Learning goal (Begin with the end in mind): I will know how to conduct primary and secondary research and to plan and implement a five stage social science field research project.


THE SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH 

The Scientific Process of Inquiry

The Social Sciences uses the Scientific Process or Method of Inquiry to study groups of people in order to understand their behaviour. Social Scientists have a specific process or model (outlined in the chart below) that they apply to their research. This is the process that must be followed in order to do valid Social Science research.

STAGE I Preparing for research 

Identifying a research problem or Defining the question

1. Define the topic of investigation.      

2. Find out what others have learned about the topic by conducting “secondary research”.    

3. Specify the research question.

STAGE II Making a prediction

Developing a hypothesis
4. Make a prediction about the answer to the specific research question that you are investigating.

5. Determine what you will be proving.

STAGE III Accessing resources

Locating information 

7. Access the requirements for carrying out the research.

8. Consider ethical issues.

9. Devise a research strategy. (experiment, observation, interview, survey, content analysis, case study)

10. Develop the research tools that you will need to gather your data.

STAGE IV Processing information

Evaluating information

11. Gather data.

12. Interpret data.

STAGE V Transferring learning

Presenting information

13. State your conclusions.

14. Share your results.

Adapted from Social Science Research Skills in the Family Studies Classroom—Overview, Ontario Family Studies Leadership Council, July 2002. Courtesy of the Ontario Family Studies Leadership Council (www.ofslc.org).
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	STAGE I Preparing for research 

Identifying a research problem or Defining the question

1. Define the topic of investigation.      

2. Find out what others have learned about the topic by conducting “secondary research”.    

3. Specify the research question.


	EXAMPLE 

	STAGE II Making a prediction

Developing a hypothesis
4. Make a prediction about the answer to the specific research question that you are investigating.


	

	STAGE III Accessing resources

Locating information 

5. Access the requirements for carrying out the research.

6. Consider ethical issues.

7. Devise a research strategy. (experiment, observation, interview, survey)

8. Develop the research tools that you will need to gather your data.


	

	STAGE IV Processing information

Evaluating information

9.  Gather data.

10. Interpret data.


	

	STAGE V Transferring learning

Presenting information

11. State your conclusions. 

i) hypothesis proven  ii) hypothesis not proven  

iii) hypothesis partially proven  iv) alternate hypothesis 

12. Share your results.


	


SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH EXPLAINED

Stage I

1. Define the topic of investigation.   

Being curious and looking at the world through the eyes of a sociologist, psychologist or anthropologist can generate ideas for research anywhere. The issue you choose to study is likely to have some personal significance.

2. Find out what others have learned about the topic (conduct secondary research).  

You are probably not the first person to develop an interest in this particular issue. Spend time in the library and see what theories and methods researchers have applied to your topic in the past. When reviewing existing research, note problems that may have come up before.

3. Specify the research question.         

Are you seeking to explore an unfamiliar social setting? Are you seeking to describe some category of people? Perhaps you want to investigate cause and effect among variables? 

If your study is exploratory or descriptive, identify whom you wish to study, where the research will take place, and what kinds of issues you want to explore.  
Stage II

4. Make a Prediction.

Once you have zoned in on a specific research question or problem that you are wondering about, make a prediction about the answer to that question. You must state the hypothesis to be tested. For example, if you were wondering if boys achieve higher grades than girls in senior math classes do, that would be a research question. A hypothesis for this research might be “Boys achieve higher grades in senior math classes than girls”

Stage III

5. Access the requirements for carrying out the research.

How much time will the research require? What special equipment or skills are necessary? How will you do the work yourself? You should answer all these questions before beginning to design the research project.

6. Consider ethical issues.

Not all research raises ethical issues, but you should be sensitive to this throughout your investigation. Could the research harm anyone? How might you design the study to minimize the chances of harm? Is confidentiality promised? If so, how is this ensured?

7. Devise a research strategy.

Consider all major research strategies. Keep in mind that the appropriate method depends on the kinds of questions you are asking as well as the resources available to support your research.

8. Develop research tools.

Based on your research strategy, design the tools that you will need to gather your data. Do you need to create a survey, develop interview questions, set up an experiment with a control group and an experimental group, draw up a chart to make observations on, develop a chart to count data for content analysis and so on?

Stage IV

9. Gather data.

The way you collect data depends on the research method you choose. Be sure to accurately record all information in a way that will make sense later. Try to avoid any bias that may creep into your research.

