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Introduction

It is a nuisance, but God has chosen to give the easy problems to the
physicists. (Lave and March 1975)

Purpose of the Book

Social research has three main phases: the planning, the execution and the report-
ing. In some kinds of research, these three phases are discrete and follow this
sequence. In other research, the three phases may blend into each other. This hook
is about the first phase, the designing of social research, not about the details of
how to do it. Of course, the planning has to anticipate how the research will be
done, and detailed knowledge of research methods is necessary at the planning
stage in order to make good decisions.

Planning is vital in any kind of social research. Failure to plan is to run the risk
of losing control of the project and failing to complete it successfully. The fact that
some kinds of research require some planning decisions to be made as the research
proceeds is no excuse for avoiding careful planning at the outset. However, the
planning process may require some preliminary or exploratory research to pro-
vide information needed to make research design decisions.

A discussion of the core elements of a research design, and the connections
between them, may look very much like the steps involved in doing social
research, However, it is important to recognize the difference between the plan-
ning process, the execution of the research and the reconstruction of this process
at the reporting phase. Kaplan (1964) has referred to the difference between ‘logic
in use’ and ‘reconstructed logic’, between how research is done and how it is made
to appear to have been done. The latter frequently converts a somewhat messy
process into an apparently ordered and controlled one. This is particularly true of
field research or ethnography.

In the research worker’s mind little did happen the way it is put down on paper, in
terms of substance and sequence, What was ultimately assembled and ascertained,
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got caught in the familiar bouts of rationalizarions that straighten out a zig-zag
approach and rurn the entire study into a well-organized logical design with a
beginning and a rounded-off ending. (Hutheesing 1990: 10}

[ wish to add the ‘logic of anticipation” to Kaplan’s two categories, i.e. the
process of planning how the research will be conducted. Of course, it is always
possible that the logic of anticipation cannot be followed in its entirety; changes
may be required as unanticipated obstacles are encountered and the researcher’s
understanding of the phenomenon increases. | suspect that many researchers write
up their projects to make them look as if they began with an anticipated logic
when, perhaps, there was none, or it was poorly formulated.

From my observations of academics and postgraduate students over many
years, a common approach to social rescarch is to just muddle through. It is
rare to encounter a fully developed research design that has been prepared before
serious research begins. Novice researchers may be unaware of the dangers in not
planning thoroughly, and, without appropriate guidance, may end up with very
precarious, sometimes disastrous, outcomes. It is hard enough to do good social
research without building in limitations due to poor planning. Hakim (1987: 1)
has argued that while individual researchers may be able to muddle through,
‘large-scale studies, contract research for central government and other organ-
isations, studies involving multi-disciplinary teams, and research programmes
that involve a range of studies concerned with a central topic or set of issues’
require highly visible designs at the beginning. I can agree with the latter but not
with the former. Individual researchers also need to plan their research carefully.

This book reviews the major elements of a research design and discusses
the choices that need to be made with regard to each of these elements. While
all or some of these elements may be discussed in general textbooks on social
research methods, their treatment is usually rather superficial. The concern is to
introduce undergraduate students to the techniques of collecting and analysing
data. While knowledge of these techniques is necessary, choices from among
them have to relate to more fundamental aspects of research, the research ques-

tions that are to be answered and the research strategies that will be used to
answer them.

The Audiences

I have written the book primarily for postgraduate students in the social sciences
who are setting out on an empirical research project for a thesis or dissertation, By
‘an empirical research project’ 1 mean rescarch that attempts to produce answers
to research questions by collecting and/or analysing empirical data related to
some aspects of social life. The book is not intended for students who are under-
taking purely theoretical theses, i.e. those that involve the review, critique or
integration of existing theory, or projects that rely entirely on existing literature
as a resource. However, parts of it may be useful to students who are undertaking

historical studies, although this will depend on the particular style of historical
research.

Writing the Book 3

The target audience includes students in dis;iplinesA such as socioiog)", anthro-
pology and political science, and interdisciplinary fields such as spcml wgrk,
social geography, communications, planning anq developmcpt studies. While I
hope that economics and psychology studenrs_wnll also. flqd it useful, l‘am very
aware that coming from my background in sociology, with its own plec?llrfnr range
of approaches to social research, I may be meeting tbese latter two d|sc1P!|nes ata
limited number of points. Nevertheless, my hope is that the l.)ook will help to
broaden the view of research normally adopted in these disciplines.

The book is also intended for academics, particularly those who are new to the
role of postgraduate rescarch supervision. It is not intended as a guidel to that role
but as a framework for assisting students to prepare a resea.rch design Fxlld/or a
research proposal, It will also be useful for academicsvwho involve their under-
graduate students in individual and group research projects. . .

What I have to offer is the result of my own peculiar experiences in teaching
courses in research methodology to postgraduate students; in teaching research
methods, statistics, and the philosophy of social science to undergraduate stu-
dents; in supervising the research of many postgraduate students and groups of
undergraduate students; and in undertaking my own research. These postgraduate
students and I have had to struggle to formulate research designs and proposals
with limited help from available textbooks. »

The process of formulating a research design is probably the most (Eilfflcult part
of social research. Over the years, I have developed ways of helping sFudents
through this process. This book is an attempt to explicate these strategies and

ues.

tec'?}?é?e are no doubt many ways in which this task can be undertaken. Some
versions will be related to the discipline-based views within which the resear(}h is
occurring, while others will relate to a particular indivldgal’s preferences or views
of research. It is not possible to write a book that will satisfy the. preferences of all
social researchers; the field is too diverse and many of the differences may be
rreconcilable. While I have set out to challenge some of the positions that I regard
to be unsatisfactory, I have also tried to be eclectic enough to satisfy a range of
social research styles. However, my prejudices will no doubt show from time to
time.

Writing the Book

Except for a brief period in the United Sates, my acnden}ig career has been
pursued away from the main centres of social science activity. It began and,
until recently, has been conducted on the furthermost fringes of the sout_hern
hemisphere, in the South Island of New Zealand and the southlernmost tip gf
the Australian continent. There have been both advantages and dlslndvalntages in
occupying this marginal position. While work on the book began in th1§ remote
region of the world, the bulk of the writing has been done on a El‘O'plCEII 1slgnd in
South-East Asia. It was stimulated by problems encountered in teaching a
compulsory postgraduate research methodslmgthodology course at the Roya:l
Melbourne Institute of Technology. Students setting out on research for a master’s




4 Introduction Structure of the Book 5

or Ph.D. degree by social research, for either a major or minor thesis/dissertation,
have been required to take this course. A few of these students came from social
science disciplines such as sociology and political science. However, most came
from disciplines and programmes such as psychology, social work, communica-
tions, history, planning, economics, accountancy and management, and even
engineering, industrial design, information systems, computer science, and the
fine arts. The only thing they shared in common was that their research topic
required them to undertake some kind of social research. They were mostly older
students who were returning to study on a part-time basis. Many had little idea, or
had very confused views, about how social research is conducted, let alone how to
design a research project. They also had little or no understanding of or exposure
to social theory and issues in the philosophy of social science.

In the brief span of a semester, my task has been to prepare these students to
undertake a social research project. This has involved:

e introducing them to the logic of social enquiry;

e providing them with some acquaintance with the role of social theory in
research;

e providing them with a critical understanding of the range of major research
methods; and

o helping them prepare a research design.

My Approaches to Social Enguiry (Blaikie 1993a) was written to satisfy the first
two of these requirements, and there is no shortage of books that cover the third.
This book is intended to cover the fourth requirement.

In the course of writing, I have had the opportunity to teach a similar course to
master’s by research students in the social sciences, and master’s of public admin-
istration students, at the Universiti Sains Malaysia. I discovered that their needs
and concerns are almost identical to those of the students in Melbourne. Again,
their academic backgrounds have been diverse and many have been older stu-
dents. Most have had no experience in doing social research and have had no idea
of how to go about designing a research project. They have provided me with a
number of opportunities to try out the following chapters in lecture format, and
their responses and feedback have had a big impact on the book’ content and
structure. (Well over 500 students have passed through these courses in Mel-
bourne and Penang in the last ten years.)

While the structure and content of the book have been influenced considerably
by teaching these courses, it has also emerged from supervising postgraduate
students over many years, from twice being a postgraduate research student
myself and, subsequently, from my experience in conducting research. All this
has produced some firm convictions, including:

the need to design social research in detail;
the fundamental importance of research questions to provide focus and direc-
tion;

o the need to be clear about the differences in the research strategies (logics of
enquiry) available in the social sciences, and to know how and when to use them;

e being aware of different ontological and epistemological assumptions behind

these research strategies and how these impinge on research practice and out-

comes;

being very clear on what is involved in sampling;

avoiding the misuse of tests of significance;

knowing how case studies can be used;

understanding the relationship between quantitative and qualitative methods;

and

o being aware of the legitimate ways in which research strategies and methods
can be combined.

This is a somewhat idiosyncratic list, and my views on these points might also be
regarded by some in the same way. I make no apology for this. I can only hope
that the positions I have adopted will either ring bells with some readers, or
stimulate others to re-evaluate their taken-for-granted positions.

Two underlying principles have been used in writing the book. The first is to
introduce the reader to new ideas and activities in stages, with each successive
encounter taking the idea further. The second principle is to revisit an idea or
activity from different points of view, or from the points of view of different
themes. The decision to adopt these principles was based on my experience in
teaching this material. I also believe that it is good educational practice. There-
fore, if you experience repetition as you work your way through the book, you
will know that it is intentional. I shall have to leave you to judge whether or not
the strategy has been helpful.

Structure of the Book

The book reviews and elaborates the main elements that need to be addressed in
preparing a research design. It focuses on the critical decisions that need to be
made about each element and the options that are available. The path covers both
conventional and unconventional ground.

Chapter 1 sets out the requirements for both a research design and a research
proposal. It distinguishes between these two documents in terms of their purposes
and the audiences to whom they are directed. In brief, a research design is a
working document used mainly by a researcher and close associates, while a
research proposal is used to obtain academic approval for a research project or
to apply for research funds. The remainder of the book goes through the details of
what is involved in each element of a research design, the alternarives that are
available and how choices can be made.

Chapter 2 begins with a review of conventional views on designing research in
the social sciences, and the types of designs that are commonly discussed. An
alternative view is then proposed in which the fundamental requirements and the
eight core elements are elaborated. The implication of this view is that there is a
wide variety of possible research designs rather than just a limited set. This variety
is produced by the range of possible combinations of choices that can be made on
each of the core elements. This is followed by a discussion of how to get started on

.
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a resegrch design by formulating the topic and stating the research problem to be
investigated. Some consideration is given to the possible influences on this pro-
cess. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the differences between basic and
applied research.

The major design elements are dealt with in chapters 3 to 7. Chapter 3
commences with a discussion of the nature, role and development of research
questions. This is followed by an elaboration of research objectives, and the links
betyveen research questions and research objectives, hypotheses and the literature
review. The rest of the book stands on the foundations laid in this chapter.

