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INTRODUCTION

A book for ‘project researchers’

Social research is no longer the concern of the small elite of professionals and
full-time researchers. It has become the concern of a far greater number of
people who are faced with the prospect of undertaking small-scale research
projects as part of an academic course or as part of their professional develop-
ment. It is these people who provide the main audience for this book.

The aim of the book is to present these ‘project researchers’ with practical
guidance and a vision of the key issues involved in social research. It attempts
to provide project researchers with vital information which is easily accessible
and which gets to the heart of the matter quickly and concisely. In doing this,
the book is based on three premises:

¥ Most of what needs to be known and done in relation to the production
of competent social research can be stated in straightforward language.

2 The foundations of good social research depend on paying attention to
certain elementary factors. If such factors are ignored or overlooked, the
research will be open to criticism and serious questions may be raised
about the quality of the findings. Good research depends on addressing
these key points. The answers may vary from topic to topic, researcher to
researcher. There may be no one ‘right’ answer, but the biggest possible
guarantee of poor research is to ignore the issues.

3 Project researchers can safeguard against making elementary errors in the
design and execution of their research by using a checklist approach, in
which they assure themselves that they have attended to the ‘minimum’
requirements and have not overlooked crucial factors associated with the
production of good research.
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STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL
RESEARCH

The process of putting together a piece of good research is not something that
can be done by slavishly following a set of edicts about what is right and wrong.
In practice, the social researcher is faced with a variety of options and alternatives
and has to make strategic decisions about which to choose. Each choice brings with
it a set of assumptions about the social world it investigates. Each choice brings
with it a set of advantages and disadvantages. Gains in one direction will bring
with them losses in another, and the social researcher has to live with this.

There is no ‘one right’ direction to take. There are, though, some strategies
which are better suited than others for tackling specific issues. In practice,
good social research is a matter of ‘horses for courses’, where approaches are
selected because they are appropriate for specific aspects of investigation and
specific kinds of problems. They are chosen as ‘fit for purpose’. The crucial thing
for good research is that the choices are reasonable and that they are made explicit
as part of any research report.

T —

» Approaches are selected because they are appropriate for specific aspects
of investigation and specific kinds of problems.

> ‘Strategic’ decisions aim at putting the social researcher in the best pos-
sible position to gain the best outcome from the research.

P In good research the choices are (a) reasonable and (b) made explicit as
part of any research report.

Key decisions about the strategy and methods to be used are usually taken
before the research begins. When you have embarked on a particular approach
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it is not easy to do a U-turn. Particularly for small-scale research, there tend
to be tight constraints on time and money, which mean that the researcher
does not have the luxury of thinking, ‘Well, I'll try this approach and see how
it goes and, if it doesn’t work, I'll start again with a different approach . . . put
Plan B into operation.’ In the real world, research projects are normally one-
off investigations where, if you do not get it right first time, the research fails.
To avoid starting on a path that ultimately gets nowhere there are some
things which can be taken into consideration right at the outset as the
researcher contemplates which approach to choose. In effect, the checklist on
the following page can be used by the project researcher to gauge if what he
or she has in mind is a ‘starter’ or a ‘non-starter’ as a proposition. If the
researcher is able to score well in the sense of meeting the points in the check-
list ~ not all, but a good majority - then he or she can feel fairly confident
that the research is starting from a solid foundation and that it should not be
necessary to back-track and start again once the project has got under way.



Key decisions about social research

45 'pis” 4 tss Falkisalrg qustions:

Issue Factors to be considered

Relevance » s the research significant in relation to 4
. I current issues in society?

Poes't reha I);] » Wil the research build upon existing 4

EOALEr it er knowledge about the topic?

th: resTarc7 » Are specific theories to be used, tested D

thkes|pidce: or developed?

Feasibility » s there sufficient time for the design of a

the research, collection of data and
analysis of results?
P Will the resources be available to cover the
costs of the research (e.g. travel, printing)?
P Will it be possible and practical to gain
access to necessary data (people, events,

Can it be done?

vy

Are respondents likely to give full and
honest answers?

Will the investigation manage to focus
on the most vital issues?

Will the research
produce true and >
honest findings?

documents)?
Coverage P Will the questions cover the full range of issues? D
; P Will an adequate number and suitable
:\’:;‘the gt diversity of people, events etc. be included? D
inclug(;e & »  Will it be reasonable to make a
i generalizations on the basis of the data
collected?
P Is it likely that there will be an adequate D
response rate?
Accuracy Will the data be precise and detailed? D

Objectivity P Can | avoid being biased because of my a
: personal values, beliefs and background?

What chance is P Will the research be approached with D

there that the an open mind about what the findings

research will pro- might show?

vide a fair and P Am | prepared to recognize the limitations

balanced picture? of the research approach that is adopted?

