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Learning Outcomes Differentiate between the four kinds of research methods: surveys, field research, experiments, and secondary data analysis Sociological research is a fairly complex process. As you can see, a lot goes into even a simple research design. There are many steps and much to consider when collecting data on human behavior, as well
as in interpreting and analyzing data in order to form conclusive results. Sociologists use scientific methods for good reason. The scientific method provides a system of organization that helps researchers plan and conduct the study while ensuring that data and results are reliable, valid, and objective. The many methods available to researchers—
including experiments, surveys, field studies, and secondary data analysis—all come with advantages and disadvantages. The strength of a study can depend on the choice and implementation of the appropriate method of gathering research. Depending on the topic, a study might use a single method or a combination of methods. It is important to
plan a research design before undertaking a study. The information gathered may in itself be surprising, and the study design should provide a solid framework in which to analyze predicted and unpredicted data. Main Sociological Research Methods. Sociological research methods have advantages and disadvantages. Method Implementation
Advantages Challenges Survey Questionnaires Interviews Yields many responses Can survey a large sample Quantitative data are easy to chart Can be time consuming Can be difficult to encourage participant response Captures what people think and believe but not necessarily how they behave in real life Field Work Observation Participant
observation Ethnography Case study Yields detailed, accurate real-life information Time consuming Data captures how people behave but not what they think and believe Qualitative data is difficult to organize Experiment Deliberate manipulation of social customs and mores Tests cause and effect relationships Hawthorne Effect Ethical concerns
about people’s well-being Secondary Data Analysis Analysis of government data (census, health, crime statistics) Research of historic documents Makes good use of previous sociological information Data could be focused on a purpose other than yours Data can be hard to find Figure 1. Crack cocaine users in downtown Vancouver. (Photo courtesy of
Wikimedia commons) Choosing a research methodology depends on a number of factors, including the purpose of the research and the audience for whom the research is intended. If we consider the type of research that might go into producing a government policy document on the effectiveness of safe injection sites for reducing the public health
risks of intravenous drug use, we would expect public administrators to want “hard” (i.e., quantitative) evidence of high reliability to help them make a policy decision. The most reliable data would come from an experimental or quasi-experimental research model in which a control group can be compared with an experimental group using
quantitative measures. This approach has been used by researchers studying InSite in Vancouver (Marshall et al. 2011; Wood et al. 2006). InSite is a supervised safe-injection site where heroin addicts and other intravenous drug users can go to inject drugs in a safe, clean environment. Clean needles are provided and health care professionals are on
hand to intervene in the case of overdose or other medical emergency. It is a controversial program both because heroin use is against the law (the facility operates through a federal ministerial exemption) and because the heroin users are not obliged to quit using or seek therapy. To assess the effectiveness of the program, researchers compared the
risky usage of drugs in populations before and after the opening of the facility and geographically near and distant to the facility. The results from the studies have shown that InSite has reduced both deaths from overdose and risky behaviours, such as the sharing of needles, without increasing the levels of crime associated with drug use and
addiction. On the other hand, if the research question is more exploratory (for example, trying to discern the reasons why individuals in the crack smoking subculture engage in the risky activity of sharing pipes), the more nuanced approach of fieldwork is more appropriate. The research would need to focus on the subcultural context, rituals, and
meaning of sharing pipes, and why these phenomena override known health concerns. Graduate student Andrew Ivsins at the University of Victoria studied the practice of sharing pipes among 13 habitual users of crack cocaine in Victoria, B.C. (Ivsins 2010). He met crack smokers in their typical setting downtown and used an unstructured interview
method to try to draw out the informal norms that lead to sharing pipes. One factor he discovered was the bond that formed between friends or intimate partners when they shared a pipe. He also discovered that there was an elaborate subcultural etiquette of pipe use that revolved around the benefit of getting the crack resin smokers left behind.
