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Preface

This book is directed to novice investigators in the broad category “social
and behavioral sciences” who are already knowledgeable in their respective
disciplines and whose research problems primarily concern human subjects,
yield quantitative or quantifiable evidence, and involve statistical or related
procedures for the analysis of that evidence. Most researchers, unless they
have had years of experience, possess substantial technical skills but may need
help in coordinating them or in filling in uneven preparation. Moreover, they
may want to use as yet unfamiliar methodologies from related areas. Research
requires a shift in attitudes and expectations from the patterns of earlier
training; we outline the research process as a whole and emphasize the
importance of organizing information and planning sequences of tasks. We
discuss the selection of methodologies, not the details of their use. We cover
such fundamental matters as how to choose a research topic and evaluate
its suitability. Our approach is practical rather than sentimental or
inspirational, because we believe that the best incentive to continue in a
productive career is the successful completion of a commendable first project.

This book had its genesis in our experiences, working with doctoral students
and other beginning researchers, over a period of several years, variously as
instructor in statistics and research courses, principal dissertation advisor,
committee member, informal and formal consultant, and friend. We believe
the research task to be amenable to rational analysis. The needs for assistance
in the decision-making aspect of research, and for an overview of how the
many component pieces fit together in the entire process, seemed to us to
be urgent for many individuals. We have tried to meet these needs in a way
which combines common sense and sophisticated erudition.
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Introduction

“We face insurmountable opportunities”
Pogo (Walt Kelly)

This book is entitled A Research Primer for the Social and Behavioral
Sciences. Traditionally, a primer is intended for beginners; it is gentle and
friendly in tone; it offers an introduction to some domain of knowledge in
a simple and direct way, and provides some suggestions for learning more
about it, usually through further, more intensive reading. This primer is
perhaps somewhat unusual in that it is addressed to individuals who have
already acquired at least a fair degree of knowledge or expertise in one of
the social or behavioral sciences. They may, nonetheless, need guidance in
undertaking that most difficult of tasks, independent original research.

The goal of this book is threefold: to provide you with

¢ an introductory but comprehensive overview of the research process,

¢ a description of the difficulties you will probably encounter and the skills
you will have to master in order to overcome them, and

® a discussion of differing and possibly conflicting points of view
concerning certain aspects of your task.

We delineate the different facets of research, and offer guidelines for
formulating and managing the interdependent procedures needed to attack
your research problem. We make no attempt to duplicate the many excellent
works on specific topics: manuals of design, textbooks on statistics, expositions
of philosophy or methodology in the various social sciences, and handbooks
of style, etc. We see this book as a primer of research concepts, not of
techniques, and not directed to any one discipline. It deals with questions
that arise in applied or cross-fields and that require researchers to integrate
or decide among the methodologies and viewpoints of several different
disciplines. It is not a book of “know-how.” It is certainly not encyclopedic
and does not pretend to be.

The book is for you if you are undertaking a first research project in your
own or a related field in the social or behavioral sciences, be it a doctoral
dissertation or a substantial master’s thesis, senior honors, or major area paper.
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2 Introduction

Among the social and behavioral sciences we include social psychology,
sociology, certain aspects of individual psychology (e.g., clinical, human
learning, child and adolescent development), political science, anthropology,
economics, history; also all the applied social relations (multidisciplinary or
interdisciplinary) fields! such as education, ethnic, area and women’s studies;
the health sciences such as delivery of medical care, epidemiology, kinesics,
and public health; human ecology, social work, and theory of management.
We also include certain work in linguistics and analysis of style and period
in the arts. We assume your research question is primarily concerned with
human behavior, and exploits the application of statistical or related
quantitative methods in the analysis of evidence.

We make certain assumptions about you, the reader, in addition to those
mentioned above concerning fields of interest.

¢ You are sufficiently knowledgeable about the discipline within which the
problem lies (e.g., education, sociology, public health) so as to be aware
of related problems, fundamental definitions, pertinent theories. (You
may, however, be unfamiliar with strategies of data collection and analysis
more typical of work in other disciplines but quite adaptable to problems
in your own.)

® Your are able to obtain access to such needed facilities as calculating
devices, a library, etc.

® You are informed about statistics to the extent of an intensive 1-year
course,? and reasonably unperturbed at the prospect of learning and
using additional techniques.

® You are oriented towards research as a problem-solving enterprise,
whether the desired outcome is primarily theoretical or practical.

* You are energetic, persistent, and willing to assign a high priority to the
research project for its duration: in other words, strongly motivated.

Many people find the prospect of undertaking their own research
overwhelming. Why is this so?