Ethics » Can | avoid any deception or misrepresentation D

in my dealings with the research subjects?
What about the . p Wil the identities and the interests of those a

rights and involved be protected?

feelings of those B - Can I guarantee the confidentiality of the
affected by the information given to me during the research?
research? :

© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open University Press.
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SURVEYS

In one sense, the word ‘survey’ means ‘to view comprehensively and in detail’.
In another sense it refers specifically to the act of ‘obtaining data for mapping’'.
These aspects of the definition of a survey, of course, derive from the classic
versions of geographical surveys and ordnance surveys, which map out the
landscape or the built environment of roads and buildings. The principles,
though, have been used to good effect on mapping out the social world as
well as the physical world and, indeed, surveys have emerged in the later parts
of the twentieth century as one of the most popular and commonplace
approaches to social research. Such social surveys share with their physical
counterparts some crucial characteristics.

» Wide and inclusive coverage. Implicit in the notion of ‘survey’ is the idea that
the research should have a wide coverage - a breadth of view. A survey, in
principle, should take a panoramic view and ‘take it all in’.

» At a specific point in time. The purpose of mapping surveys is generally to
‘bring things up to date’, and so it is with the notion of social surveys.
Surveys usually relate to the present state of affairs and involve an attempt
to provide a snapshot of how things are at the specific time at which the
data are collected. Though there might be occasions when researchers will
wish to do a retrospective study to show how things used to be, these
remain more an exception than the rule.

» Empirical research. In the sense that ‘to survey’ carries with it the meaning
‘to look’, survey work inevitably brings with it the idea of empirical
research. It involves the idea of getting out of the chair, going out of the
office and purposefully seeking the necessary information ‘out there’. The
researcher who adopts a survey approach tends to buy in to a tradition of
research which emphasizes the quest for details of tangible things - things
that can be measured and recorded.
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The survey approach is a research strategy, not a research
method. Many methods can be incorporated in the use of a
social survey.

These three characteristics of the survey approach involve no mention of
specific research methods. It is important to recognize this point. The survey
approach is a research strategy, not a method. Researchers who adopt the strat-
egy are able to use a whole range of methods within the strategy: question-
naires, interviews, documents and observation. What is distinctive about the
survey approach is its combination of a commitment to a breadth of study, a
focus on the snapshot at a given point in time and a dependence on empiri-
cal data. That is not to deny that there are certain methods which are popu-
larly associated with the use of surveys, nor that there are certain methods
which sit more comfortably with the use of the strategy than others. This is
true for each of the main research strategies outlined in the book. However,
in essence, surveys are about a particular approach - not the methods - an
approach in which there is empirical research pertaining to a given point in
time which aims to incorporate as wide and as inclusive data as possible.

1 Types of survey

Surveys come in a wide variety of forms, and are used by researchers who can
have very different aims and discipline backgrounds. A brief listing can never
include all the possibilities, but it can help to establish the most common
types of survey and give some indication about their application.

Postal questionnaires

Probably the best known kind of survey is that which involves sending ‘self-
completion” questionnaires through the post. This generally involves a
large-scale mailing covering a wide geographical area.

Postal questionnaires are usually, though not always, received ‘cold’ by the
respondent. This means that there is not usually any personal contact between
the researcher and the resporident, and the respondent receives no prior
notification of the arrival of the questionnaire.

Link up with Response rates, p. 19 : . \
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The proportion of people who respond as requested to such ‘cold’ postal
questionnaires is quite low. The actual proportion will depend on the nature
of the topic(s) and the length of the questionnaire. As a rough guide, any social
researcher will be lucky to get as many as 20 per cent of the questionnaires
returned. As a result, this form of postal questionnaire tends to be used only
with very large mailings, where a low response will still provide sufficient data
for analysis. The small proportion that respond is unlikely to represent a true
cross-section of those being surveyed in terms of age, sex, social class etc. Some
types of people are more likely to fill in and return their questionnaires than
others. However, the results can be ‘weighted’ according to what is already
known about the composition of the people being surveyed (in terms of age,
sex, social class etc.), so that the data which eventually get analysed are based
on the actual proportions among those surveyed rather than the proportions
that were returned to the researchers via the post.

Email surveys operate on basically the same principle as the postal question-
naire. In the case of email, though, the mail-shot tends to be more random. It
is more difficult to calculate who or how many will be contacted through the
mail-shot. The potential advantage is that vast numbers can be contacted with
practically no costs involved. Responding to the questionnaire can be made
less onerous for the respondent, and returning the completed questionnaire
can be done at a keystroke without the need for an envelope or stamp.

Face-to-face interviews

As the name suggests, the face-to-face survey involves direct contact between
the researcher and the respondent. This contact can arise through approaches
made by the researcher ‘in the street’. The sight of the market researcher with
her clipboard and smile is familiar in town centres. Or the contact can be made
by calling at people’s homes. Sometimes these will be ‘on spec’ to see if the
householder is willing and able to spare the time to help with the research.
On other occasions, contact will be made in advance by letter or phone.