Both of these motives tended to outweigh the recognized health risks of sharing pipes (such as hepatitis) in the decision making of the users. This type of research was valuable in illuminating the unknown subcultural norms of crack use that could still come into play in a harm reduction strategy such as distributing safe crack kits to addicts. Watch
this video to review some of the key methods used in conducting sociological research. Contribute! Did you have an idea for improving this content? We’d love your input. Improve this pageLearn More Sociologists use a range of quantitative and qualitative, primary and secondary social research methods to collect data about society. The main types
of research method are: Social surveys (questionnaires and structured interviews)Experiments (Lab and Field) Unstructured interviewsPartipant Observation Secondary qualitative data Official Statistics This page provides links to more in depth posts on all of the above research methods. It has primarily been written for students studying the A Level
Sociology AQA 7192 specification, and incorporates Methods in the Context of Education. Research Methods at a Glance – Key Concepts Research Methods Top Ten Key Concepts – start here if you’re all at sea – includes simple explanations of terms such as validity, reliability, representativeness, Positivism and Interpretivism Research Methods A-Z
Glossary – a more comprehensive index of the key terms you need to know for AS and A Level Sociology An Introduction to Research Methods Without research methods there is no sociology! This section covers the basics of the different types of research method and factors influencing choice of research methods, also the important distinction
between Positivism and Interpretivism! Research Methods in Sociology – An Introduction – detailed class notes covering the basic types of research method available to sociologists such as social surveys, interviews, experiments, and observations Factors Effecting Choice of Research Topic in Sociology – detailed class notes on the theoretical, ethical,
and practical factors effecting the choice of research methods Factors Effecting Choice of Research Method in Sociology – detailed class notes covering theoretical, practical and ethical factors and the nature of topic. NB choice of topic will affect choice of research method. Choice of topic and method are different issues! Positivism and
Interpretivism – Positivists generally prefer quantitative methods, Interpretivists prefer qualitative methods – this post consists of brief summary revision notes and revision diagrams outlining the difference between positivist and interpretivist approaches to social research. Positivism, Sociology and Social Research – detailed class notes on the
relationship between The Enlightenment, industrialisation and positivist sociology, which sees sociology as a science. Stages of Social Research – detailed class notes covering research design, operationalising concepts, sampling, pilot studies, data collection and data analysis. Outline and explain two practical problems which might affect social
research (10) – A model answer to this exam question, which could appear on either paper 7191 (1) or 7191 (3). Good Resources for Teaching and Learning Research Methods – simply links (with brief descriptions) which take you to a range of text books and web sites which focus on various aspects of quantitative and qualitative research methods.
NB this post is very much a work in progress, being updated constantly. Primary Quantitative Research Methods Social Surveys An Introduction to Social Surveys – a brief introduction to the use of different types of survey in social research, including structured questionnaires and interviews and different ways of administering surveys such as
online, by phone or face to face. The advantages and disadvantages of social surveys in social research – detailed class notes covering the theoretical, practical and ethical strengths and limitations of social surveys. Generally, surveys are preferred by positivists and good for simple topics, but not so good for more complex topics which require a
‘human touch’! Experiments An Introduction to Experiments in Sociology – a brief introduction covering definitions of key terms including hypotheses, dependent and independent variables and the Hawthorne Effect. NB sociologists don’t generally use experiments, especially not lab experiments, but you still need to know about them! Laboratory
Experiments in Sociology – detailed class notes on the strengths and limitations of laboratory experiments. Sociologists don’t generally use lab experiments, but examiners seem to ask questions about them more than other methods – one hypothesis for why is that sociology examiners have a burning hatred of teenagers. Field Experiments in
Sociology – detailed class notes on the strengths and limitations of field experiments. Field experiments take place in real life social settings so are more ‘sociological’ than lab experiments. Seven Examples of Field Experiment for Sociology – class notes outlining a mixture of seven classic and contemporary field experiments relevant to various
aspects of the AS and A level sociology syllabus Longitudinal Studies Longitudinal Studies – These are interval studies designed to explore changes over a long period of time. Researchers start with a sample and keep going back to that same sample periodically – say every year, or every two years, to explore how and why changes occur. The Seven
Up Series – an in-depth look at Britain’s longest running and best loved Longitudinal study. What Makes a Good Life? – Lessons from a Longitudinal Study – This is one of the longest running Longitudinal studies in the world – the respondents were in their 20s when it started, now those who are still alive are in their 80s. Primary Qualitative Research
Methods Primary qualitative research methods tend to be favoured by Interpretivists as they allow respondents to speak for themselves, and should thus yield valid data. However, because qualitative methods tend to involve the researcher getting more involved with the respondents, there is a risk that the subjective views of the researcher could
interfere with the results, which could compromise both the validity and reliability of such methods. Qualitative research methods also tend to be time consuming and so it can be difficult to to them with large samples of people. Participant Observation Overt and Covert Participant Observation – Participant Observation is where researchers take part
in the life of respondents, sometimes for several months or even years, and try to ‘see the world through their eyes’. Overt research is where respondents know the researcher is doing research, covert is where the researcher is undercover. The strengths and limitations of covert participant observation – sociologists don’t generally use covert
