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1 Compare knowledge based on tradition, 
authority, and research

2 Explain why sociological research is 
important in our everyday lives

3 Describe the scientific method

4 Describe the basic steps of the research 
process

5 Compare and illustrate common sociological 
data collection methods, including their 
strengths and limitations

6 Explain why ethics are important in scientific 
research



What is Social Research?

Social research:

 Examines human behavior

 Is guided by rules and procedures

 Involves the objective gathering of data

 Knowledge / Awareness

 Attitudes / Beliefs

 Practice / Behavior

 Traits / Characteristics



Bases of knowledge

 Tradition: We’ve always done it that way
Mystical awareness

 Authority: an important source said so
Naïve Awareness

 Scientific method: careful data collection and 
measurement, appropriate generalizations

Critical Awareness



Bases of knowledge

Gallup Poll: Americans' Views On Evolution, 
Creationism Little Changed 06/01/2012 6:03 pm

 46 percent of Americans believe God created humans in 
their present form within the last 10,000 years.

 15 percent of Americans believed God played no part in 
human evolution, a process that had taken millions of 
years. 

 32 percent, choose the third option, saying they believed 
humans had evolved, but that God had guided the process, 
a belief called "theistic evolution.“

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/01/gallup-poll-americans-creationism-evolution_n_1563800.html


Why is Sociological Research Important in Our 
Everyday Lives?

 NPR Texas Megachurch at Center of Measles Outbreak

http://www.npr.org/player/v2/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=217746942&m=217842194


Importance of Sociology—Application 

Is it tradition, authority, or science?

 A good spanking always worked for my children.

 Nine out of 10 people who answered the survey said 
they were in favor of the change.

 Sam believes it’s true because the Bible says so.



Scientific Method

Scientific method: a research process that includes: 

 careful data collection, 

 exact measurement, 

 accurate recording and 

 analysis of findings, 

 thoughtful interpretation of the results, and 

 appropriate generalizations



Scientific Method

 Concept: an abstract idea, mental image or general 
notion that represents some aspect of our lives

 Variable: a characteristic that can change in value 
or magnitude under different conditions

 Examples: age, ethnicity, social class



Scientific Method—Application 

What are some variables that reflect each of these 
categories?

- Contraception

 Knowledge

 Attitudes

 Practices

 Traits 



Scientific Method

In a research study, scientists:

 Ask a question

 How often do you hit your children?

 It’s OK to spank a child if they behave badly.

 Children sometimes need to spanked to teach them right from 
wrong.

 Test a hypothesis

 The less education an individual has, the more likely they are 
to use corporal punishment.



Scientific Method

 Hypothesis: statement of a relationship between 
two or more variables that will be tested in a study

 Independent variable: determines or has an 
effect

 Dependent variable: the outcome



Scientific Method—Application 

Identify the independent and dependent variables in 
the hypotheses.

 The more you study, the more you know.

 Violence rates are higher among cohabiting couples 
than among married couples.

 Curfews reduce vandalism rates.



Causality

 Theoretical relationship

 Chronology

 Covariance

The less education an individual has, the more likely they are to use 
corporal punishment with their children.



Research results should have:

 Reliability—consistency

 Validity—accuracy



Research results should have:

 Reliability—consistency

 Validity—accuracy



Scientific Method

Research relies on:

 Deductive reasoning: moving from the general to 
the specific

 Theory →Hypothesis → Observation → Confirmation

 Inductive reasoning: moving from the specific to 
the general

 Observation → Pattern →Hypothesis → Theory



Scientific Method



Scientific Method

 Qualitative research: nonnumeric description

 A researcher works in a meat-packing plant and describes his 
experiences

 Quantitative research: numerical analysis

 Reported number of safety violations are analyzed in 
relationship to number of inspections.



Scientific Method

 Population: well-defined group of people or things 
that is of interest

 Sample: that part of the population that is studied

 Probability sample: each person or thing has an 
equal chance of being selected

 Nonprobability sample: based on convenience or 
availability



Scientific Method—Application 

Is it a probability sample?

 Classes are selected randomly from a list of all 
classes at a university.