10. Interpret data.

If your study involves a specific hypothesis, you should be able to confirm, reject, or modify the hypothesis based on the data. In writing your research report, keep in mind that there may be several ways to interpret the results of your study, consistent with different theoretical paradigms, and you should look into them all.

Stage V

11. State your conclusions.

As you write your final report, specify conclusions supported by the data. Consider the significance of your work both for psychological, sociological or anthropological theory and for improving research methods. Of what value is your research? Finally, evaluate your own work, noting problems that arose and questions left unanswered. Note ways in which your own biases may have influenced or affected your conclusions.

12. Share your results.

Make a presentation to the class; share with peers or with those who were willing to provide primary data for you. The important point is to share what you have learned with others and to let others respond to your work.
Adapted from Sociology by John J. Macionis and Linda M. Macionis, Gerber Prentice Hall Allyn and Bacon, 1999, pp. 55–56. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Education Canada.

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY RESEARCH

Primary research refers to research where the researcher is the first person (primary) to view the research. This means that the person who actually performs the research is the person reporting on the research. You will be a primary researcher when you design and implement a questionnaire or survey.

A primary source is an original document or account that is not about another document or account but stands on its own. For example, any novel, poem, play, diary, letter, or other creative work is a primary source. The data from a research study also constitutes a primary source because it comes straight from the participants’ responses. Interviews of people actually experiencing something “on the scene” are also primary sources. If you were doing a paper on the physical effects of stress, talking to someone who is under stress would be about as close to your topic as you could get. That’s what is meant by distance.

Primary research involves the collection of original data on a specific research topic.

There are several methods of primary research including:

1. Survey Research

• Gathers brief answers from many people.

• Involves using questionnaires by mail, phone, in person.

• Needs a representative sample.

• Questionnaires must be carefully planned and well written.

• Quality of data is dependent on quality of questionnaire.

• Least expensive form of data collection.

• Low response rate, since fewer people complete and return the data.

• Good way of collecting a lot of information in a short period of time, but it is not an in-depth 

  method of collecting information.

2. Interviews

• Often a costly and time-consuming method of research collection.

• Allows for greater understanding of lifestyles and personal feelings.

• May encourage participants to project their feelings or attitudes & to expand on a topic; 
  not as structured as a questionnaire.

• Interviewer’s personality and skills will affect the outcome of the interview.

3. Observation

• Family, student or other group interactions can be studied through observation.

• This can involve one-way mirrors, or observation in natural settings. It can involve filling in a chart that has been prepared ahead of time with look for behaviours, or just taking notes.
• Participant observation sometimes used by becoming a member of the group.

• Need to be well trained in the skills of observation.

• Must be careful not to let bias show through.

4. Experiments

• This method examines how factors or variables are related.

• Considers how one factor might affect others. If you change one factor do the end results change?

• Need a testable hypothesis, an independent variable (factor that can be changed) and a dependent variable (factor that is affected by the change and can be measured). There is a control group used as a base line for comparison, and an experimental group that is the group that is being studied to see the impact of the variable.
Secondary sources interpret primary sources or are a step removed. A journal article or book about a poem, novel, or play, or a discussion about what an interview means is a secondary source. When you perform secondary research on a subject and write a paper on it, it becomes a secondary source.
Secondary research involves researching information and/or data that someone else has collected. You can find this type of information in printed sources (books, magazines, and newspapers) and in electronic sources (CD-ROM encyclopedias, software packages, and the Internet). 
PRIMARY + SECONDARY 
CONDUCTING FIELD RESEARCH 
Use both when conducting primary research, investigators still need to conduct some level of secondary research. This allows the researcher to find out what has already been discovered or written about on the same topic, issue or set of factors. This part of the primary research report is called the literature review. In involves the researcher(s) doing a search online, with books, and through the use of academic journals to see what researchers have already found out. 

For example, if you were interested to see whether or not teens were more or less sexually active by grade level, age, gender or any other factors, you would first spend some time finding out what past researchers have found about teens and sexual activity. 

This helps a researcher to figure out what they specifically are interested in investigating, and attempting to predict or prove. I can be as simple as looking to see if times have changed in terms of a particular set of behaviours. 

For example - does a double standard still exist regarding the way men and women are judged or not judged for their sexual behaviours? -  is a research question that you might want to examine. To do this, it would be helpful to find out what past and present researchers have to say about the double standard. 