(.,'hnpt_er 4 outlines the four research strategies that are available to advance
social s;lentific knowledge. Research strategies provide alternative procedures for
answering research questions. Each one sets out a logic of enquiry and entails a
parnlcular c_ombinarion of ontological and epistemological assumptions. They
provide a view of social reality and a series of steps for establishing knowledge
about some part of it. Researchers need to choose one or more research strategies
to help them provide answers to their research questions. The choice of research
strategy, or strategies, in conjunction with the research questions, will have a
major influence on the decisions to be taken on the remaining design elements
and will largely determine the way the research proceeds. ’

Before the four research strategies are outlined and discussed, the first instal-
ment of ‘A Parable of Four ParaL:ligms’ is presented. This is a story about visits to
Earth by a party of social scientists from outer space. Their attempt to conduct
resc.arch in a completely unfamiliar environment is used to illustrate some of the
ch(_nccs that are available to social scientists on Earth, and to anticipate the more
philosophical elaboration of the four research strategies that follows.

In chapter 3, four of the more complex and perplexing aspects of designing and
undertaking research are exploer: the role of concepts, theories, hypotheses and
modc.ls. Differem views of the'role of concepts are discussed, followed by an
examination of.whar constitutes ‘theory’ and a review of some classical and
contemporary views on the relationship between theory and research. This leads
to an examination of the major views on the use of models in social research. To
Fonciude, the role of concepts, theories and models in the four research stratc'gies
is reviewed.

The next two chapters covei‘ the more technical aspects of social research.
Chapter 6 deals with the sources of and methods for selecting data: it examines
the types and_ forms in which data are produced in the social sciences; it discusses
the variety of contexts from which data can be obtained; it compares the techni-
ques used to select data, particularly sampling methods; and it concludes with a
critical review of the role of case studies.

) MethoFls for collecting, reducing and analysing data are explored in chapter 7
This b}:glnS with a discussion of the important role that the timing of datz;
collection has in determining the nature of a research design. Many discussions
of res?arch design focus almost exclusively on this element and its relationship to
exper:menra[ procedures. In this book, timing is related particularly to data
collequon; decisions about it will follow from the form of particular research
questions. T_he bulk of the chapter centres on the qualitative/quantitative distinc-
tion. It provides a critique of the use of these two concepts, arguing against their

The Nature of Science in the Social Sciences

use in the context of paradigms or research approaches, and for restricting their
use to contrasts in types of methods, researchers, research, and data. The chapter
does not include a discussion of the actual techniques or methods used in social
science research. Instead, attention is given to the links between research strategies
and methods. The main argument is that while research strategies entail onto-
logical assumptions, methods do not. In other words, at least some methods can
be used in the service of different research strategies and, hence, different onto-
logical assumptions. The second instalment of the Parable sets the scene for a
critical review of the use of triangulation in social research and the legitimate and
illegitimate combinations of research strategies and methods.

The final chapter presents four sample research designs on a set of related
research topics. These designs are based on my own research programme, but
modified to suit the present purposes. The intention of the designs is to illustrate
how the individual choices about each of the core design elements can be brought
together into a cohesive package. While these sample designs might be used as
models, this is not their main purpose. Rather, they make it possible to review
what has been covered in the book and illustrate some of the ways in which social
research can be undertaken.

The Nature of Science in the Social Sciences

It is a common practice in introductory books on sociology and social research
methods to include a brief discussion of ‘the scientific method’ (see e.g. Chadwick
et al. 1984; Kidder and Judd 1986; Sedlack and Stanley 1992; Ellis 1994; Kumar
1996; Neuman 1997). This usually includes an outline of a set of criteria that
must be satisfied if social research is to be regarded as scientific. Unfortunately,
many of these discussions perpetuate outdated notions of both science and social
research. What is required is a discussion of the different ‘methods’, or logics of
enquiry, that are available in the natural and social sciences.

It is not possible here to engage in a discussion of the nature of science. There is
now an extensive literature on this topic, as well as on whether and, if so, how
social science can be a science. (See e.g. Chalmers 1982; O’Hear 1989; and Riggs
1992 on the natural sciences, and Giddens 1976; Hughes 1990; Blaikie 1993a;
Williams and May 1996 and Smith 1998 on science in the social sciences.)
However, the elaboration of the research strategies in chapter 4 will deal with
some aspects of these issues.

This Jatter discussion is intended, among other things, to show that there are
four possible views of science in the social sciences. Three of the ‘methods’ that
have been used in the natural and physical sciences have been advocated, by
different scientific communities, as also being appropriate for the social sciences.
In addition, there is another method, with many versions, that has been presented
as being exclusive to, and, according to some writers, the only one appropriate
for, the social sciences.

For over 100 years, advocates of these four views of social science have engaged
in heated debates about their relative merits. The debates continue to rage. For
those readers unfamiliar with these views and debates, all that is necessary for the

7.
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moment is to recognize that there is no such thing as the scientific method, that
there is a variety of logics of enquiry available in the social sciences, and that, in
order to conduct social research, it is necessary to choose from among them.
These logics, and the considerations relevant to choosing between them, form an
integral part of what follows.

Foundation Concepts

Four related concepts are used extensively in the book: ontology and epistemo-
logy, and methodology and methods. From a philosophical point of view, onto-
logy is “the science or study of being’. However, the concept is used here in a more
specific sense to refer to the claims or assumptions that are made about the nature
of social reality, claims about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up
and how these units interact with each other. In shorr, ontological assumptions are
concerned with what we believe constitutes social reality. Again, the philosophical
meaning of epistemology is ‘the theory or science of the method or grounds of
knowledge’. An epistemology consists of ideas about what can count as know-
ledge, what can be known, and what criteria such knowledge must satisfy in order
to be called knowledge rather than beliefs. For the present purposes, epistemology
will refer to the claims or assumptions made about possible ways of gaining
knowledge of social reality, whatever it is understood to be. In short, claims
about how what is assumed to exist can be known.

The concepts of methodology and method are frequently used interchangeably.
This is unfortunate and undesirable. The practice is equivalent to the shift that
has been made from ‘technique’ to ‘technology’. What is now commonly referred
to as technology is really only the techniques for doing things. For example,
information technologies are techniques for storing, retrieving and manipulating
information. Strictly speaking, information technology should be the study,
analysis and critical evaluation of these techniques. There seems to be a need to
add ‘ology’ to many words, perhaps to inflate the status of the related activities. 1
fear the battle over ‘technology’ has been lost with little resistance. However, I
hope that the slide from method to methodology might still be reversed. In any
case, in this book I shall refer to research methods as the techniques or procedures
used to collect and analyse data, Methodology, on the other hand, refers to
discussions of how research is done, or should be done, and to the critical analysis
of methods of research. Methodology also deals with logics of enquiry, of how
new knowledge is generated and justified. This includes a consideration of how
theories are generated and tested - what kinds of logic should be used, what a
theory looks like, what criteria a theory has to satisfy, how it relates to a particular
research problem, and how it can be tested.

These definitions are consistent with those provided by C. Wright Mills many
years ago.

Methods are the procedures used by men [sic| trying ro understand or explain
something, Methodology is a study of methods; it offers theories about what men
are doing when they are at work ar their studies. Since there are many methods,
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methodology tends necessarily to be rather general in character and, accordingly,
does not usually — although of course it may - provide specific procedures. f.or man at
study. Epistemology is still more general than methodology, for its practitioners are
occupied with the grounds and the limits, in brief, the character, of ‘knowledge’.

(Mills 1959: 57-8)

When writers use the concept of method in thé context of ‘the scientific
method’, they are usually referring to a logic of enquiry rather than to specific
research techniques. To avoid this confusion, [ use the concept of research strategy
to refer to logic of enquiry, to the steps involved in answering fesearch questions.
These steps include the starting-point of enquiry, the end-point, and the stages
needed to get from the beginning to the end.

Unfortunately, it is common practice to use the term methodology to refer to
‘the entire research process from problem identification to data anal_ysns’
(Creswell 1994: xvii). Hence, in this view, to outline one’s ‘methodo]ogy’ is to
discuss the plan and execution of a research process, including all the chonc.:es
and decisions that have been made. Instead, I will use the term research dgs:gn
for the planning aspect of a research project, researcﬁ strategy for the logic of
enquiry, and methods for the execution of the project. Methodology, on the
other hand, includes a critical evaluation of alternative research strategies and

methods.

A Manifesto for Social Research

The approach to social research taken in this book deviates in a number .of ways
from conventional wisdom and the views of social research expounded in many
standard texts on the subject. Rather than leave the reader to discover these
differences in the body of the text, I am setting them out here as assertions.

Social research is about answering research questions.

Three types of research questions can be asked: ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’.

All research questions can be reduced to these three types. _

Social research will also address one or more of the following objectwles:

exploration, description, understanding, explanation, prediction, intervention

(change), evaluation and impact assessment. .

5 “Why’ questions are concerned with understanding or explanation.

‘How’ questions are concerned with intervention.
All other objectives involve the use of ‘what’ questions. _

6 Hypotheses are possible answers to ‘why’ and some ‘how’ questions. They
are normally expressed as statements of relationships between two concepts.
Hypotheses direct the researcher to collect particular data. '

7 “What® questions do not require hypotheses. Nothing is gained from hazard-
ing an answer to a question that simply requires research to produce a
description. ‘

8 Research questions are answered by the use of four research strategies: the

inductive, deductive, retroductive and abductive (see Blaikie 1993a).
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The major characteristics of the research strategies are as follows: the in-
ductive strategy produces generalizations from data; the deductive strategy
tests theories by testing hypotheses derived from them; the retroductive
stm'tcgyl proposes causal mechanisms or structures and tries to establish
their existence; and the abductive strategy generates social scientific accounts
from everyday accounts.

When a research project includes a variety of research questions, more than
one research strategy may be required to answer them. ,

Because rescarch strategies entail different ontological and epistemological
assumptions, they may only be combined in sequence.

Hypotheses are used mainly in the deductive research strategy as part of the
process of testing theory. While the testing of hypotheses commonly involves
the use of quantitative methods, it need not do so. The deductive strategy can
also use qualitative methods, in which case hypothesis testing is.more in
terms of a discursive argument from eviderice. »

The abductive research strategy may use hypotheses in the course of gener-
ating theory, but in a different way to the deductive strategy. These hypo-
theses are possible answers to questions that emerge as the research proceeds
They are used to direct subsequent stages of the research. .
The hypoth.etical models of possible causal structures or mechanisms that are
developed in the retroductive research strategy are not hypotheses. The
researcher’s task is to establish whether a postulated structure or mechanism
exists angl operates in the manner suggested.

Social science data normally start out in the qualitative form, in words rather
than numbers. They may continue in this form throughout a research project
or be Fransfgrmed into numbers, at the outset, or during the course of the
analysis. Ultimately, research reports have to be presented in words. When
numbers are used, they need to be interpreted in words.

The use of tests of significance is only appropriate when data have been
gener.atfad from a probability sample. These tests establish whether the char-
acteristics or relationships in the sample could be expected in the population.