The face-to-face interview is a more expensive way of conducting the survey
than the use of the post or the use of telephones to «collect information. Inter-
viewer time and interviewer travel costs are considerable. Weighed against
this, researchers might expect the data obtained to be more detailed and rich,
and the face-to-face contact offers some immediate means of validating the
data. The researcher can sense if she is being given false information in the
face-to-face context in a way that is not possible with questionnaires and less
feasible with telephone surveys.

. The response rate will be better than with other survey approaches. Part of
the researcher’s skill is to engage the potential respondent and quickly
manoeuvre the person to get his or her cooperation. An armlock is not called
for here; something a little more subtle. The point is, though, that the face-
to-face contact allows the researcher the opportunity to ‘sell’ the thing to the
potential respondent in a way that the use of questionnaires and telephones
does not.
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Face-to-face contact also allows researchers to select carefully their potential
respondents so that they get responses from just those people needed to fill
necessary quotas. A required number of males and femnales can be ensured. A
suitable balance of age bands can be guaranteed. Appropriate numbers of
ethnic groups and earnings categories can be incorporated with a minimum
prospect of redundant material. There is an efficiency built into this form of
data collection despite its expensive nature. :

[E] Link up with Quota sampling, p. 13

Telephone interviews

Telephone surveys used to be considered a rather suspect research method,
principally because it was felt that contacting people by phone led to a biased
sample. There was a strong probability that the kind of people who could be
contacted by phone were not representative of the wider population. It the past
they tended to be the financially better off. However, telephone surveys are now
in widespread use in social research, and there are three main reasons for this.
1 Telephone interviewing is cheaper and quicker than face-to-face interviewing.
Researchers do not have to travel to all parts of the country to conduct
the interviews - they only have to pick up a phone. This has always been
recognized as an advantage but, until recently, there have been doubts
about the reliability of the data gathered by telephone. Social researchers
have not been willing to sacrifice the quality of data for the economies
that telephone interviewing can bring. However . . .

2 Question marks are now being placed against the assumption that face-to-face
interviews produce better, more accurate, data. The emerging evidence sug-
gests that people are as honest in telephone interviews as they are with
face-to-face type interviews. ‘Initial doubts about the reliability of factual
information obtained over the telephone and its comparability with infor-
mation obtained face-to-face have largely been discounted . . . There is no
general reason to think that the measures obtained by telephone are less
valid (it has been claimed that in some situations they are more valid)’
(Thomas and Purdon 1995: 4).

@ There is now less chance of bias in the sample when conducting surveys by
phone. It is estimated that by the late 1990s researchers are able to contact
91 per cent of people aged over 18 years directly by telephone. So the old
doubts about the ability of telephone interviews to reach a sufficiently rep-
resentative population have faded somewhat. Developments in technology
have further boosted the attractiveness of telephone surveying, because
it has become easier to contact a truly random sample of the population
using a ‘random-digit dialling’ technique. Researchers can select the area
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they wish to survey and identify the relevant dialling code for that area.
They can then contact phone numbers at random within that area
using random-digit dialling, where the final digits of the phone numbers
are produced by computer technology which automatically generates
numbers at random.

Link up with Random sampling, p. 12

Telephone contact brings with it some of the immediate one-to-one inter-
action associated with face-to-face interviews. Although it forfeits the visual
contact of face-to-face interviewing, it retains the ‘personal’ element and the
two-way interaction between the researcher and the respondent. It gives the
researcher some brief opportunity to explain the purpose of the phone call
and to cajole the respondent into providing the required information: ‘Or
perhaps I can call back at a later time if that is more convenient.’ On the other
hand, the telephone contact is more intrusive than the postal questionnaire,
intruding on people’s quality time at home in a way that a postal question-
naire does not. But, perhaps, more than this, it confronts the problem of
having to contend with the ‘double-glazing’ sales pitch which comes over the
phone in the guise of research. The methods of genuine research can be used and
abused to sell products rather than collect information.

The net result of all this is that, although telephone interviewing reduces
the level of non-responses through non-contact, it actually suffers a higher
non-response rate overall - by some 10 per cent. This is owing to a higher
refusal rate over the phone. People evidently feel less inhibited about saying ‘no’
to the researcher over the phone.,

Documents

All too often in writing about social surveys, the attention is focused solely on
surveys of people. Yet, in practice, the strategy of the survey can be applied to
documents as well as living people. The social researcher can undertake
empirical research based on documents which incorporates as wide and as
inclusive data as possible, and which aims to ‘bring things up to date’. The
literature survey, of course, is a prime example. It is the basis for good research
and it involves the use of survey principles applied to documents on the topic
of the research. The idea is to encompass as much as possible of the existing
material - equivalent to getting the panoramic view of the landscape.

Link up with Literature review, p. 158

The literatufe review may be the kind of document survey with which most
researchers are familiar. It is not, however, the only kind of document survey.