® New researchers are neither selected nor trained for this set of tasks. Their
earlier training, which may have concentrated on another field,
emphasized different skills, those that are relevant to course work. In
addition, it may have been very uneven or have taken place long ago.
Throughout the college and earlier graduate years, retention and the
ability to summarize and synthesize the work of others were emphasized.
The shift from being consumer to producer of research is the shift from
asking “What is known?”” to “What do I want (or need) to know?”
Formulating a coherent proposal for a research project and laying out
the methodology can be formidable: It requires keeping several balls in
the air at the same time.
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* Beginning researchers frequently do not know which skills they need,
nor how to acquire them. They are often uncertain about what is expected
of them. Their most important—and perhaps most difficult—task is
learning to take responsibility for their own work, to develop and use
their own critical ability rather than depending on the traditional
“grading” by an authority. Doing this involves willingness to undertake
a risk.

To address these concerns, this primer outlines the research process
as a whole, from the initial selection of a problem area, through problem
formulation, identification of variables, development of design, decisions
about sampling and instrumentation, exploitation of the computer,
choice of statistical analysis, and finally presentation of findings.? It
describes the steps involved under each of these headings, with particular
attention to the interdependence of decisions and warnings of common
pitfalls. It indicates what skills the researcher will need, and which can
be best obtained in the form of a consultant’s services. Although each
chapter deals with its topic in some detail, the book’s main purpose is
to convey the importance of intelligent choice among alternatives.

We emphasize the importance of organizing information for research
purposes. '

We stress the decision-making that goes into research, not how to use
specific techniques but when to use them. We make a consistent effort
to employ terminology that will be compatible with usage in all, or at
least several, disciplines.

® Research requires asking as well as answering questions. It requires a
skeptical rather than an accepting attitude towards intellectual authority.

This primer emphasizes the need to accomplish a major shift in
attitudes about knowledge. It consistently describes the research process
as a set of plausible procedures together with a set of questions to be
answered, and emphasizes that the investigator’s choices among these
alternatives determine and characterize the particular piece of research.

e This book is practical in its approach. It emphasizes realistic estimates
of time, money, and other resources, and careful planning of procedures
so as to make the most effective use of whatever is available. Almost
everyone operates under constraints of time and money. Research is an
open-ended enterprise: unlike the set curricula for the training of lawyers
and physicians, it offers no guarantee of completion at the end of a fixed
time.

® This book acknowledges the inevitable difficulties instead of implying
that their occurrence is somehow the beginner’s fault. Here are some
facts of life we recognize and take into account: finding sources, checking
references, revising endlessly, setting up calculations, and summarizing
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statistical results are frustrating tasks; rewriting can be tedious; finding
the appropriate way to state what seems already obvious may be very
difficult, especially if one finds writing burdensome; the problem may
be elusive and difficult; unexpected snags may develop; the researcher,
having lost some initial enthusiasm, may become impatient; subjects may
be uncooperative, supervisors who give permission may change their
minds (or their assignments); books may mysteriously disappear from
the library that has the only copy within 200 miles, etc., etc. A heavy
investment must be made in a search for what often turns out not to
be there.

Researchers cannot depend on external approval as a source of
motivation. Neither is there usually available an ongoing collaboration
from which they can obtain the social support to which they may be
accustomed. Friends and family may not understand their work or even
why it is worth doing. Researchers must set their own standards and
proceed in a frequently lonely enterprise.

Finally, beginning researchers are likely to be intimidated by examples
of “great research.” While there is much to be said for ambition and
elevated goals, it is painful to have to accept the greater wisdom of striving
to do a workmanlike job on a well-defined and contained problem whose
solution is valuable and interesting.

We address these concerns directly. We make every effort to assist you
to develop a sense of proportion—and a sense of humor—about the
enterprise in which you are entangled. We do not minimize the
uncertainty or the gratuitous character of some of the snags that may
impede your progress. This is likely to relieve some of your “it’s just me”
feelings of inadequacy. We believe that straightforwardness about certain
problems is helpful even when no direct solutions can be offered.

For convenience, we frequently refer to the beginning researcher as the
student, using this'in both the specific sense of graduate (or undergraduate)
student and the more general one of learner. We hope any necessary distinction
will be self-explanatory. We almost always means the authors; very occasionally
it means “the profession)” He should be understood as he or she unless the
antecedent is clearly male. You means you, the reader.

The best way to use this book is to read the table of contents and the preface,
skim the first few paragraphs of each chapter, then return to read more
carefully the chapters that seem most relevant to your interests and state of
progress. Some of the “philosophical” material seems very simple and the
“statistical” very difficult, but it is important not to confuse technical and
profound.