Referencing Whenever a primary or secondary source is used, it must be referenced – in this course using the APA style of referencing. There will be handouts and templates that show how to do this.
EVALUATING SOURCES

With so many pieces of information about society bombarding us every day through advertising and the media, it is difficult sometimes to separate fact from fiction. When evaluating print or electronic resources on parenting, it is necessary to consider several factors.

• Who wrote the article, book, web site, or media release?

• Is the information reliable? Is it based on dependable information (for example, long-term studies on children’s behaviour)? Has it been repeated in other studies? 

• Is there a bias? Is the piece you are evaluating slanted in favour of one viewpoint? 
Are the authors trying to sell a product? What is it?

• What credentials (education, job) does the author have? Does the document come from a government source, such as Health Canada? Who paid for the study, report, or advertisement?

In the case of children’s toys, for example, the Canadian Toy Testing Council was created to provide an unbiased, expert opinion on toys for Canadian children.

• When was the information published? Is it still relevant to today’s society, or is it outdated because there have been changes? For instance, in the past it was believed that you shouldn’t pick up crying babies; you should let them cry themselves to sleep. Now, experts agree that babies need comforting. Unless you need historical information, periodicals and books published within the last 10 years are more reliable.

• What is the relevance of the material? What does it have to do with the course or the goal you hope to achieve, such as completing an essay?

• Where was it published? This makes a difference when talking about laws related to topics such as abuse, since there are different laws in different countries.

• Is the source valid or logical? Or is it based on unscientific theories?

• How accurate is the information? If Canada’s Food Guide to Healthy Eating is being used as a basis for an article, are the serving sizes quoted correctly?

Remember to act like a detective and check your sources.

Adapted from Holloway, M., et al. (2003) and Ontario Family Studies Leadership Council. Courtesy of the Ontario Family Studies

Leadership Council (www.ofslc.org).

EVIDENCE VERSUS OPINION

As part of a research paper, you will need to explore what experts have discovered about your topic. You will need to do some research. The discussion of issues, such as working mothers, in the area of Social Science tends to elicit strong feelings that are often based on personal experience and opinion. You will also form your own opinions about the topic that you are researching. It is important to find evidence that supports your opinions.

Opinions are statements that are based on judgments, beliefs, and estimations that people have on an issue, topic, or person. Many different factors affect people’s opinions. These factors include family and friends, education, culture, religion, and social status. “People’s backgrounds act as the filters through which they see the world around them. Their opinions become biased when they contain inaccurate and limited views of individuals and groups, or of situations and events.”

There are opinions in many types of sources. A typical source in the media is an editorial. Here the writer is giving her or his opinion based on personal experiences and observations. Look for opinion statements in magazines, newspapers, and on the Internet, where people discuss a topic based on what they believe to be true.

Below are some examples of opinion statements:

• He has beautiful eyes.

• Joanne is too skinny.

• The city of Ottawa is overpopulated.

• Bobby has a negative body image because he has a poor relationship with his mother.

Evidence is giving proof of a statement. Evidence can be found in both primary and

secondary sources. Statistics and the results of primary research are forms of evidence. Evidence from secondary sources, such as the Internet, magazines, or newspaper articles, may be given. However, if this evidence does not contain a source citing where the information originated, it may not be valid. For example, if you find a statistic on a web site that states, “Seventy-five percent of experts agree that children of stay-at-home mothers are better adjusted,” these statistics need a reference within the text to indicate where they came from to be considered a valid source of evidence. 

The following sources are good places to find evidence to support your opinions or to find out what research says about a research topic:

• Statistics Canada.

• Articles in a professional journal.

• Health Canada and other government web sites.

• Research-based organizations, such as universities.

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

• Experiments In an experiment, the experimenter manipulates an independent

variable to observe the effects. Subjects in the sample group are assigned randomly

to an experimental group or a control group. The independent variable being studied is applied

only to the experimental group and not to the control group, and the behaviour of both groups

is observed. To be valid, the effects should occur only in the experimental group and not in the

control group, and they should be observed when the experiment is repeated.

• Surveys In surveys, the researcher asks a sample group questions and records the answers.

In questionnaires, the questions are written and given to the subject to answer in written form.

Usually the questions are closed questions that require the subject to select from the answers

provided. Questionnaires can be used efficiently with very large sample groups. Interviews are

usually conducted orally and contain open-ended questions that the subjects can answer freely.

Interviews are suitable for smaller sample groups and for studies in which the answers cannot

be anticipated.

