply them to the topics you are
studying e.g., families, education , Crime and social stratification

Here are some example questions.

Family Topic

0 Identify and explain one disadvantage of using structured interviews to investigate
conjugal role relationships.
[4 marks]

Education Topic

Identify one ethical issue you would need to consider when investigating attitudes towards
arranged marriage and explain how you would deal with this issue in your investigation.

[4 marks]
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Identify and explain one disadvantage of using non-participant observation to investigate
student behaviour.
[4 marks]

Percentage of students achieving five or more GCSE grades A*-C, England,
1990-2014: by gender

80
Key

70| [E Males
[[] Females

60

50

Percentage 4 |
of students

30
204 3

10

LR

1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014
Year
Source: Department for Education/Joint Council for Qualifications

From Item C, examine one strength of the research.
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Crime

Anne Campbell studied the role of girls in street gangs in New York in the 1970s and
1980s. Up to this point, research only focused on male gangs.

To understand female members more clearly, Campbell selected three gangs. She
spent six months with each gang, focusing on a particular girl in each gang. She used a
range of methods, such as unstructured interviews and overt observation.

Campbell found that the girls in the gangs did not have a different set of norms and
values to the rest of society. In fact, they had the same goals in life as most other
women — financial security, freedom, stable relationships and a family, meaning that
they were not so different from women in wider society.

Source: Girl Delinguents (1981)

From Item A, examine one strength of the research.

[2 marks]

n Identify and explain one disadvantage of using group interviews to research the
experience of prisoners.

[4 marks]