[Tests of significance are inappropriate when non-probability samples are

used, and are irrelevant when data come from a population.
A's methods of data collection and analysis can be used in the service of
different ontological assumptions, there is no necessary connection between
research strategies and methods.
Methods qf _data collection can be combined, in parallel or in sequence.
However, it is only legitimate to combine methods in parallel when they
are used W'Ith the same or similar onrological assumptions, That is, data
genergted in the service of different ontological assumptions cam{ut be
combined, only compared. It is legitimate to combine methods in sequence
regardless of their ontological assumptions, In this case, it is necessary to bé
z&ware of t-he implications of switching between assumptions.
T}E:e studw:s are neither research desigljs nor methods of data collection.
y constitute a method of data selection and, as such, require particular
procedures for generalizing from the results produced. ,
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20 The results of all social research are limited in time and space. Hence, making

generalizations beyond a particular time and place is a matter of judgement.
While quantitative data from a probability sample can be statistically gen-
eralized to the population from which the sample was drawn, this type of
research is in the same position as any other when it comes to moving beyond

that population.

I trust that the arguments that follow in support of these assertions are sound and

convincing.



Preparing Research Proposals
and Research Designs

A research proposal is intended to convince the reader that the proposed
work is significant, relevant, and interesting; that the design of the study is
sound; and that the researcher is capable of successfully conducting the
study. (Marshall and Rossman 1995)

Introduction

lThe ultimate purpose in exploring the issues and processes covered in the follow-
ing chapters is to facilitate the preparation of a derailed research design. In order
to understand these processes, I shall begin by setting out some guidelines for the
structure and content of both a research proposal and a research design.

It- is first necessary to distinguish between research proposals and research
designs. While there is considerable overlap between their requirements, they
are intended for different audiences. There is also likely to be a sequence to
their development; the latter can provide a basis for the former.

The research proposal may be used for:

. making public presentations and receiving feedback;
e obraining official approval from the appropriate university authorities for the

Project to proceed, including the endorsemeni of a human ethics committee; and
® applying for research grants.

The rgsgarch design is a more technical document than the research proposal.
The decisions that need to be made at the beginning of the research project, or

soon after some exploratory work has been completed, are stated, justified,
related and evaluated, The aim is to:

make these decisions explicit;
spell out why they have been made;

ensure that they are consistent with each other; and
allow for critical evaluation.

Introduction

In postgraduate research, a research design is a working document that may be the
outcome of courses in research methodology and methods, and the dialogue
between student and supervisor/adviser. It should be the constant point of refer-

" ence and guide throughout the research. If it is necessary to make changes as the

research proceeds, or if it is necessary to allow some elements of the research
design to evolve in the course of the research, this will happen in the context of the
initial set of research design decisions. Amendments will need to achieve the same
consistency between the research design elements.

Before proceeding to outline the requirements for research proposals and
research designs, I must point out that [ am trying not to be prescriptive (although
[ certainly am with my own students!). Rather, I offer two frameworks that will
no doubt need to be adapted to local requirements and practices. In some situa-
tions, maybe only one document is required; in other situations, the distinctions
between them may be drawn differently. My purpose is to identify the many
elements that should be considered, and about which decisions may need to be
made, in planning social research.

Depending on its purpose, the research proposal can be prepared in a number
of versions. It also differs from the research design in a number of respects:
some information may be in a different form, and it may need some additional
information. The research proposal may be less technical than the research design,
in that it may not include all the details of the decisions and justifications related
to each design element. When the research proposal is intended for public
presentation, it may include more details on the background to the research
problem, including how it arose and the current state of knowledge on it.
Hence, it is likely to be a longer and a more discursive document than the research
design. On the other hand, an application to a committee for approval of the
project may be much briefer, and may emphasize the justification for the research
and the more technical aspects of data sources, collection and analysis. An
application for research funds may be similar to an approval version, but will
usually require a detailed budget and justification for the various categories of
expenditure.

Two important points need to be made at this stage. The first concerns the
common view that social research consists of a set of linear stages. These stages
commonly include the formulation of the problem, the statement of hypotheses,
the development of measuring instruments (e.g. an attitude scale or a question-
naire), the selection of a sample, the collection of the data, the analysis of the data,
and the preparation of the report (see e.g. Babbie 1992; Bailey 1994; Kumar
1996). I believe that such conceptions are not only much too simplistic, but are
also inappropriate for certain kinds of research. In much the same way, the
process of designing social research may also be represented as a linear sequence
of decisions. While some of the diagrams used in this book could be interpreted in
this way, I want to stress that, in practice, the preparation of a research design is
likely to involve many iterations, and is a cyclical rather than a linear process.
Because the elements of a design must be intimately related, the process of making
decisions about any of them will have an impact on other decisions. For example,
early decisions may need to be reviewed and changed in the light of problems
encountered in making later decisions, and decisions may need to be changed

13




14 Preporing Research Proposals and Designs

when the design is reviewed for consistency. In short, a complex process is
required to make the various decisions compatible.

The second point is concerned with the view thar all research design decisions
should be made before the research begins in earnest. 1 will argue that every
effort should be made to do this. The discipline of having to confront the decisions
will be beneficial in the long run. To avoid doing this could mean losing control of
the research and, ultimarely, failure to complete it satisfactorily. However, this
ideal needs to be tempered with some practicalities. It is necessary to recognize
that research designs differ in the extent to which it is possible to finalize all the
design decisions before the major stages of a project commence. In some research
projects, what is learnt in one stage of the research will help to determine what
will be done in a later stage. Some research projects that use qualitative methods
may have this character. In other research projects, some exploratory and develop-
mental work may be required in order to be able to make important research
design decisions. In fact, to fail to do this may jeopardize the project. This
exploratory work will usually occur at the beginning, but may have to be under-
taken later, particularly if unanticipated problems are encountered. Therefore,
while it is important to strive for the ideal, the realities of a particular project must
be taken into consideration.

It is in research projects thar are concerned with theory generation rather than
testing that flexibility in the research design is certainly necessary. In these cases,
the design may need to evolve as the research proceeds. Nevertheless, this should
not be used as an excuse for sloppy designing at the beginning, or for not dealing
with design decisions rigorously, as they need to be made. I believe that in this
developmental type of research, no harm is done by trying to think through the
design decisions at the beginning, and then being prepared to amend them at the
appropriate stage.

[t is inevitable that research projects will differ in the time needed to prepare the
research design; some research topics are just more complex than others, or may
be venturing into relatively uncharted territory. Hence, the time and effort
required to produce a research design is usually much greater when a researcher
starts a project from scratch, rather than by joining a research team or by picking
up a project to which someone else has already made a significant contribution. It

seems to be a common feature of postgraduate research in the social sciences that
students are expected to, or wish to, define and develop their own project.
Consequently, the design stage of postgraduate social science research is more
demanding and time-consuming than it appears to be in the natural and physical
sciences. In the latter disciplines, students usually become part of a research team,
or make a contribution to their supervisor’s research programme.

Research Proposals

Given the two common functions of a research proposal, obtaining approval for
the research to proceed, including obtaining clearance from a human ethics

committee and applying for research funds, its preparation needs to be taken
seriously.

Research Proposals

The preparation of a proposal is not some arbitrary task imposed by -.mzhl(mty:, it
is in a student’s interest to be as clear as possible about what he or she is going
to do. A proposal should be the result of careful thought, and several Eirafrs
should be prepared and discussed before the final product is submitted. (Preece
1994: 202)

The purpose of the proposal is to ensure that the rcst.mrclh isl wgll deIS{gEe.d
and meets the requirements of the discipline and/or the institution in which it
will be undertaken. It should communicate clearly and colnmsely what lSdIOT:C
studied, why it is being studied, and how the rese.arch will be gonduqc 1. e
details of the design of the research are likely to receive close scmtutmf){. Itisa sqdan
opportunity for students to receive some feedback z-md advnc‘e rom a ;m er
audience than their supervisor(s)/adviser(s). Whn!e‘th-ls feedback is not always
sympathetic, and may produce confusing and cor.lfhctmg recommendanollls, it is
nevertheless very useful for a project to be subjected to such an examination

i ceeds. .

be'fl?l:: lr:z.?er:rch funding proposal has a different purpose. It is designed to per-
suade a funding body that the project is worthy of fmancngl support. (?qlnmltteesf
that are set up for such purposes will look closely at thg aims and justification .(;
the research, at whether the design is sensible and feas:ble,. at the budget delt:u;
and the justification for each item, and at whether thelprolect can be comp e;e

with the available resources and in the time allocated. Ir'm short, this is a rather
different audience to the one involved in obtaining academic approval. Hence two
versions of the research proposal may be require“d. |

As the requirements for these and other versions f’f a research proposa .;Jlakr)y
considerably in terms of their purpose and local requirements, no attempt, wi ef
made here to provide models of each type. Rather, 1 shall set out a rgnge |,0
headings, a selection of which will be relevant to most types of research propo;;la s.

I have chosen to discuss the requirements for the research proposa!'before.t ose
for the research design, as the former tends to be more con?prehensnve ?v.hnle the
lateer goes into greater detail on a more limited range of topics. Some 5“?'0"55_;5
common to both, some are the same but are given a different emphasis, while
others are specific to only one version. _

All or most of the following sections are typical of research proposals.

Title

The title of a research project needs to be both concise and informnriv.c. It shoulld
capture the essence of what the project will he' a.bout and where and with wl.wfn it
will be conducted. It is sometimes useful to divide the statement of the topic mtg
two parts: the first part can refer to the issue under investigation; and t||1e secfor;.I
part can locate the study. (See chapter 8 and the Appendix for examples of the
wording of research topics.)

! What follows should not be read as advice on how to prepare Aapphcannns forl‘rcsc;rch gre;n;s,.
Numerous books have been written on this. Rather, the purpose is to improve the quality of research by

improving the quality of design and planning.
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16 Preparing Research Proposals and Designs

. Statement of the topic/problem

The topic or problem is the intellectual puzzle that the researcher wants to explore.
The statement will normally consist of a few paragraphs that present a concise
description of the nature of the problem to be investigated. This will usually require
reference ro some literature, such as reports of previous research in the field and
related areas, both academic and non-academic, theoretical discussions, official
statistics, and, perhaps, newspaper articles. It might be informed by the findings of
exploratory research that has already been undertaken.

A research design may set out with more than one problem or a related set
of puzzles. As the work on the design proceeds, the one to be investigated
should become clear. To recapitulate, a research proposal is the product of a
developmental process. It is likely to involve a number of iterations before all
the choices are made and it becomes coherent. In many research projects, the

problem is likely to be refined in the course of the research (see chapter 2, ‘Getting
Started’).

Aims and significance

It is important to state what the research is designed to achieve; what it is intended
to contribute to the state of knowledge in a discipline or disciplines, to some
group, organization or community, or to the society as a whole. Most social
research projects will contribute to one or more of the following:

o the development of a particular area of theory or methodology;

o the collection or accumulation of a new body of information or data;
o the development of research methods or techniques;

e knowledge about or understanding of an issue or problem; and/or

e policy and practice in a particular area.?

It is also useful to state such aims in a manner that will make it possible to
assess whether, or to what extent, they have been achieved ar the end of the
research.

