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Preface

I don't know what they want me to do!

It can be a frustrating and disorienting feeling to be asked to design and/
or execute a research project from scratch. Whether a scholar or student,
we have all been there. I'll never forget as a graduate student being told
by my advisor that my research needed a “model.” After working on my
model for the weekend, I brought it back to him, confident that I had put
together some really good research only to be told, “It’s pretty good, but
you still need a model.” Ugh.

Of course, that was just one of many frustrations. Other professors told
me I needed to develop case studies or conduct ethnographic research. I
didn’t know what they really meant. As for the statistical approaches that
represented the central thrust of my research, well, don’t worry “you’ll
figure it out.”

I delved into the libraries at my university, checking out every social
science methodology book I could find. Most books involved in-depth
discussions of approaches that seemed unrelated to anything I was
researching. Other books were intimidating biblical-sized tomes that cov-
ered everything and anything but were as overwhelming as they were
unapproachable. I eventually got through my dissertation project, but it
seemed like the process was a lot more difficult than it needed to be. I
never did find a methodology book that worked for me.

This is the book that I wish that I had read back then. In this book, I
present a way of mentally framing research in a way that is understand-
able and approachable while also discussing some of the more specific
issues that will aid students in understanding the options available when
pursuing research. It is my hope that you as the reader, whether you are
an undergraduate or graduate student, a professional or a scholar, or
someone simply interested in how research leads to new discoveries, will
find that this book helps crystallize your thinking about how we know
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what we know and how we go about finding out about those things we
do not know.

While at certain points I discuss in detail some commonly used
research methods, my primary goal in this work is to convey an intuitive
and easy-to-understand framework for understanding how research
methodologies as a whole fit together and make intuitive sense. Many
scholars do not even understand the basic, common sense, nature of how
research methodologies guide the search for answers about the world. For
some, methodological issues are often thought of as an abstraction or
worse, dismissed as a distraction. Furthermore, among many in the social
sciences and humanities, in particular, methodological study is simply
conflated with quantitative methods that represent a big “turnoff” for the
nonmathematically inclined.

Some scholars have put in great efforts defending their own research
traditions while pooh-poohing the approaches of others. Much of the
“Methodensteite,” or “methods conflict” that has reared its head over the
years, particularly in the social sciences, has been based on an inadequate
understanding of what different research approaches bring to the table
and how different types of research questions require different methods
of inquiry. ’

Yet much fruitful research has been conducted by bringing together dif-
ferent methodological traditions and examining research questions in new
and interesting ways. For such cross-disciplinary and cross-methodological
efforts to be successful, however, scholars need to understand research in a
more holistic and more intuitive fashion. The goal of scholars and students
should be to achieve a better intuitive and logical understanding of meth-
odological design writ large rather than simply practicing something of an
imitative approach to methods particular to their fields. Students and
scholars confused by the morass of disjointed terminology and abstract
concepts associated with research methodology are likely to benefit from
the broader approach to research I take in this book.

My own training is in the social sciences, which in some ways represent
a methodological middle ground between the contextual-minded human-
ities and the universal pursuits of those in the natural sciences. A well-
trained social scientist might sometimes be viewed as a jack-of-all-trades
and master-of-none, but the exposure to a wide spectrum of research
questions and methodologies means that social scientist researchers are
well positioned to understand the broad variety of research traditions that
exist across fields.
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Although many of the examples that I use in this book and some of the
methods that I focus on are social science oriented, general methodologi-
cal approaches are not the exclusive domain of certain types of research.
The “big picture” of research I discuss is relevant across the humanities
and social and natural sciences. Ultimately, pursuing answers to research
questions in the most sensible way is not something that is specific to
particular fields of study but rather an exercise in thoughtful problem
solving that best addresses the subject at hand, regardless of a researcher’s
specialization.

Research is a collaborative effort, and this book is no exception. There
are many people who gave their helpful suggestions, time, and support.
I'would like to thank Sage, the good people who work there, and the out-
side reviewers who worked with them to provide a wealth of suggestions.
These reviewers, whose research specialties covered a wide variety of
fields, included James R. Anthos of South University, Paul Boyd of Johnson
& Wales University, R. David Frantzreb II of the University of North
Carolina at Charlotte, Monica B. Glina of Montclair State University, Karen
Larwin of Youngstown State University, John Mitrano of Central
Connecticut State University, David Vanata of Ashland University, and
Maria Victoria Guglietti of Mount Royal University. Any remaining mis-
takes and shortcomings are, of course, my own.

Two of my colleagues also took on the exhaustive task of reviewing
earlier versions of my manuscript. I offer my sincere appreciation to Joe
Hansel, of the University of Indianapolis’s School of Psychological
Sciences, and Milind Thakar, of the Department of History and Political
Science, for their efforts.

Despite the best efforts of the above individuals, any errors or miscon-
ceptions contained within this book, and there are certain to be a few,
should be considered entirely the fault of the author.

I would also like to especially thank Sharon Goetz, who has now taken
the time to help cross the t's and dot the i’s for two of my book manu-
scripts. Her time, support, and friendship have been invaluable in recent
years.

~ Many of my students have also offered helpful insights on what works
and what does not work in this text. Several of them, including Wesley
Cate and Ben Waddell, expended extra effort in helping improve the writ-
ing in this book.

I might also never have begun this project had it not been for a conver-
sation with Chinyelu Lee on a balcony in downtown Washington, D.C.,
five years ago. Thanks Chu, for both the inspiration and the friendship.
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Last, but far from least, I would like to thank Sara Bremer Sale, Kim
Deckman, Guin Holman, Katy Mann, Lindsay Shoger, and the rest of the
crew at the Rehabilitation Hospital of Indiana. Partway through the pro-
cess of authoring this book, I was permanently paralyzed by a rare abnor-
mality of the blood vessels in my spinal cord. I was fortunate to have such
a competent and supportive group help me piece things back together.

Please consider donating to www.christopherreeve.org or similar orga-
nizations dedicated to research into repairing spinal cord injuries and
making a better life for those living with one.
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