 Students leaving the student union are asked to fill 
out a survey.

 Readers voluntarily complete a survey found in a 
magazine.



Scientific Method

Sociologists usually talk about correlation—the 
relationship between variables—rather than 
causation. 

Selection of method is based on:

 Benefits and limitations of the method

 Time and budget constraints
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2.3 An Example of Correlation

LO - 3



Steps in the Scientific Method

Choose a topic to study

Summarize the related research

Formulate a hypothesis or ask a research question

Describe the data collection methods

Collect the data

Present the findings

Analyze and explain the results

LO - 4



Data Collection Methods

 Surveys

 Field research

 Content analysis

 Experiments

 Secondary analysis of existing data

 Evaluation research

LO - 5



Data Collection

Surveys:

 Questionnaires and interviews

 Advantages: inexpensive, easy to administer, fast 
turn-around rate, ease in acquiring sensitive 
information

 Disadvantages: low response rate, possibility of 
inaccurate information
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2.2 Can I Trust These Numbers?

LO - 5



Survey Research Application









Data Collection 

Secondary Analysis:

 Examines data that have been collected by someone 
else

 Includes historical materials, personal documents, 
public records, and official statistics

 Advantages: accessible, convenient, inexpensive

 Disadvantages: may not have the needed 
information



Data Collection

Field Research

 Observing people in their natural surroundings

 Includes participant observation

 Advantages: in-depth understanding, flexible, does 
not disrupt the subjects

 Disadvantages: sometimes expensive or dangerous, 
little control over the data



Surveillance



Data Collection

Content Analysis

 Systematically examining some form of 
communication such as speeches, songs, emails

 Develops categories to code material

 Sorts and analyzes data

 Draws conclusions about the results

 Advantages: inexpensive, less-time consuming; 
correct coding errors easily; unobtrusive; permits 
comparisons over time

 Disadvantages: labor intensive; subjective coding; 
possibility of class bias



State of the Union

 How can we visualize a speech?

 Donald Trump 2017 State of the Union
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EEsAjy7lps

www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/02/28/remarks-president-trump-joint-address-congress

 https://www.wordclouds.com/

 http://www.wordle.net/create

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EEsAjy7lps
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/02/28/remarks-president-trump-joint-address-congress
https://www.wordclouds.com/
http://www.wordle.net/create
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EEsAjy7lps
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EEsAjy7lps


LePage 2015 Inaugural Address



Obama 2015 State of the Union



Donald Trump 2017 State of the Union



Data Collection

Experiment

 Carefully controlled artificial situation

 Experimental group exposed to the independent 
variable

 Control group not exposed

 Advantages: can test cause-effect

 Disadvantages: artificial, high attrition 



Data Collection

Evaluation Research

 Assesses effectiveness of a social programs

 Uses any of the data collection techniques

 Advantages: examines actual efforts to deal with 
problems; can be valuable to program directors

 Disadvantages: not popular when it finds that 
existing programs are not effective
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2.6       Basic Experimental Design

LO - 5



Ethics, Politics, and Sociological Research



Ethics and Politics

Basic Ethical Considerations:

 Do no harm.

 Get the subjects’ informed consent.

 Protect subjects’ confidentiality. 



Ethics and Politics

 Policy makers may refuse to fund controversial 
subjects.

 Policy makers might ignore or suppress research 
findings.

 Advocacy groups might ignore findings that could 
reduce funding or undermine traditional values. 



Chapter Review

1. Why is social research important?

2. What is the scientific method?

3. How do sociologists do research?

4. What is the research process?

5. Describe different data collection methods.

6. What are the ethical considerations of doing 
research?



KEY TERMS
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• Correlation

• Survey

• Questionnaire

• Interview

• Field research

• Content analysis

• Experiment

• Experimental group

• Control group

• Secondary analysis

• Evaluation research



SUMMARY
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• Research challenges overgeneralizations, 
exposes myths, explains cause of people’s 
behavior, and influences social policies

• Scientific method involves:
• Careful data collection

• Exact measurement

• Accurate recording and analysis of the findings

• Thoughtful interpretation of results

• Generalization of the findings to a larger group