The statement of aims is normally accompanied by some justification for pursu-
ing them, i.e. why the topic is worth studying. All social research requires the use of
resources, even if it is just the researcher’s own time. In the context of postgraduate
research, students may need to pay fees, and the university will devote considerable
resources to supporting such students. As research resources are scarce, their
allocation needs to be husbanded. Funding bodies will certainly want to know
what contributions a study is likely to make. This is not to suggest that all research
must be able to make immediate contributions to areas of priority established by
public and/or private interests. However, some good reasons for doing it should be
articulated, even if it is just to satisfy the researcher’s curiosity.

This list comes from the British Economic and Social Research Council application form for research
funds. Similar lists will be found in other such documents.

Research Proposals

Background

Some versions of the research proposal will normally require a discussion of how the

research problem has arisen, who views it as a problem, evidence for its Iexlster?cei
the context in which it occurs and who are the stak‘eholders. In more t1e3re;:cg
research, it may be necessary to specify whe‘re thegapin knowlgdge exists alrln why it
needs to be bridged. In short, a concise review of some of the literature will connect
the proposed project with the existing state of knowledge. ; Soos
In my experience, there is a tendency among postgradgate stu.enltsdto i

most of their proposal to a review of the literature. This may include }clfru ite
discussions of the ideas of a favourite or fashionable Fheonst. However, the clon—
nection between such discussions and the .research project are often‘ngt vefryhc ea|:i
Therefore, this version of the literature review, unlike that in the thesis ltsefl , shou :
be very concise, although its length will no doubt depend on the type of researc
being planned and local requirements.

Research plan and methods

The main aim of this section is to communicate, both to experts in the fle!d al_11cll go
lay audiences, from where and how t}.xe data will be cc_;llecte.d, an}? how it v;: ' lel
analysed. What is needed is an outline of the way in which the research wi
be conducted. The research design is inval}lab%e for the preparation o'E thlj section
of the proposal. It will have dealt in detail with all the research design ehustons
about the sources, types and forms of data'neede.d to answer the researc :ique;-
tions, the method of selecting the data (l_ncludmg sampling design), l:nd the
methods of collecting, reducing and analysing the d'aFa. If these researc emg;:
decisions have been made carefully, then summarizing thcm.for the rese;ar;:‘
proposal should be straightforwar‘d. T|1e components of th; section 0 the
research proposal will be t;iealt with in more derail in the discussion on the

i esearch design. o
re("llyllmreﬂ::;:::ic?lf :urestions rhatire to be investigated should also appear in this
section. If appropriate, any related hypotheses should be statc_d and their source;
indicated. In some types of research, it may l?e necessary to dlsc.uss hoyv resea:ic‘f
instruments will be developed. For examgie, if an amtude.scale is required, and i
no existing scale is suitable, an explanation should be given as todhtl)w zzl‘sfmg
scales might be adapted and supplemented, or a new one constructed. In z; lition,
there needs to be a discussion of how its relevance to this parncuﬂlar ?opu a.éllon or
sample will be established, includiqg pre-testing and/or_post-rezt.mg hor L;:Inblmen[:
sionality or multidimensionality. Similarly, proposed pilot studies should be ou
lined and their purposes clearly stated.

Budget

Regardless of whether the project is receiving support from a funding agency, a
budget is normally required to indicate what funds are needed and how they will
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18 Preparing Research Proposals and Designs

be spent. As even postgraduate research costs money, it may be useful to anticip-
ate what the costs are expected to be and how they will be covered. In the case
where an application for a research grant is to be made, a detailed budger is
normally required. The following headings are standard:

o personnel (e.g. research assistance, interviewers, coders, data analysts, inter-
view transcribers);

e equipment (major items such as computing, audio recording and transcribing
equipment);

e maintenance (day-to-day running expenses such as stationery, telephone,
photocopying, computer disks, audio cassettes, interlibrary loans and purchase
of reports);

e travel and subsistence (1o research sites, for interviewing, or to libraries); and

e publication and presentation expenses (preparation of the report, printing,
graphics, etc.).

Justification of the budget

Applications for research grants normally require a justification for the need and
the amount for each item in the budget. Some research funds require the budget
items to be prioritized, thus forcing the researcher to be very clear about their
relative importance for the successful completion of the project. Where equipment
(e.g. computers, software and cassette recorders) and other resources (e.g. per-
sonnel for data entry) are already available, and can be used on the project, these
should be noted. Bodies that fund academic research usually expect that some
costs (e.g. office space and furniture, and some basic equipment) will be covered
by the university or research centre in which the researcher is located.

Budget items need to match the details of the research design. For example, if
200 interviews are to be conducted in dispersed locations, then realistic costing
of these is necessary, in terms of equipment and consumables, interviewers’ time
for the interviews and travel to the sites, as well as the cost of travelling. It is here
that the flaws in the research design and planning can become evident.

Timetable

In order to ensure that a research project is manageable and doable, it is useful to
plan the duration of each of the components and stages within the time-frame
allocated to it. The major components commonly include the following: prepara-
tion of the research design; review of the literature; selection of dara sources
(including sampling); development of the research instruments; collection of the
data; analysis of the data; and writing the thesis/report. However, the components
will need to be modified, depending on the nature of the research. In the case of
research grants, the literature review and research design stages are assumed to
have been completed before the application is prepared. The same applies in those
universities that require a derailed research proposal to be prepared before a
candidate is accepted into the programme. Where the development of the research

Research Proposals

design follows acceptance for candidature, it is desirab.le to inch‘ldc all stages, even
if retrospectively, as the clock will have been running since the time of acceprance.

These components can overlap in time (e.g. the research design and literature
review, or data collection and analysis), and some may occur at more rvhan one
time (e.g. the literature review) or extend over much of the life of the project (e.g.
writing drafts). While it is difficult to be precise about how long each component
will take, a realistic estimate should be made. This will help to reveal whether the
project as planned can be completed within the time limits, and vyhether the
workload is manageable in each time period. It is useful to do this diagrammat-
ically in terms of a time line for each component. 4 N .

One component that is usually underestimated is rhej writing. A good thesis
needs many drafts (at least three in my opinion). If insufficient time is allowed fpr
redrafting at the end, a poor product is likely to be the result. Writing can easily
take between a third and a half of the total time, and will certainly take at least a
quarter. o . . ,

Some research grant bodies require the specification of definite ‘m1].estones
so that progress can be checked. In these cases, the anticipated completion date
for the major research stages (e.g. data collection) would need to be stated. If a
project runs over an extended period, for example, two or three years, progress
reports may be required at regular intervals. The wori.c 'actually com‘pleted by a
particular date can then be compared with the anticipated da.te in r'hc pro-
posal. Discrepancies may need to be satisfactorily accounted for if funding is to
continue. 1 believe the same practice is desirable in postgraduate research
programmes.

Expected outcomes or benefits

It has become a common practice, particularly in publicly funded research, for the
anticipated benefits to be stated.” Traditionally, academic research has been afhout
the pursuit of knowledge, the real benefits of which are to be left to posterity to
determine. However, in this age of economic rationalism, even academic research
may be expected to make some reasonably direct and useful contribution to some
field of high priority in the public or private sectors. In the case of applied and
policy research, someone other than the researcher may determine the ex.pec_ted
outcome. If research grant bodies have their agenda and priorities, an application
would need to address these.

Ethical issues

Most social research involves intervention in some aspects of social life. There is
always a risk that even asking someone quite innocent questilons could be fiis-
turbing to that person. It has therefore become normal practice for the Fthlcai
implications of a social research project to be made explicit, together with the

 This may be included in the *Aims and significance’ section as it follows logically from its specifica-
tions.

R R R EEEE——————
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20 Preparing Research Proposals and Designs

procedures to be used to deal with them. For research conducted within univer-
sities and independent research organizations, it may be mandatory for every
social research project to be considered and approved by a human ethics commit-
tee. Professional associations in the social sciences now usually have a code of
ethics, and these can also be used to guide professional research and to judge
unethical practices.

The major ethical issue in most social research is related to the treatment of
human respondents or participants. Procedures need to be in place to provide
them with adequate information about the nature of the project, what is expected
of them, how the research procedures might affect them and how their anonymity
will be assured, as well as assuring them that the information they provide will be
treated in confidence, and that they have the right to withdraw from the process at
any stage. Judgements have to be made about what is reasonable and appropriate,
and informed consent should be obtained, preferably in writing if possible. For a
great deal of social research, there are few, if any, ethical problems. However, this
does not mean that consideration of ethical issues can be avoided. Most textbooks
on social research methods now have chapters on research ethics (see e.g. de Vaus
1995 and Neuman 1997).

It is important to note that ethical issues are not the same as the practical
problems that the researcher expects to encounter.* The latter are dealt with in the
next section. However, finding appropriate ways of dealing with the ethical
aspects of a project can create practical problems. For example, the need to
inform potential interviewees about the nature of a project may increase the
refusal rate and, hence, threaten the researcher’s ability to produce useful results.

Problems and limitations

An important step in the preparation of a research proposal is to stand back and
evaluate it. First, it is useful to state what problems are likely to be encountered
and how they will be dealt with. These will include both practical and theo-
retical problems, such as getting the co-operation of respondents, or knowing
what further case studies will be required after the first one. The problems listed
here should only be those that cannot be resolved at the design stage. For example,
getting permission to use a list of names and addresses, or getting access to
the research site, are matters that cannot be left to chance after the research
commences.

Secondly, itis a good idea for the researcher to make an explicit assessment of the
particular strengths and weaknesses of the research design. All projects have their
secure and predictable aspects as well as their less secure and uncertain parts. In
addition, those parts of the design that require further development as the research
proceeds can be identified. If this assessment is done conscientiously, the researcher
should be in a position to anticipate possible problems before they arise, rather than
inadvertently ending up down a blind alley or falling in a great hole.

I mention this point out of exasperation at the number of occasions, in spite of clear instructions, in
which this confusion occurs.

Research Designs

[ have noticed that some students are reluctant to expose the weakness of their
research design for fear that their work will be judged as being inadequate. The
reverse is in fact the case, Lack of awareness of both the strengths and weaknesses

- of a research design can be interpreted as indicating a shallow understanding of

research.

Communication of findings

It has been argued that one criterion that scientific research should satisfy is that it
should be made public. It can be argued that researchers have a responsibility to
communicate their findings to people who can benefit from them. How this is to be
done should be considered as part of the research proposal. Research grant admin-
istrators may be keen to know how the researcher plans to do this, and they may be
willing to cover or contribute to the costs. However, the onus is also on thesis
writers to consider ways of making the results of their research known to a wider
audience than just those who read theses in university libraries. Following the
completion of a thesis, some universities have a requirement that students make a
public presentation to the university community and, perhaps, selected outside
guests. Of course, traditional methods include conference presentations, journal
articles and books. Some research lends itself to reporting in the media, such as
newspapers and magazines. There are now other possibilities in this electronic age.

Some kinds of research, such as applied, commissioned or sponsored research,
may have more limited, in some cases even restricted, audiences. However,
applied researchers might want to insist on retaining the right to publish ar least
some of the findings themselves before accepting such commissions.

