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Preface

When I wrote the first edition of this textbook,
nearly fifteen years ago, I never imaged that it would
become a success and attract a large, loyal follow-
ing. I continue to strive to make this book a com-
prehensive, authoritative introduction to social
science research that is highly accessible to students
who are new to the field.

In addition to generally updating examples and
incorporating recent research on specific data col-
lection techniques, I made other changes in the sixth
edition. The changes, made in response to teachers
who have used previous editions, represent an at-
tempt to improve the clarity of presentation.

First, I moved key term definitions from a sep-
arate glossary at the end of the textbook to notes
within the text itself. Students told me that they had
trouble with some definitions and often turned to
the back to read formal definitions after a term was
introduced in the text. I thought that moving the de-
finitions to appropriate locations in the text would
help students to learn and understand the terms
more quickly and in the proper context.

Second, readers of past editions will notice that
I rearranged the organization of material in several
chapters. This was done to build the sequence of
concepts and to make the presentation of material
clearer to students. The integration of qualitative
and quantitative styles of research remains, but I re-
fined it and clarified how the two styles are differ-
ent yet complementary. In addition, I now repeat
references to a small number of example studies on
afew topics, instead of introducing many studies on
a disparate range of topics. This should make it eas-
ier for students to examine a study in depth and see
how multiple studies on one topic can be interre-
lated to build more general knowledge.

A third change was to reduce some discussions
and expand others. For example, information on the
web survey was expanded, and in several places di-
dactic charts have been added. Besides rewriting
some sections in each chapter, I substantially reor-
ganized and revised the chapters on theory and re-

search design. New information on survey research
techniques, cross-cultural research, and the nega-
tive case study was added. The following supple-
ments are available to assist both students and
instructors:

# Instructor’s Manual with Test Items

# TestGen EQ Computerized Test Bank for Win-
dows and Macintosh

# Student Workbook with Data CD-ROM

# Student SPSS software (packaged with the text
on request at a special price)

s Research Navigator™, an online research data-
base that is searchable by key word and pro-
vides access to thousands of full-text articles
from scholarly social science journals, popular
magazines, and newspapers (free to students
when the text is packaged with a Research Nav-
igator™ Guide)

# Allyn & Bacon Social Research Website
(www.ablongman.com/socialresearch)

This edition continues a commitment to show
students that social research is an exciting, impor-
tant process that real people conduct. My premise
is that social research is not a collection of disem-
bodied, abstract principles or arcane techniques;
rather, it is a living, breathing process of discovery
and knowledge creation. The process is one that
most students can master or at least understand with
modest effort and study. Professional researchers
need to have a high level of dedication and com-
mitment, but they are only human. They live in the
real social, political, and historical world, and it can
affect them. The effects include the influence of cul-
tural assumptions, beliefs, and values that can lead
to ethnocentric or nationalist views if one is not
careful. The text continues to seek an international
audience.

I believe social researchers need to be simulta-
neously detached from and involved in the social-
political world around them. A degree of detachment
from everyday events and concerns helps maintain

Xi
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a critical scientific perspective. Current fashions,
pressing issues, and public concerns can have a neg-
ative influence on research. In a quest for relevance,
they demand that research provide quick answers,
skip steps, and take shortcuts; they rarely allow time
for contemplation or examining past accumulated
knowledge and alternative points of view. Often eco-
nomic, political, and practical pressures attempt to
turn social research into a nonreflective “quick fix”
technology that anyone can apply to resolve a huge
range of contemporary problems or issues. When so-
cial research is reduced to a simple technology, it
leaves behind a vital part of what research really
means. The ethos, an attitude, and a perspective of
social research is a craftlike process of knowledge
creation that extends beyond contemporary society
today.

At the same time, excessive detachment can be
a danger. If researchers do not apply research in
practical applications or ignore the concerns of the
day, they may be playing an ivory tower game.
Soon, the public and societal leaders will cease to

trust, understand, or support research. This requires
social researchers to balance a degree of detachment
with an awareness of how research is relevant for
many practical affairs.

Lastly, this text continues to show students the
value of both qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches to research. I believe that maintaining a
diversity of perspectives and research techniques
will best advance knowledge of the social world,
and that a tension between different research styles
is healthy.