participant observation because of the ethical problem of deception means they can’t get funding. This methods is more commonly used by journalists doing investigative reporting, or you could even say undercover police officers use it, and you can use these examples to illustrate the advantages and disadvantages of this method. Some recent
examples of sociological studies using participant observation – including Pearson’s covert research into football hooligans and Mears’s research into the modelling industry. Non-Participant Observation – detailed class notes on non-participant observation. This is where the researcher observes from the sidelines and makes observations. Probably the
most commonly used form of this is the OFSTED inspection. Interviews Interviews in Social Research – This post consists of detailed class notes focusing strengths and limitations of mainly unstructured interviews, which are like a guided conversation that allow respondents the freedom to speak for themselves. Secondary Research Methods Official
Statistics Official Statistics in Sociology – class notes on the general strengths and limitations of official statistics, which are numerical data collected by the government. Examples include crime statistics, school league tables and education statistics. Evaluating the Usefulness of Official Statistics – the UK government collects a wide variety of
statistics, the validity of which can vary enormously. This post explores the validity of Religious belief statistics, crime and prison statistics, and immigration data, among other sources of data. Cross National Comparisons – Comparing data across countries using official statistics can provide insight into the causes of social problems such as poverty,
and war and conflict. This post looks at how you might go about doing this and the strengths and limitations of this kind of research. Secondary Qualitative Data Secondary Qualitative Data Analysis in Sociology – class notes covering private and public documents. Public documents include any written or visual document produced with an audience in
mind, such things as government reports and newspapers, whereas private documents refer to personal documents such as diaries and letters which are not intended to be seen by their authors. Content Analysis of the Media in Social Research – class notes covering formal content (quantitative) analysis and semiology. Personal documents in social
research – a more in-depth look at the strengths and limitations of using sources such as diaries and letters as sources of data. Autobiographies in social research – Autobiographies are popular with the British public, but how useful are they as sources of data for the social researcher? Sociology, Science and Value Freedom (Part of A2 Theory and
Methods) Sociology and Value Freedom – Detailed class notes Methods in Context – Research Methods Applied to Education Field Experiments applied to Education – are Chinese Teaching Methods the Best? This is a summary of a documentary in which some students at one school undertook a Chinese style of teaching for 3 months, involving 12
hour days and ‘teach from the front techniques’. The students were then tested and their results compared to students from the same school who stuck to the traditional British way of teaching. The results may surprise you! Participant Observation in Education – focusing on the work of Paul Willis and Mac An Ghail. Non-Participant Observation in
Education – focusing on OFSTED inspections, as these are probably the most commonly used of all methods in education! The Strengths and Limitations of Education Statistics – This post discusses the strengths and limitations of results statistics. NB these may not be as valid as you think! Evaluating the Usefulness of Secondary Qualitative Data to
Research Education – there are lot of documents sociologists may use to research education, including school promotional literature and web sites, policy documents, written records on students, and, if they can access them, personal messages between students referring to what they think about school. Focus on the AS and A Level Exams Research
Methods Essays – How to Write Them – general advice on writing research methods essays for the AS and A level sociology exams. This post covers the PET technique – Practical, Ethical and Theoretical. Assess the Strengths of Using Participant Observation in Social Research (20) – example essay, top mark band. Methods in Context Essay
Template – a suggested gap fill essay plan on how to answer these challenging ‘applied research methods’ questions. Methods in Context Mark Scheme – pared down mark scheme – easy to understand! It may surprise you to know that you can get up to 12/20 for just writing about the method, without even applying it to the question! Outline and
explain two advantages of overt compared to covert observation (10) – you might think that being undercover provides you with more valid data than when respondents know you are observing them, however, there are a few reasons why this might not be the case. This post explores why, and some of the other advantages overt has over covert
observation. (Honestly, covert is a lot of hassle!). NB this post is written as a response to an exam style question! Using Participant Observation to research pupils with behavourial difficulties (20) – a model answer for this methods in context style of essay. For more links to methods and applied methods essays see my page – ‘Exams, Essays and Short
Answer Questions‘. Other Relevant Posts Learning to Labour by Paul Willis – Summary and Evaluation of Research Methods How old are twitter users? – applied sociology – illustrates some of the problems us using social media to uncover social trends. Twitter users by occupation and social class – applied sociology – illustrates some of the problems
us using social media to uncover social trends. Other posts and links will be forthcoming throughout 2020, check back soon! Theory and Methods A Level Sociology Revision Bundle If you like this sort of thing, then you might like my Theory and Methods Revision Bundle – specifically designed to get students through the theory and methods sections
of A level sociology papers 1 and 3. Contents include: 74 pages of revision notes15 mind maps on various topics within theory and methodsFive theory and methods essays‘How to write methods in context essays’. For better value I’ve bundled all of the above topics into six revision bundles, containing revision notes, mind maps, and exam question
and answers, available for between £4.99 and £5.99 on Sellfy. Best value is my A level sociology revision mega bundle – which contains the following: over 200 pages of revision notes60 mind maps in pdf and png formats50 short answer exam practice questions and exemplar answersCovers the entire A-level sociology syllabus, AQA focus.
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