Research Designs

Unlike a research proposal, a research design is usually not a public document and
may be seen by only a few people close to the researcher. It is an integrated
statement of and justification for the more technical decisions involved in plan-
ning a research project. Ideally, designing social research is the process of making
all decisions related to the research project before they are carried out. This
involves anticipating all aspects of the research, then planning for them to occur
in an integrated manner. Designing a research project is the way in which control
is achieved.

To design is to plan; that is, design is the process of making decisions before the
situation arises in which the decision has to be carried out. It is a process of deliberate
anticipation directed toward bringing an expected situation under control....If,
before we conduct an inquiry, we anticipate each research problem and decide
what to do before-hand, then we increase our chances for controlling the research
procedure. (Ackoff 1953: 5)

This process is analogous to the activities of an architect in designing a building:
it involves recording, relating and then evaluating the decisions that need to be
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made. Careful attention to detail, and a concern with the overall workability of
the design, is required. Designing social research involves the same processes.
In particular, it is necessary to make sure that individual design decisions are
consistent and fir together. These decisions then need to be evaluated critically,
and, to do this, the design decisions need to be made explicit. This book is about
how to achieve this.

The components of a research design can be organized in many ways. The
following framework is presented as an example of what the structure of a
research design might look like. (Examples of four different research designs are
presented in chapter 8.)

Title

The requirements are the same as for the research proposal.

While it is useful to haye a clear statement of the topic at the beginning of the
research design process, 'this is not always possible. Not only is the nature of
the research likely to be clarified during the course of preparing the research
design, but also the best title may not emerge until after the research is completed.
Therefore, it is unwise to waste time at the beginning trying to get the wording of
the topic perfect. As we shall see, it is better to concentrate on preparing the
research questions and other elements of the design, and then come back to
the wording of the title later.

Statement of the topic/problem

The requirements here are also the same as for the research proposal.

While it is important to try to get the ideas on the topic clear as soon as possible,
as with the title, it is unlikely that a precise statement can be formulated at the
beginning of the design process. It is more likely to evolve as the design develops
and may only become clear towards the end of the process. In addition, it is often
necessary to make changes to the topic as the research proceeds (see chapter 2,
‘Getting Started’).

Motives and goals

The research design is the place where a researcher’s personal motives and
goals for undertaking the research can be stated. Academic researchers, including
postgraduate students, will have personal reasons both for doing research at
all, and for choosing a particular topic. Making these motives and goals explicit
is a useful exercise and is often quite revealing. Personal reasons might
include satisfying curiosity, solving a personal problem, achieving a credential
or pursuing career goals. In addition, a researcher may have other more public or
altruistic reasons, such as making a contribution to knowledge in a discipline,

solving some social problem, or contributing to some organization or sector of
society.

Research Designs

Research questions and objectives

Research questions constitute the most important element of any research design.
It is to the answering of them that the research activities are directed. Decisions
about all other aspects of the research design are contingent on their contribution
to answering the research questions. In many ways, the fornulation of research
questions is the real starting-point in the preparation of a research design.

Research questions are essential and need to be stated clearly and concisely.
They can be reduced to three main types: ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. It is
important to distinguish between these types of questions as they are related to
different research objectives. In general, ‘what’ questions scek descriptions, ‘why’
questions seck explanations or understanding and ‘how’ questions are concerned
with interventions to bring about change.

It may be useful to separate major research questions from secondary or
subsidiary questions. The latter are either related to the background and context
of the research, or help to elaborate the major questions. Major research questions
presuppose other questions; they can sometimes also be broken down into a series
of questions.

It is not necessary to state aims in a research design. They were included in the
guidelines for a research proposal as it is intended for public consumption; stating
aims is a useful way of communicating what the research is about. Instead, in a
research design, consideration might be given to listing research objectives. These
are defined in a more technical way than research aims and specify what the
research is intended to achieve: it may be to ‘explore’, ‘describe’, ‘explain’,
‘understand’, ‘predict’, ‘change’, ‘evaluate’ or ‘assess the social impact of’ some
aspect(s) of the phenomenon under investigation. Such objectives help to define
the scope of the study, and, together with the research questions, provide a clear
direction.

I consider it to be acceptable to simply present the research questions and not to
state research objectives. However, the reverse is not. In many ways, research
questions state the ideas contained in the research objectives in a different way.
While it is possible that research questions will emerge before the objectives, in my
experience working with them together has many benefits. The interplay between
the requirements of each helps to sharpen and clarify both.

It is important not to confuse research objectives with the activities that are
required to undertake the research. I have frequently encountered statements
which say that the research will: ‘review the literature’, ‘obtain documents related
to..., ‘design a questionnaire’, ‘select a sample’, or ‘collect data related to...".
Such a list is unnecessary, as these details will be covered in other sections of the
research design (see chapter 3).

Review the literature

A research design should include a brief literature review. Its major function is to
link the proposed research with the current state of relevant knowledge. Many
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areas of literature may need to be examined, for example, to provide the back-
ground and justification for the research, and to select theory, research strategies
and methods. However, this section of the research design will normally be
confined to indicating clearly what is known with regard to each of the research
questions, on the basis of previous research, or what could be anticipated in the
light of existing social theory. In the case of research for a thesis, a longer version
will need to be produced and will probably become a chapter. Work on this will
usually continue throughout the duration of the rescarch. However, only a sum-
mary is normally included here.

The research questions can provide the framework for both this brief review
al}d the chapter in the thesis; they determine the boundaries of what is relevant.
thc‘rature that is unrelated to a research question need not be included. Using this
device can save endless hours of dircctionless activity in libraries.

Of course, consulting previous research and relevant theory may have inspired
the project in the first place, or it may need to be consulted to define the topic and
d§velop the research questions. In addition, the language used to define and
discuss the_ research problem, and the key concepts that are used, are likely to
be drawn from some theoretical perspective, the work of a particular theorist or a
research programme,

Another purpose of the literature review is to find possible answers to research
questions, particularly ‘why’ questions. In other words, we may need to search for
possible hypotheses. If hypotheses are considered to be necessary, ideally they
s_hould be derived from a theory, either an existing one that will be included in the
literature review (and might later form the basis of a separate theory chapter), or
one that the researcher has constructed for the research in hand. The latter will
normally modify an existing theory, or integrate ideas from a number of them.
There is always the remote possibility that the review of the literature will reveal
that answers to all or some of the research questions are already available and that
the research project is, therefore, unnecessary. Another topic will then have to be
selected. For practical guides see Hart (1998) and Fink (1998), as well as books on

writing theses/dissertations (see chapter 3, ‘Research Questions and the Literature
Review’).

Research strategies

Resea.rch strategies provide a logic, or a set of procedures, for answering research
questions, particularly ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions. However, there is not just one
way to do this. As the social sciences have developed, a number of views have
emerged on how this can be done.

In my view, the choice of research strategy, or a combination of them, consti-
tutes the second most important research design decision. The reason for this is
that I believe knowledge can only be advanced in the social sciences by using one
or more of these research strategies (see Blaikie 1993a).

In brief, the four research strategies, the inductive, deductive, retroductive and
abductive, provide distinctly different ways of answering research questions. They
present alternative starting- and concluding-points, and different sets of steps
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between these points. The inductive research strategy starts with the collection of
data and then proceeds to derive generalizations using so-called inductive logic.
The aim is to determine the nature of the regularities, or networks of regularities,
in social life. Once these are established, they can be used to explain the occur-
rence of specific events by locating them within the pattern of established regu-
larities. This strategy is useful for answering ‘what’ questions but rather limited
in its capacity to answer ‘why’ questions.

The deductive research strategy adopts a very different starting-point. It is
particularly appropriate for the answering of ‘why’ questions. The strategy begins
with some regularity that has been discovered and which begs an explanation. The
researcher has to find or formulate a possible explanation, a theoretical argument
for the existence of the behaviour or the social phenomenon under consideration.
The task is then to test that theory by deducing one or more hypotheses from it, and
then to collect appropriate data. Should the data match the theory, some support
will be provided for its continuing use, particularly if further tests produce similar
results. However, if the data do not match the theory, the theory must be either
modified or rejected. Further testing of other candidate theories can then be under-
taken. Therefore, according to this research strategy, knowledge of the social world
is advanced by means of a trial and error process.

The retroductive research strategy also starts with an observed regularity but
seeks a different type of explanation. In this strategy, explanation is achieved by
locating the real underlying structure or mechanism that is responsible for produ-
cing the observed regularity. To discover a structure or mechanism that has been
previously unknown, the researcher has to first construct a hypothetical model of
it, and then proceed to establish its existence. This may need to be done by
indirect methods, as the structure or mechanism may not be directly observable.
The search is for evidence of the consequences of its existence; should it exist,
certain events can be expected to occur. Retroduction uses creative imagination
and analogy to work back from data to an explanation.

The abductive research strategy has a very different logic to the other three. It is
sometimes described as involving induction, but this grossly underestimates the
complexity of the task involved. The starting-point is the social world of the social
actors being investigated: their construction of reality, their way of conceptual-
izing and giving meaning to their social world, their tacit knowledge. This can
only be discovered from the accounts which social actors provide. Their reality,
the way they have constructed and interpreted their activities together, is
embedded in their language. Hence, the researcher has to enter their world in
order to discover the motives and reasons that accompany social activities. The
task is then to redescribe these motives and actions, and the situations in which
they occur, in the technical language of social scientific discourse. Individual
motives and actions have to be abstracted into typical motives for typical actions
in typical situations. These social scientific typifications provide an understanding
of the activities, and may then become the ingredients in more systematic expla-
natory accounts.

While the advocates of each strategy claim superiority for their own, each also
has its critics. No strategy is without its faults or limitations. Because of their
deficiencies, researchers need to adopt a pragmatic attitude towards them.
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A research design should include a brief description of the research strategy or
_strategies that have been selected, and justification for the selection in terms of its/
their appropriateness for the rask. It is desirable to make explicit the onrological
and epistemological assumptions entailed in the choice of research strategy or
strategies, as these have a bearing on how the use of the methods of data collection
and analysis will be interpreted (see chapters 4 and 7).

Concepts, theories, hypotheses and models

Somewhere in a research design a discussion of concepts and theory is likely to be
required. This may occur in a separate section (e.g. ‘Conceptual Framework’ or
‘Theoretical Model’), or may be integrated in another section (e.g. ‘Literature
Review’). Just what will be required, and how it will be handled, will depend on a
number of things, including, particularly, the research strategy or strategies that
are to be used.

All social research uses technical concepts; they form the special language of
every discipline. Technical concepts are required at the outset of the research
design process to state the topic and research questions. However, after this, the
way they enter into the research process differs, depending on the research
strategy that is adopted. Some research will ser out with some key concepts,
perhaps even with a conceptual framework, and these concepts will become
variables through the specification of procedures for measuring them. In other
research, only sensitizing concepts will be used at the outset. Technical concepts
will either emerge out of an intense examination of lay concepts, or will be created
or borrowed to organize qualitative data,

The manner in which theory enters into research is a matter of great contro-
versy and confusion, particularly for novice researchers. A common criticism of
some research is that it is atheoretical, that it neither uses nor contributes to the
development of social theory. On the other hand, some researchers may wish to
argue that descriptive research does not need theory, that measuring variables and
correlating them is a purely technical matter. However, I believe that ic is impos-
sible to avoid using theory in research. Even descriptive studies that may be
concerned with just a few concepts cannot escape, as all concepts carry theoretical
baggage with them.