• Content Analysis In content analysis, the researcher examines and classifies the ideas presented in a sample group of communications, such as books, letters, movies, or television commercials. The researcher defines the variables before conducting the research. Although it can be difficult to obtain a reliable sample, content analysis is useful for anthropological and historical research.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

• Observations In observations, the researcher watches and records the subjects’ behaviour.

Observations might be conducted in a laboratory setting; for example, a child psychologist

might observe, from behind a two-way mirror, the interactions between a mother and child.

Because the laboratory environment might influence the behaviour, a natural setting is preferred. The researcher can observe from a distance so that the subjects are unaware that they are being observed. In participant observation, the researcher is a participant in the group, and the subjects are aware that they are being observed.

• Interviews In interviews, the researcher asks the subject to describe and explain his or her

behaviour. As a method of qualitative research, interviews are useful for determining the motivation for the subject’s behaviour, which might not be visible to the researcher. To be valid, the interview questions should ask subjects to discuss actions after they occur rather than to speculate about what they might do. Interviews are often combined with participant observation.

Holloway, Maureen, et al. (2003). Individuals and Families in a Diverse Society. Toronto, ON: McGraw-Hill Ryerson. Reprinted by permission of McGraw-Hill Ryerson.

DATA COLLECTING

Surveys In surveys, the researcher asks a sample group questions and records the answers. This can be done using questionnaires or interviews. In questionnaires, the questions are written and given to the subject to answer in written form. Usually the questions are closed questions. The subject selects from answers provided. Interviews are usually done orally and contain open-ended questions that the subjects can answer freely. For example, to determine how the issue of spanking affects people psychologically, you might conduct an interview on “Discipline Techniques.” You might ask a subject, “What methods of discipline do you use and why?”

CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS When conducting interviews, you ask a small sample group of people questions to gather information to test your hypothesis. Usually, the questions are open ended to encourage the subject to provide detailed information. You can also use closed questions to prompt subjects to continue speaking in more detail about a topic. Information gathered through interviews of several people can be compared to look for patterns in behaviour.

STEPS IN INTERVIEWING

1. Develop a hypothesis.

2. Write an introduction to your study to read to the people you are interviewing.

3. Begin with factual questions about the subject and allow the participants to become comfortable answering your questions.

4. Include open-ended questions to encourage them to give their own opinions.

5. Include secondary questions that can be used to clarify answers if necessary.

6. Conduct the interview.

7. Analyze the information you have gathered.

8. Write a report of your findings.

ASKING THE CORRECT QUESTION

Asking the correct question, and wording it properly, will result in more effective and useful interviews. The following suggestions will facilitate survey techniques.

Keep questions brief Long and complex questions confuse interviewees and responses may not be an accurate reflection of what was asked. In general, the more words in the question, the greater the likelihood that the wording itself will influence the response.

Use simple language If the interviewee does not understand the question, the answer may well

not reflect what the interviewer wanted. Aim for the lowest level of literacy among interviewees.

Do not lead with the questions Leading questions suggest specific responses. For example, “Are children who have stay-at-home mothers better adjusted?” This leads the person in a particular direction. How could this be reworded?
Ask one question at a time Interviewers often ask two questions at the same time. It is then up

to the person being interviewed to determine which question to answer. For example, “What are

the benefits of day care?” or “How can low-income families afford day care?”

Be clear! If questions are unclear to the interviewee, the response will not be worthy of consideration or interpretation. For example, “Why do you think that good care matters?”

Avoid terms that contain emotions or evoke an emotional response You want a thoughtful response. 

Do not embarrass the interviewee Avoid asking questions that are highly personal and that

may change the way that the interviewee responds to subsequent questions.

Keep instructions simple When framing the interview or questionnaire as a whole, keep the

instructions clear and concise. Offer as few options as possible within the context of the overall
direction of the survey.

Deal with what is rather than what may happen Asking a question about the interviewee’s

intentions is of less value than dealing with past reality.

State alternatives clearly Providing the interviewee with alternatives is the most difficult part

of an interview or questionnaire because it is difficult to predict the whole range of alternatives

that are possible. This is compounded by the difficulty of wording each alternative in such a way

that it doesn’t give it special advantage. If a range is presented, e.g., from full agreement to full

disagreement in relationship to an issue, give the interviewee an even number of responses across the range. This removes the inclination to go to the middle. A four-point scale is often the best for simple questionnaires.

TYPES OF QUESTIONS

In an opinion survey, there are many different types of questions possible. However, the following three types represent the majority of question types usually asked in a survey.

