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PREFACE

This new book for social work students merges ma-
terial from the fourth edition of a comprehensive
textbook on social science research methods with
up-to-date examples of research from the field of
social work practice. The book covers basic con-
tent on methodology, including the roles of social
workers in science and knowledge building, the in-
terplay of social work theory and research, and pos-
itivist, interpretive, and critical perspectives. It has
an extended discussion of ethics, politics, and the
role of Institutional Review Boards, and examples
and exercises on social work diversity and em-
powerment research.

The book compares and contrasts qualitative
and quantitative perspectives in chapters on design,
measurement, sampling, data collection, and data
analysis (including SPSS). It is based on the as-
sumption that students do not learn research and
evaluation in a vacuum. Real people engage in so-
cial work research, and they do so in clinical, or-
ganizational, and community contexts that can
affect their clients, interventions, and outcomes.
Included are chapters on experimental research
methods, field research, nonreactive research and
secondary analysis, and social work evaluation.
The producers and consumers of social work re-
search need to reflect on how the larger context
shapes research activities and how the social work
knowledge that is created can, in turn, affect clinical
and community practice and larger policy arenas. To
this end the authors have developed an extensive
chapter on reviewing the literature both online and
via traditional sources, writing literature reviews,
generating qualitative and quantitative research re-
ports, and writing basic proposals.

Social workers need to be on guard against eth-
nocentric or narrow locality-specific perspectives
that may constrain their own assumptions, values,
and beliefs. We believe that new creative ways to do
social work research lie in exploring the interplay

between perspectives and research techniques that
may apply to only one culture or may be more uni-
versal. With greater global communication and
contact, social work students should be more sen-
sitive to how and when the activity of social work
research crosses borders and informs issues per-
taining to empowerment and perhaps to strength-
ening differing voices. Lastly, we hope to show
students not only that both qualitative and quanti-
tative styles of social work research are of value but
also that the greatest benefit may well lie in com-
bining them. We believe that maintaining a diver-
sity of perspectives and research techniques will
best advance knowledge in the social work prac-
tice community.
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CONCLUSION

“The real problems in social work research methods and evaluation of
practice effectiveness are not methodological, they're not statistical,
they're not ethical. Rather, we need to learn how to succeed in the
business of conceptualizing, operationalizing, and measuring success.”

—John J. Stretch, Professor, Saint Louis University, lecture, 1982.

INTRODUCTION

Whether we are aware of it or not, we are surrounded
by social work research. Educators, administrators,
government officials, business leaders, human ser-
vice providers, and health care professionals regu-
larly use research findings and principles in their
jobs. Social work research can be used to raise
children, reduce crime, improve public health, sell
products, or just understand one’s life. Reports of
research appear on broadcast news programs, in
magazines, and in newspapers. Recently, one of the
authors read in his daily newspaper about studies
showing that an antiviolence course in schools re-

ally works, that the D.A.R.E. antidrug program and
“boot camps” for criminal offenders are wholly in-
effective, that sobriety checkpoints reduce drunk dri-
ving, that 31 percent of gay teens were physically
threatened or injured while in school, and that med-
ical doctors admitted through Affirmative Action
programs are just as successful as those admitted on
test scores and grades alone.

How a study was conducted or data were
gathered can generate controversy. In 1998 U.S.
news reports were filled with arguments and legal
challenges on whether to use sampling methods
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2 PART ONE FOUNDATIONS

developed by social scientists or traditional ways in
the year 2000 census. In a popular magazine, we
read about advocates and opponents of single-sex
schools. Each side offered supporting data, but the
author said the issue hinges on the research method-
ology they used. Another article stated that methods
used by the U.S. government to measure unemploy-
ment and poverty are flawed, making our under-
standing of the condition of economy and society
highly inaccurate.'