Theory enters into social research in many ways. A social theory may be a
source of a theoretical language or specific concepts, and of general theoretical
ideas or specific hypotheses. The four research strategies entail different views of
what constitutes theory and how it enters into the research process. Focusing on
these four views will help to reduce some of the complexity. The four research
strategies also differ in terms of whether they set out with a theory to be tested, or
whether their aim is to produce a new theory, i.e. whether they are concerned with
theory testing or theory generation. Research that is concerned with theory
generation may require sensitizing concepts but no hypotheses. On the other
hand, research that is concerned with theory testing will require the researcher
to borrow or construct a theory before the research begins. In this case, it is
desirable to at least do some work on this theory at the research design stage; it
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can then be stated, its origins and relevance explained and, if appropriate, hypo-
theses can be derived from it. ' :

Hypotheses are tentative answers to research questions. They are frequently
stated in the form of a particular kind of re!a_nonshlp between two concepts.
Testing them involves seeing if thcAassociated variables have the same r.elatlons}u{)l
as that predicted in the hypothesis. However, not allvresearch questions, or la ,
research projects, require hypotheses. They are particularly relevant to ‘why
questions, and perhaps to some ‘how’ questions, but they are not rele.vant to
“what’ questions. In addition, hypotheses are only relevant wbcn Tcsearch is 3[301t
theory testing, and they are not relevant When the concern is with .rheory{ c?/e -
opment. The latter may use many tentative hypotheses in the trial ancdall;or
process of developing theoretical ideas to account for the data at hand, but
these cannot be formulated at the research design stage. .

Unless a researcher is testing an existing hypothesis, the formglanon of goodl
hypotheses requires a great deal of theoretical work. The testing of .pFrsonad
hunches as hypotheses constitutes a much lower level of research activity an
should, therefore, be avoided in good-quality research. Such hypotheses usually
make very little contribution to the advancement of knowledge because they are
not well connected to the current state of knowledge. But let me repeat, hypo-
theses are more appropriate to some research strategies than other.'s. .

As with theory, the role of models in social research isa complex issue on which
there is a diversity of ideas and practices. ‘Model’ can refer to a concept}ual
framework, a hypothesized set of relationships b;tyveen concepts, a hyporhcttcal
explanatory mechanism, or a method of organizing research rfesults. IF is not
uncommon to use ‘theory’ and ‘model” interchangeably, or even in caml?ln?tlon,
for example in the phrase ‘theoretical model’. Add the notion of ‘modelling’, and
we have another range of activities and products to confuse the new rest:archer.

Some research strategies, particularly the deductive and retroductive, may
require models to be developed at the outset. These may be. conceptual models,
theoretical models, or hypothetical models of causal mechanisms. Other rescarch
strategies, particularly the inductive, can introduce mode!s at_r‘he data an‘alysjlls
stage where they represent the patterns in thf: data in a su_nphfned form. Pamn};

iarity with the research strategies will be required before this part of the researc
design can be dealt with. .

This section of the research design is likely to be the most difficult to complete.
A broad understanding of the role of concepts, theories, hypotheses and vmodcls
is required, and, possibly, a detailed knowledge of a range of theories (see
chapter 5).

Data sources, types and forms

It is necessary to give consideration to the context or setting fr(?m which data
will be collected, and to recognize the differences between them in terms of t}}e
nature of the data that they can produce. Data can be collected from four main
types of sources, as well as from or about lndlv!duqls, small groups anl(\l' !;rg}:r
groups of many kinds. First, people can be studied in the context in which the
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activities of interest to the researcher occur, where people are going abour their
everyday lives, in their natural social environment. For example, family interac-
tion may be studied in a home, or religious rituals in a temple. The size of the
social unit studied in this way can range from individuals and small groups,
through organizations and communities, to multinational bodies. These are
referred to as natural social setrings.

Second, a great deal of research studies people in semi-natural settings, when
they are not actually engaged in the activities of interest. For example, people may
be interviewed individually, or participate in discussions in focus groups, about
the activities in which they engage in their natural settings. Sometimes data are
not particularly about a social setting at all, but may deal with the attitudes and
values of individuals. The third context is artificial settings. The classical form is
the experiment; focus groups, games and simulation research are similar.

Fourth, the wide range of data that do not come from people directly are
usually referred to as social artefacts. They are the traces or products that
individuals and groups leave behind them, directly or indirectly, as a result of
activities in their natural settings. People in groups produce statistics and docu-
ments and keep records for a variety of purposes, and these may be of use to the
researcher. They may come out of natural settings, or be about activities in these
settings.

While a research project may draw on data from only one of these sources, the
use of a combination of them is common. The choice of data source will normally
be incidental to other research design decisions. It is included here to highlight the
need to be aware of the consequences of this decision in terms of the number of
steps that the researcher can be removed from where the relevant social activity
oceurs.

At a more concrete level, decisions about data sources are contingent on the
researcher’s ability to access them. It is vital at the design stage to obtain the
approvals that are nccessary from the relevant gatekeepers, This may involve
getting wrirten permission from some authority to enter a natural setting (e.g.
school classrooms), to conduct interviews in a semi-natural setting (e.g. with
members of a work organization) or to get access to some records (e.g. case files
on welfare recipients). Of course, some forms of permission have to wait until the
time of data collection (e.g. individual interviews with householders).

Before the decision is made about what methods to use to collect and analyse
the data to be used to answer the research questions, it is useful to give considera-
tion to the type of data needed and the form in which the data are required. This
involves a number of related decisions, although these will not necessarily be
made in the order in which they are discussed here.

Three main types of data can be used in social research: primary, secondary
and tertiary. Primary data are collected by the rescarcher, secondary data have
been collected by some other researcher and are used in their raw form, and
tertiary data are secondary data that have also been analysed by someone else.
Hence, researchers may generate their own dara directly from the people being
studied. Alternatively, it may be possible to use data produced by someone else,
either in the form of official government statistics, privately compiled statistics, or
data from a previous research project. Somerimes these data may be available
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in raw form, for example as a data matrix or as interview transcripts, or they
may have already been analysed and only be available in rabular or summary
form.

Depending on the nature of the research topic and the research questions, a
researcher may have little or no choice about the type of data that can be used.
However, the critical issue is the distance of the researcher from the source of
data. Each type of data implies a different degree of control that a researcher has
over the data to be used. The further the researcher is removed from the collection
process, the more difficult it is to judge the quality of the data and to ensure that
they are appropriate for the project. These matters need to be made explicit in the
research design, and the problems associated with the particular decisions, and
methods for dealing with them, discussed.

Consideration should also be given to the form or forms in which the data will
be collected and analysed. The common distinction used for this is between
quantitative and qualitative data, between data in numbers or in words. However,
this is not a simple distinction. Data may remain in one of these forms throughout
the research process, or they may be transformed from one to the other at later
stages. Data may start out as words, be manipulated soon after into numbers, may
be analysed numerically, be reported in numbers, but then be interpreted in
words. Alternatively, data may start out as words, and then be recorded, analysed
and reported as text. Research projects can use data in both forms and they can be
combined in a variety of ways. In the case of quantitative data, the levels of
measurement, nominal, ordinal, interval or ratio, should be specified for each of
the variables to be used. i

The reason why it is desirable to give consideration to this issue at the research
design stage is to ensure that the methods for collecting and analysing data are
selected appropriately, and that the technology, mainly computer hardware and
software, is available (see chapter 6, ‘Types of Data’, ‘Forms of Data’ and ‘Sources
of Data’).

Selection of data sources

A critical stage in any research is the process of selecting the people, events or
items from which or about which the data will be collected. This involves the
definition of the population of such people, events or items. Some research
projects will collect data from the whole population; others will select only certain
members or items for study.

Textbooks on social research methods usually discuss data selection in the form
of a review of methods of sampling. While data selection is a much broaéer topic
than sampling, one or more sampling methods are frequentlyﬂusc.fd in social
research. This is true whether the study uses quantitative or qualitative methods
of data collection. '

A series of research design decisions is involved in the sglectlon .Of the dat§. The
first is whether a whole population, however that is defined, will be studied or
whether only a segment will be used. If a segment is to be used, the second
decision is whether the selection process should allow results to be used to
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represent the population from which it was drawn, i.e. will the selection process
use random (probability) or non-random (non-probability) methods? Probability
sampling selects units or elements from a defined population such that each unit
has a known and non-zero chance of being selected. In other words, every unit has
a chance of being selected, and, if all units do not have the same chance of being
sclected, the differences in these chances are known. Non-probability sampling
does not satisfy this criterion. A number of selection methods are available within
each category, and these methods can also be used singly or in combination (see
chapter 6, ‘Populations and Samples’).

Whether samples are intended to represent the population, and how this can be
achieved, is a central design issue. However, a collection of people can be studied
as the result of a selection process that is not concerned with representativeness. In
other words, while random selection may be necessary for sample data to be used
to generalize to a population, other criteria of selection can be used, particularly
when the concern of the research is with theory generation.

Regardless of whether probability or non-probability sampling methods are to
be used, the method should be elaborated in detail and the choice of method(s)
justified. In addition, the source and size of the population or sample needs to be
determined and justified. If some other method of selection is to be used, such as
case studies, the procedures should be stated and also justified (see chapter 6,
‘Selection of Data’).

Data collection and timing

Collecting and analysing data are frequently regarded as the core activities in
social research. Novice researchers have a tendency to want to launch into data
collection as soon as a research topic has been selected, for example, to get on
with constructing a questionnaire or start interviewing. If this book does nothing
else, I hope it will temper this practice and show that decisions about data
collection and analysis must await many other considerations.

A wide array of quantitative and qualitative methods is available in the social
sciences, and there are countless books available on how to develop and use them.
They discuss a variety of types of observational methods, ranging from highly
structured to unstructured, and from a very detached position to a very involved
position. Similarly, many types of interviewing are reviewed, ranging from highly
structured to unstructured or in-depth methods, and including both individual
and group interviews. A range of methods for the content analysis of secondary
data is also likely to be included.

The research design needs to specify clearly the method or methods to be used
to collecr the data. It is extremely important in quantitative research to decide,
before the research begins, how the data are to be collected and to do all that is
necessary to prepare for this. This may seem obvious, but it is not always taken
seriously. Just muddling through will not do. The same is true for many qualitat-
ive studies, although there will be exceptions where some of these decisions may
have to be made as the research proceeds. However, as [ have argued earlier, this
should not be used as an excuse for avoiding careful planning,
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If quantitative data are to be collected using an existing measuring instrument,
its source should be stated and a copy should be attached. If a measuring instru-
ment needs to be developed, such as an attitude scale or a questionnaire, the
process by which this will occur, including any pre-testing and piloting of .th‘e
instrument, needs to be outlined and justified. In the case of qualitative data, it is
important to indicate what method or methods will be used to generate and
record them and to state why these are considered to be the most appropriate.