I would like to thank the reviewers of this edition of
Social Research Methods: Linda Liska Belgrave,
University of Miami; William Gabrenya, Florida In-
stitute of Technology; Kelley Hall, DePauw Uni-
versity; Sandra L. Hofferth, University of Maryland;
Bethany L. Letiecq, Montana State University; and
Rae S. Shevalier, Metropolitan State College.
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Why Conduct Social Research?

Condlusion

The sociologist, then, is someone concerned with understanding society

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

Regardless of whether we are aware of it, we are
surrounded by social research. Educators, parents,
business managers, administrators, government of-
ficials, business leaders, human service providers,
and health care professionals regularly use social
research findings and principles in their jobs. They
use social research to raise children, reduce crime,
improve public health, sell products, or just under-
stand one’s life. Research may seem remote but it
has a relevance for daily life. Reports of research
appear on broadcast news programs, in magazines,
and in newspapers. Recently, I read in my daily
newspaper about studies showing that children who
watch more TV have lower reading scores and more
behavior problems, that the D.A.R.E. antidrug pro-
gram and “boot camps” for criminal offenders are
wholly ineffective, that 10- to 14-year-olds who

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

watch R-rated films are more likely to start smok-
ing than those who watch only G or PG films, that
31 percent of gay teens were physically threatened
or injured while in school, and that medical doctors
admitted through Affirmative Action programs are
just as successful as those admitted on test scores
and grades alone.!

Research does not always guide decisions.
Political leaders sometimes advance new policies
without scientific evidence or that rely on weak or
flawed research. For example, shortly after Presi-
dent George W. Bush took office in 2001, he pro-
posed government funding for “faith-based” social
programs instead of traditional methods. Critics
observed that almost no evidence showed that
faith-based programs were effective. Only a single
study existed on a faith-based program to reduce

1



2 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

drug dependence, but it was unpublished and had
many methodological flaws.?

This book is about social research. In simple
terms, research is a way of going about finding an-
swers to questions. Social research is conducted
by sociologists, social scientists, and others to
seek answers to questions about the social world.
You probably already have some notion of what
social research entails. First, let me end possible
misconceptions. When I ask students what they
think research entails, they usually give the fol-
lowing answers:

m Based on facts alone, without theory or
judgment :

# Read or used only by experts or college
professors

# Done only in universities by people with Ph.D.
degrees

® Involves going to the library and finding arti-
cles on a topic

# Hanging around some exotic place and ob-
serving people

# Conducting an experiment in which people are
tricked into doing something

# Drawing a sample of people and giving them
questionnaires

@ Looking up lots of tables from government re-
ports or books

. ® Using computers, statistics, charts, and graphs

The first three of these answers are wrong, and the
others describe only part of what constitutes social
research. It is unwise to confuse one part with
the whole. Just as you would never mistake wear-
ing shoes for being fully dressed, you should
not mistake any one of these items for social
research.

Social research involves learning something
new about the social world. To do this, a researcher
needs to think logically, follow rules, and repeat
steps over and over. A researcher combines theories

Social research A collection of methods and
methodologies that researchers apply systematically
to produce scientifically based knowledge about the
social world.

or ideas with facts in a systematic way and uses his
or her imagination and creativity. He or she learns
to organize and plan carefully and to select the ap-
propriate technique to address a question. A re-
searcher also must treat the people in a study in
ethical and moral ways. In addition, a researcher
must communicate to others clearly. )

Social research is a collection of methods peo-
ple use systematically to produce knowledge. It is
an exciting process of discovery, but it requires per-
sistence, personal integrity, tolerance for ambigu-
ity, interaction with others, and pride in doing
quality work. You will learn more about the diver-
sity of social research in Chapter 2.

This book is about research methodology
and methods, two terms often treated as syno-
nyms. Methodology is broader than methods and
envelops methods. It is understanding the social- -
organizational context, philosophical assumptions,
ethical principles, and political issues of the enter-
prise of social researchers who use methods. Meth-
ods are sets of specific techniques for selecting
cases, measuring and observing aspects of social
life, gathering and refining data, analyzing the data,
and reporting on results. The two are closely linked
and interdependent, but distinct.