This book is about social work research. In
simple terms research is a way of going about find-
ing answers to questions. Social work research is a
type of research conducted by social workers, soci-
ologists, 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 us end possible misconceptions.
When we ask students what they think research en-
tails, the following answers are usually given:

= Based on facts alone, without theory or judg-
ment

== Read or used only by experts or college pro-
fessors

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

= Going to the library and finding articles on a
topic

== Hanging around some exotic place and ob-
serving

== 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
work research. It is unwise to confuse any one part
with the whole. Just as you would never mistake
wearing shoes for being fully dressed, you should
not mistake any one of these items for social work
research.

Social work research involves many things. It
is how a person finds out something new and orig-

inal 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
or ideas with facts in a systematic way and uses his
or her imagination and creativity. He or she quickly
learns to organize and plan carefully and to select
the appropriate technique to address a question. A
researcher also must be sensitive to treating the
people who are being studied in ethical and moral
ways. In addition, a researcher must communicate
to others clearly.

Social work research is a collection of meth-
ods people use systematically to produce knowl-
edge. It is an exciting process of discovery, but it
requires persistence, personal integrity, tolerance
for ambiguity, interaction with others, and pride in
doing quality work. You will learn more about the
diversity of social research in Chapter 2.

Do not expect this book to transform you into
an expert social work researcher. It can teach you to
be a better consumer of research results, give you an
understanding of how the research enterprise works,
and prepare you to conduct small research projects
yourself. After reading this textbook, you will un-
derstand research, its meaning, what it can and can-
not do, and its role in the larger society.

ALTERNATIVES TO SOCIAL
WORK RESEARCH

You learned most of what you know about the so-
cial world by an alternative to social work research.
A great deal of what you know about the social
world is based on what your parents and others have
told you. You also have knowledge that you have
learned from personal experience and practice. 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
to learn about the social world.

In addition to being a collection of methods,
social research is a process for producing knowl-
edge about the social world. It is a more structured,
organized, and systematic process than the alter-
natives.” Knowledge from the alternatives is often
correct, but knowledge based on research is more
likely to be true and has fewer potential errors. It is



CHAPTER 1

important to recognize that research does not al-
ways produce perfect knowledge. Nonetheless,
compared to the alternatives, it is less likely to be
flawed. Let us review the alternatives before ex-
amining social work 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
itis 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 has
advantages—it is a quick, simple, and inexpensive
way to learn something. Authorities often spend
time and effort to learn something, and you can ben-
efit from their experience 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 wherein an expert in football uses that ex-
pertise to try to convince you to buy a car? In
addition, there are these questions: Who is or is not
an authority? Whom do you believe when differ-
ent authorities disagree? For example, there was a
time when we saw a high school teacher as being
an authority on physics. Now we know that such
authority does not stand up to that of a Nobel Prize
winner in physics.

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 bloodlet-
ting to try to cure diseases. Their errors seem obvi-
ous 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 de-
mocratic society. An overdependence on experts lets
them keep others in the dark, and they may promote
ideas that strengthen their power and position.
When we have no idea of how the experts arrived at
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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, a father-in-law
said that “drinking a shot of whiskey cures a cold.”
When 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 generations. Tradition
was the basis of the knowledge for the cure.

Here is an example more 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.

Some traditional social knowledge begins as
simple prejudice. A belief such as “people from that
side of the tracks will never amount to anything” or
“you never can trust anyone of that race” comes down
from the past. Even if traditional knowledge was once
true, it can become distorted as it is passed on, and
soon it is no longer true. People may cling to tradi-
tional knowledge without real understanding; they
assume that because something may have worked or
been true in the past, it must always be true.

Common Sense

You know a lot about the social world from your or-
dinary reasoning or common sense. You rely on
what everyone knows and what “just makes sense.”
For example, it “just makes sense” that murder rates
are higher in nations that do not have a death
penalty, because people are less likely to kill if they
face execution for doing so. This and other widely
held commonsense beliefs, such as that poor youth
are more likely to commit deviant acts than those
from the middle class, or that most Catholics do not
use birth control, are false.