The time(s) at which data are collected is a critical element in a research design.
Data can be collected at one point in time or at a series of points over time. One of
these points can be the present time, while others may have occurred in the past or
be planned for some time in the future. Decisions about timing will detenm'ne
whether the study is cross-sectional or longitudinal, retrospective or prospective
or historical. Experimental research also involves the collection of data at differ-
ent times. Hence, the role that the timing of data collection will play in the project
needs to be stated.

Data reduction and analysis

The final core element of a research design is the specification and justification of
the methods to be used to reduce and analyse the data. Methods of data reduction
transform the raw data into a form in which they can be analysed. This may
involve transforming qualitative data into quantitative data by some from of
numerical coding, or re-coding existing numerical data into different categories.
An example of the latter would be reducing the number of categories to be
used, and/or reordering the categories. Coding may also be used to organize
and simplify data that have been collected in the quantitative form, for example
by the creation of indexes, scales, factors or clusters. Alternatively, when quali-
tative data are collected, the processes of reduction and analysis may be integrated
with data collection into a continuous and evolving process of theory con-
struction. This will involve establishing categories and doing various kinds of
coding.

There is another important stage between data reduction and analysis. The data
have to be organized in such a way that they can be transferred into an appro-
priate database for manipulation by computer. The relevant design decisions here
are who will do this and how the cost will be covered. Significant time and
expense can be involved in this process. With quantitative data, it is usually a
case of keying in responses to a questionnaire or structured interview. With some
kinds of qualitative data, it may be necessary to transcribe cassette recordings of
in-depth interviews and then format these for entry into a database. It has been
estimated that an experienced transcriber, with clear recordings, will take at least
three hours to do one hour of recorded interview.

Finally, we come to the choice of methods for analysing the data. If all the other
design decisions have been made carefully and consistently, the decisions about
the method of analysis should be straightforward. A variety of methods may need,
to be used, depending on the type of research questions, objectives or hypotheses
being explored.
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The quantitative/qualitative distinction is most evident when techniques of data
analysis are discussed. Quantitative methods can be used for producing descrip-
tions, for establishing associations, and, possibly, causal relationships between
variables, They can also be used for making inferences from the results produced
from a probability sample to the population from which the sample was drawn.
For each of these aspects of quantitative analysis, an array of statistical techniques
is available. Just which one is appropriate will depend on the level of measure-
ment that has been used to collect the data, and perhaps the size of the sample.
Qualitative methods of analysis can also be used for description at various levels
of abstraction (in words rather than numbers), and, more particularly, for theory
generation. A number of techniques are now available for the latter analysis,
although they are still evolving. When data are in the form of text, the methods
generally deal with creating categories, indexing or coding documents, sorting
darta to locate patterns, describing the patterns, generating theories from the data,
and validating these theories. For both qualitative and quantitative analysis,
appropriate software packages, as well as suitable hardware, need to be identified
and their availability confirmed.

I have observed a tendency in many research designs to discuss methods of data
collection but to ignore both data reduction and data analysis techniques. At best,
a computer program might be mentioned, but just how the data are to be prepared
for entry into a database, and what manipularions will be undertaken to relate the
data to the research questions, are often not mentioned.

Each method of data reduction and analysis selected should be identified,
briefly described and its use justified. The important point is that the decision
on methods of analysis needs to be made in conjunction with many other research
design decisions, and before the research commences. It can be fatal to wait until
after the data have been collected. Not only do the methods of analysis need to be
appropriate for the research questions, and also hypotheses if they are being used,
but they also need to match the methods of data collection. Hence, a critical issue
in research design is to achieve consistency between the type and form of the data,
the source of the data, its selection, and the methods of collection, reduction and
analysis. The possible combination of choices here can be overwhelming and
should be given very careful attention. Finally, the choice of all these methods
must make it possible to answer the research questions (see chapter 7).

Problems and limitations

As for the research proposal.

Conclusion

Having proposed possible structures and content for both research proposals and
research designs, the next task is to find out how to prepare them. For the
remainder of the book, I shall concentrate exclusively on the preparation of a
research design. This will be done by discussing the three main components: the
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Figure |.1 Elements of a social research design

i jus he
core elements, which follow closely the headings just used to structure ¢

research design; for each element, the range of alternanv&?s from which lcbo:cers‘
are made; and the context in which these choices are made, i.e. the factors that ca
|
influence the choices. 4
To set the scene, figure 1.1 is presented as a representation of these three

i | rents and the choices have
components. While many features of the core elen
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already been introduced, the elaboration of the figure will now follow step by
,step, | Z
It is important to note that the connections berween the core components of a

research d;sng.n (the centre column in figure 1.1) are shown with double-headed
arrows to |_nd;cat|e éhut the design process is not linear and is bound ro involve
movement in both-directions. In fact, the fi : inci i l i

borl L 3 gure could have inciuded many more D S I R h
?"ch arrows ]_lnkmg all the core components with each other. While this would eS|gn l ng OC|a esearc
1ave more faithfully represented the iterative nature of the precesses of research

.desT:‘n, it would have turned the figure into an unintelligible spagherti of connect-
ing lines,

A research design is an action plan for getting from here to there.

(Yin 1989)

Introduction

Social research is the use of controlled enquiry to find, describe, understand,
explain, evaluate and change patterns or regularities in social life. This control is
achieved through a series of decisions that are made before the research commences
and other decisions that may need to be made in the course of the research. This is
! not to suggest that complete control of all aspects of the research process is always
possible. All eventualities cannot be anticipated, and in some areas of research
control may be very difficult to achieve. For example, some methods of data
collection, such as participant observation, are very unpredictable in terms of
how they will develop and where they will take the researcher. However, there
are many aspects of research that can and should be planned in advance. The aim
should be to achieve maximum control in all aspects, where possible.

The main purpose in designing research before it commences is to:

make the research design decisions explicit;
ensure that the decisions are consistent with each other and with the ontolo-
gical assumptions adopted; and
, o allow for critical evaluation of the individual design elements, and the overall
f research design, before significant research work commences.

Without such an overall plan, social enquiry cannot be controlled and the possi-
bility of a successful outcome is severely jeopardized.
This chapter:

e sets the scene for what will follow in the later chapters;
e critically evaluates the common views and classifications of research design in

the social sciences;




e s

36 Designing Social Research

e presents an alternative view; .

o discusses the fundamental requirements of a research design;

e provides an overview of the range of the core elements of a research design;
o outlines the choices available for each element; and

e discusses the first steps in preparing a research design.

The subsequent chapters deal with the major research design decisions in detail.

Common Views of Research Design

The concept of ‘research design’ has a range of meanings, from narrow to broad.
At the narrow extreme is the experiment, the type of design against which most
other designs are regarded as compromises; this design is supposed to be able to
establish causation. Concern focuses on how to ensure that an experiment is
capable of answering a particular ‘why’ research question, such that the effect
of the independent variable, which is manipulated, can be assumed to be respons-
ible for the observed changes in the dependent variable, the outcome. The design
should rule out the possibility that some other features of the experimental
situation can confound the independent variable. These design decisions are
about the selection of experimental and control groups, the administration of
the observations or measurements, and the type of statistical analysis to be used.
This view of research design is very common in psychology (see e.g. Labovitz
and Hagedorn 1976; Keppel and Saufley 1980; Christensen 1988; Davis 1995).

A research design designates the logical manner in which individuals or other units
are compared and analysed; it is the basis for making interpretations from the dara.
The purpose of a design is to ensure a comparison that is not subject to alternative
interpretations..... [However, i]t should be made clear that no design results in
absolute certainty that only one interpretation is possible, although some designs

have fewer alternative interpretations than others. (Labovitz and Hagedorn 1976:
55-6)

These authors go on to say that four criteria can be used to evaluate this type of
research design: spatial control, temporal control, analysis of changes and repres-
entativeness. Spatial and temporal control is achieved by the use of one or more
control groups in at least one of which the individuals do not receive the experi-
mental treatment. The experimental and control groups can be made roughly
equal in composition either by matching individuals in terms of relevant charac-
teristics, or by assigning individuals to the experimental and control group by a
random procedure. Analysis of change is achieved by comparing the individual
responses in the pre-test and post-test groups, rather than the overall or average
change for the group. Representativeness refers to the need to allocate individuals
randomly to the experimental group if it is intended that the results are to be
generalized to a wider population (Labovitz and Hagedorn 1976: 56-60).

An example of a broader but very conventional view of research design can be
found in Kerlinger and Pedhazur (1973).

Common Views of Research Design

btain answers to research questio ( ance. HiEe
e e e s e L L
st T s o e s o s el
he scheme, the paradigm ‘ A _ -V : |
Il el e L
: ; ific than plan. It 'mc.lude?ci the methods to dto :

i e v e s e e e e

Pedhazur 1973: 300)!

As Lincoln and Guba (1985) have pointed out, this view'of research design
requires the following to be spelt out before the research begins:

the overall plan of the study;

variables to be included; ‘ .
expected relationships between these variables (hypotheses);
methods for data collection; and

modes of data analysis.

) . : — ;
They go on to suggest that this conventional view of research design is narrowe
than it needs to be. A more elaborate version is proposed.

e State the problem, including justification for researching it and the objectives
to be achieved. '
Outline the theoretical perspective. ny ' _
e Indicate the procedures to be employed: sampling; instrumentation (c])p;rz:
tional definitions of the variables); data-analytic prOCEdures.(statlstlca sts
to be used to test the hypotheses or answer the researc‘h cliuesnons’). e
e Establish a time schedule and the establishment of ‘milestones’ to mo
rogress. _ .
. pDesglgnate agents who will undertake the various steps and tasks in the
research. '
o Provide a budger; give estimates of resources needed (time, peop?e, h‘md[S)a'
.l - "
o Indicate the expected end product(s): what the report will look like, including
‘dummy tables’; and when the report will be available.

This set of research design requirements has served courl;tless reseagchhprolects
1 i i that some
iscipli -point. However, it has been argue

very well as a disciplined starting-p : : ) i
| tset. Much of the

nned as precisely as this at the ou )
styles of research cannot be pla y : s
in);orm'\tion that is needed to make these decisions will not be k?ol:vn untqlLire
| i it of these re -

i s for some time. In addition, some quil

research has been in progres : : .
ments may not be relevant to certain styles of social research (e.g. speufymgf
variables and their measurement, and using statistical tests). In the context o

is gi i aning in this book.
! ‘Strategy’ is given a somewhat different meaning
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what th'ey |:lave called naturalistic inquiry, and what is more frequently referred to
as qualitative re;earch, Lincoln and Guba (1985: 224-5) have outlined why it
may not be possible to meet these requirements.

e The focus of the study may change.
° The.ory' emerges in the course of the research rather than being stated at the
beginning,.
. ?amilmg serves d!fferent purposes; some samples need not be representative
for the purposes of generalizing, but are concerned with the scope and range of
information.
Lnst‘rum;ntatlon is not about operational definitions but is a ‘sensitive homing
evice that sorts out salient elements and ta i 2L
rgets in on them’ (Lincoln and
Guba 1985: 224). (
435 the focus of the study changes, so do the procedures.
: ara a‘nalyms is opeq-ended and inductive rather than focused and deductive.
e Statistical manipulations may have no relevance; the task is to ‘make sense’ of
rh-e data and to search for understanding.
o Timing cannot be predicred in advance because of the emergent nature of this
kind of research.
g 13 difficult to specify budgets precisely for the same reason.
& products are d1ff|c¥1lt_to specify, as the course of the research is unpredict-
able. All that can be said is that ‘understanding will be increased’.

lnls?horr, tlhelcle:ugn of a naturalistic inquiry (whether research, evaluation, or

policy analysis) cannot be given in advance; it must emerge, develop, unfold’
(Lincoln and Guba 1985: 225).