ALTERNATIVES TO
SOCIAL RESEARCH

You learned most of what you know about the so-
cial world by an alternative to social research. A
great deal of what you know is based on what your
parents and others have told you. You also have
knowledge that you have learned from personal ex-
perience. The books and magazines you have read
and the movies and television you have watched
also have given you information. You may also use
common sense.

In addition to being a collection of methods,
social research is a process for producing knowl-
edge. It is a more structured, organized, and sys-
tematic process than the alternatives.? Knowledge
from the alternatives is often correct, but knowl-
edge based on research is more likely to be true and
has fewer errors. It is important to recognize that
research does not always produce perfect knowl-



edge. Nonetheless, compared to the alternatives, it
is less likely to be flawed. Let us review the alter-
natives before examining social research.

Authority

You gain knowledge from parents, teachers, and ex-
perts as well as from books and television and other
media. When you accept something as being true
just because someone in a position of authority says
it is true or because it is in an authoritative publica-
tion, you are using authority as a basis of knowl-
edge. Relying on the wisdom of authorities is a
quick, simple, and cheap way to learn something.
Authorities often spend time and effort to learn
something, and you can benefit from their experi-
ence and work.

Relying on authorities also has limitations. It
. is easy to overestimate the expertise of other peo-
ple. You may assume that they are right when they
are not. Authorities may speak on fields they know
little about; they can be plain wrong. An expert in
one area may try to use his or her authority in an
unrelated area. Have you ever seen television com-
mercials in which an expert in football uses that
expertise to try to convince you to buy a car? In
addition, there are the questions: Who is or is not
an authority? Whom do you believe when differ-
ent authorities disagree?

Authority is frequently misused. For example,
the National Center for Public Policy Research, an
advocacy group funded by large corporations, had
a list of environmental experts in 27 policy fields.
Only 51 of the 141 names on the list had a Ph.D.
in any area, and some of the Ph.D.’s were in un-
related areas.* All legitimate scientists may not
agree 100 percent of the time, but sometimes a
person who has training and expertise in one area
(e.g., space physics) speaks about an unrelated
area (e.g., crime policy). Using the halo effect (dis-
cussed later), a person may apply expertise in one
area illegitimately to act as an authority in a differ-
ent area.

A related situation occurs when a person be-
comes a “senior fellow” or “adjunct scholar” in a
private “think tank” that has an impressive name,
such as the Center for the Scientific Study of X.

CHAPTER 1 / SCIENCE AND RESEARCH 3

Some think tanks are legitimate research centers,
but many are mere fronts created by wealthy spe-
cial-interest groups to engage in advocacy politics.
No regulations control the titles of think tanks, and
anyone can become a “scholar” in the group. The
purpose is to facilitate the person making authori-
tative statements to the mass media as if he or she
were a neutral third party who had some kind of ex-
pertise. In reality, the person may lack expertise and
make statements that do not come from serious
research.’

History is full of past experts whom we now
see as being misinformed. For example, some “ex-
perts” of the past measured intelligence by counting
bumps on the skull; other “experts” used blood-
letting to try to cure diseases. Their errors seem ob-
vious now, but can you be certain that today’s
experts will not become tomorrow’s fools? Also, too
much reliance on authorities can be dangerous to a
democratic society. An overdependence on experts
lets them keep others in the dark, and they may
promote ideas that strengthen their power and posi-
tion. When we have no idea of how the experts ar-
rived at their knowledge, we lose some of our ability
to make judgments for ourselves.

Tradition

People sometimes rely on tradition for knowledge.
Tradition is a special case of authority—the au-
thority of the past. Tradition means you accept
something as being true because “it’s the way
things have always been.” For example, my father-
in-law said that “drinking a shot of whiskey cures
a cold.” When I asked about his statement, he said
that he had learned it from his father when he was
a child, and it had come down from past genera-
tions. Tradition was the basis of the knowledge for
the cure.

Here is an example from the social world.
Many people believe that children who are raised at
home by their mothers grow up to be better adjusted
and have fewer personal problems than those raised
in other settings. People “know” this, but how did
they learn it? Most accept it because they believe
(rightly or wrongly) that it was true in the past or is
the way things have always been done. '