Direct response These types of questions are often called “closed” questions. They generate a very specific and direct response to a question. Often these questions are simply “Yes” or “No” responses, or they may involve agreement/disagreement or favour/opposition responses. An example would be: “Would you like to see science students evaluated using a national test so that scores can be compared with other provinces?”

❏ In favour ❏ Opposed ❏ No opinion

Open-ended questions These questions force the interviewer and interviewee to do more with the question. The interviewer asks a question and the respondent answers in her or his own words.

These may be simple questions like: “At what age should children start formal education?”

Age _______ or No opinion ❏
The more open-ended the question becomes, the more difficult it becomes to count or organize the responses. For example, “In what ways is the program offered at your preschool meeting government standards?” will generate a whole range of responses, which will then have to be organized and counted to provide a summary of responses.

Often, probing questions are asked using this format. This is the most effective type of question

used by media reporters. A good interviewer will ask a question that probes the respondent about her or his attitudes. For example, “How do you feel about fully funded day care?” or “What was the reaction of you and your family to this decision by the school board?” will generate a response that reflects the attitude of the respondent in a very specific way.

Rating questions There are several types of rating questions. For example, students are rated using a “rubric” on a four-point scale, whereby 4 is the highest and 1 is the lowest. Suppose that you were to rate the school system using the same four-point scale. What rating would you give the school system in your community?

Please check one.

(4) ______ (3) _______ (2) ______ (1) ______ (Don’t Know) _______

AVOID ERRORS IN RESEARCH 
The potential for errors while conducting research is immense. The week before the 2004 federal election, polls indicated that the Liberal party would suffer major losses in Ontario. In fact, after the election was over, winning seats in Ontario helped the Liberals to become a minority government.

Errors can occur when samples (which do not reflect the population) are taken in the development of the survey or interview that could reflect the interviewer’s bias during the interview, or even during analysis of the data collected. Since errors distort the data, it is important to try and eliminate or reduce the potential for error. The summary below will serve as a series of “red flags” that you can use to self-assess your survey, questionnaire, experiment or observation techniques.

SELECTING THE SAMPLE

• Faulty sampling methods—usually from choosing too few people or not going across the population to determine the sample. For example, a cross-section of the voting population would

not be achieved by choosing a sample from all senior students in a school.

SETTING UP A VALID DESIGN

• Setting up the survey, experiment, observation or interview tool(s) to accurately prove a hypothesis is challenging. What exactly are you trying to prove? How can you do this? What type of results would you need? Will this tool that you are developing provide these answers?

• Are you testing or measuring what you think you are?

DEVELOPING THE QUESTIONNAIRE

• Design problems related to poor wording and sequence of questions.

• Leading or misleading questions.

• Ambiguous or misunderstood questions.

• “Pooled ignorance” (asking respondents about issues about which they have little or no

knowledge).

• Making assumptions.

• Choosing the wrong type of questionnaire for the situation.

• Untruthful respondents.

DURING THE INTERVIEW

• Poor interviewing techniques.
• Body language or facial expressions that lead the person answering.

• Improper recording of responses.

• Too many “don’t know” responses.

• Missing data.

ANALYZING THE DATA

• It is critical to keep detailed notes about what you are doing throughout the process.

• Incorrect coding of information or misplacing data will cause problems.

• Mathematical errors will result in misleading or wrong conclusions.

• Use of statistics that are inappropriate for the data. (For example, when Canada purchased two ships for its navy—its first two—and one of them ran aground, the headline in the newspaper was “Half of Canada’s Navy Runs Aground.” This was an inappropriate use of data.)

CREATING GRAPHS AND CHARTS

Charts and graphs can be used to display the information gained through primary research, adding to the reporting of your results. Using a visual presentation to convey your information will enable you to clearly and concisely illustrate the material.

Most word-processing packages include a spreadsheet program. Use the following steps with

the spreadsheet program to create charts to present research findings.

1. Organize the data you have collected from your survey. Ensure that you have tallied your answers by category.

2. Open the spreadsheet program.

3. Type in the answers to the questions across the top row of cells.

4. Type in the results across the next rows of cells, using as many rows as there are possible types of answers. See the example below.

5. Use the mouse to select all the cells into which you have entered information.

6. Look in the menu bar for the chart function. Depending on the software program, it could be

listed as a “chart wizard,” as an “insert,” or under “options.”

7. The chart function will allow you to choose the type of chart or graph. It will prompt you to

add a title to the chart or graph as well as label the axes. 

Charts and graphs are best used for closed questions.
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