2 Helre, then-, are three views of research design: the controlled experiment;
he planned linear stages based on a very quantitative view of research; and the

develogmental process characteristic of much qualitative research. All three views
are legitimate. However:

feW socxa! scientists use experiments, mainly because they are either inappro-
priate or impossible to set up;

many socm! scientists use the conventional linear approach to research design
even when it is not appropriate; and

_some extreme types of naturalistic research may be as unpredictable as Lincoln
and Guba have suggested.

ﬁt‘;:sfl;::ctﬂl:elsrseue het}']e is tha.t the approach to restearch has to match the require-
el aner:e?f, que'suor}:s posed. Mnny demgq elcmgnts have to be consid-
S by these EIEansw er these questions. Asa wide variety of combinations of
While the ﬂﬂihmsnenf[s a;e possible, there are many kinds of research designs.
s ol ; y of a e_velopmenm] approach to research design may be
» most research, particularly that conducted by postgraduate students,

b
* This distincti
stinction on | i ductive f f
B i o 'irdub-t:‘ntvsktn inductive and deductive forms of enquiry is elaborated in chapter 4. An
iductive’ is also proposed for the processes ro which Lincoln and Guba refer.
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has to meet deadlines and needs some assurance of a useful outcome. Therefore, it
is necessary to plan as carefully as possible at the outset, and to review the plan
from time to time, as changes are necessary.

My position has been expressed in a more general way by Yin (1989). Research
design refers to the process that links research guestions, empirical data, and
research conclusions.

Colloquially, a research design is an action plan for getring from here to there, where
‘here’ may be defined as the initial set of questions to be answered, and ‘there’ is
some set of conclusions (answers) abour these questions. Between ‘here’ and ‘there’
may be found a number of major steps, including the collection and analysis of
relevant data. (Yin 1989: 28)

Classifications of Research Designs

Textbooks on social research methods have reduced research design to a few
common types. Most books refer to experiments, social surveys and field research
or ethnography. A somewhat accidental sample of major texts on social research
methods or research design gives an indication of the range and frequency of the
types of rescarch designs identified. All these books usually classify research
designs into a number of types and devote a chapter or significant section to
each one (sce table 2.1). However, other textbooks confine their attention to only
one of these designs. For example: experiments (.g. Campbell and Stanley 1963a,
1963b); social surveys (e.g. Aronson and Carlsmith 1968; Rosenberg 1968;
Moser and Kalton 1971; Marsh 1982; Babbie 1990; Fowler 1993; de Vaus
1995); field research or ethnography (e-g. Burgess 1982a, 1984; Atkinson 1990;
Hammersley and Atkinson 1995); action research (e.g. McNiff 1988; Winter
1989; Whyte 1991); evaluation research (Campbell and Stanley 1963a; Cronbach
1963, 1982; Weiss 1972, 1976; Cook and Campbell 1979; Weiss and Bucuvalas
1980; Rossi and Freeman 1985; Guba and Lincoln 1989; Pawson and Tilley
1997); impact assessment (€.g. Wathern 1988; Vanclay and Bronstein 1995;
Becker 1997).

Some classifications make a division between experimental, quasi-experimental
and non-experimental designs. The latter include social surveys, sometimes
referred to as correlational designs because they, unlike experiments, cannot
establish causation.” It has also become a common practice to group these
different designs into two broad categories, quantitative and qualitative, with
divisions within each category (see e.g. Creswell 1994; Neuman 1997). However,
I shall question the usefulness of this latter classification in chapter 7.

In the context of applied social research, Hedrick et al. (1993) have discussed
three types of design: descriptive, experimental and quasi-experimental. They
regarded descriptive designs as essentially exploratory; one variable is described,
variables are compared with some standard, or relationships between variables

¥ The question of whether causation can be established in such non-experimental designs has been a
matter of considerable debate.




Table 2.1 Classification of research designs

Type of design Sources

Experiment and survey Denzin (1970); Krausz and Miller (1974)

Labovit_z and Hagedorn (1976); Open
University (1979); Smith (1981 ); Chadwick
et al.l (1984); Kidder and Judd (1986);
Hakim (1987); Yin (1989); McNeill
(1990); Babbie (1992); Sedlak and Stanley
(1992); Bell (1993); Bailey (1994); de Vaus
(1995);4B|axter etal. (1996); Nachmias and
Nachmias (1996); Neuman (1997);
Sarantakos (1998)

Denzin (1970); Krausz and Miller (1974);
O.pen University (1979); Smith (1981);
Klddf.:r and Judd (1986); McNeill (1990);
Babbie (1992); Bell (1993); Neuman
(1997); Sarantakos (1998)

Yin (1989); McNeill (1990); Neuman
(1997)

Denzin (1970) (as part of Life History
method); Labovitz and Hagedorn (1976);
Hakim (1987); Yin (1989); Bell (1993); de
Vaus (1995); Blaxter et al. (1996);
Sarantakos (1998) (with Ethnography
under Field Studies)

Chadwick et al. (1984); Sedlak and Stanley
(1992); Bailey (1994); Neuman (1997);
Sarantakos (1998)

Denzin (1970) (as part of Life History
mcrhod); Krausz and Miller (1974);
Chadwick er al. (1984); Hakim (1987); Yin
(1989); McNeill (1990); Sedlak and
Stanley (1992); Neuman (1997);
Sarantakos (1998)

Smith _(1981); Chadwick et al. (1984);
M;lel (1990); Sedlak and Stanley (1 992);
Bailey (1994); Sarantakos (1998)

Smith (1981); Bailey (1994)

Smith (1981); Chadwick et al. (1984)-
Babbie (1992) oo (178

Chadwick et al, (1984)
Blaxter et al. (1996)

3

Fieldwork/ethnography

Comparative/historical

Case study

Content analysis

Secondary analysis

Observation
Simulation and gaming
Evaluation research

Social impact assessment

Action research

Classifications of Research Designs

are summarized. Experimental designs test causal relationships by randomly
assigning individuals or entities to experimental and control groups and then
applying different procedures or treatments to these groups.* Quasi-experimental
designs also test causal relationships by using some compromise on random
assignment to the experimental and control groups. These designs try to approx-
imate an experiment and are regarded as a fallback position when the ideal
conditions cannot be met.

At best, the concept of research design used in these classifications is very
limited and confusing. Of course social researchers can do surveys and conduct
experiments, but surveys are about particular methods of data collection and
analysis, and an experiment is about selecting groups and timing data collection.
Similarly, secondary analysis is mainly about sources of data, observation is
mainly about data collection, and content analysis is mainly about coding. In
addition, ethnography, comparative research, case studies, evaluation research
and action research are particular approaches to research that can combine a
number of methods of data collection and analysis. Hence, the first problem with
these classifications is that each type of research design deals with some elements
but none of them deals with them all.

A rare attempt to recognize these difficulties can be found in Chadwick et al.
(1984). They have classified research designs according to six criteria:

e method of data collection;

e primary objectives (e.g. description, hypothesis testing, evaluation, social
impact assessment);

e time orientation (cross-sectional, longitudinal, retrospective);

e whether the data are to be collected to answer a specific research question
(primary and secondary); and

e the degree to which the methods impinge on the respondents (obtrusive and
unobtrusive).

The approach taken to research design in this book is essentially an elaboration of
this classification.

The second problem is that the categories listed in table 2.1 are not mutually
exclusive. For example, content analysis can be used on existing documents;
surveys can be used in comparative studies, case studies and evaluation research;
and experiments, comparative studies, case studies and evaluation research can
use a number of methods of data collection and analysis. The third problem is
that the categories are not exhaustive of the aspects of research that they do
cover. For example, there are other ways of achieving control over variables,
and there are many other sources of data and methods for producing and
analysing data than those identified. These conventional categories tend to
mask the many choices that need to be considered in preparing a research

design.

* There is no shortage of textbooks on experimental designs, or chapers in standard textbooks on
social research methods.
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An Alternative View

A research design contains many elements (see figure 1.1) and each element
involves a choice from among alternatives. Most elements require a choice from
at least three alternatives and one has eight. While some combinations may be
more common, and others may not be legitimate, there is potentially a wide
variety of possibilities. Some research topics may require a very particular and
unusual design. The resulting combinations of decisions produce a wide variety of
actual designs that cannot easily be described by simple labels. For this reason, 1
will not follow the conventional classifications.

Adopting this approach avoids a ritualistic adherence to recipe book solutions.
As a first step in this direction, I will examine in broad outline what any research
design should achieve.

Fundamental Requirements

In general, a research design needs to answer three basic questions.

WHAT will be studied?
WHY will it be studied?
HOW will it be studied?

The last question can be broken down into four further questions.

WHAT research strategy will be used?

WHERE will the data come from?

HOW will the data be collected and analysed?
WHEN will each stage of the research be carried out?

If these questions are answered satisfactorily, a researcher should be clear about
how the research is to proceed. If they are written down in the form of a research
proposal, others will be in a position to provide feedback on whether the project is
sensible and feasible. These others can include supervisors/advisers and academic
research committees, in the case of postgraduate research, and academic research
committees, funders, sponsors and potential consumers, in the case of other social
research,

In practice, however, to answer these seven questions, a number of aspects of
research have to be addressed and many decisions need to be made. Because of the
variety of types of research undertaken in the social sciences, it is not possible to
be dogmatic about all the details to be considered in a research design. Never-
theless, some components are relevant to most designs.

Core Elements

I wish to propose eight research design elements about which choices need to be
made (see figure 2.1). Because the elements are connected in complex ways, a

Core elements Location

Topiclproblem p—— Chapter 2, pp. 45-9
[}

1
|

i

Research
questions and
objectives

i
]

i

Researfh Chapter 4
strategies

i

1

Concepts,
theories, -
hypotheses

and models

[}
]

i
Data sources,
types and forms
)

i

Selection from
data sources
i

)
¥
Data collection
and timing

| D
'

Data reduction
and analysis

Chapter 6, pp. 183-97

Chapter 6, pp. 197-213

Figure 2.1 Core elements of a social research design

choice on one will have consequences for choices on other elements. The research
design decisions that novice researchers usually give the most attention are ‘data
sources’ and methods of ‘data collection and analysis’. However, before these
specific decisions can be made, several others must be considered.

The obvious starting-point in a research design is the statement of thtf ‘research
topic’ or problem that is to be investigated. Following closely behind 1s'the
consideration of two closely related research design elements, the ‘research object-
ives’ and the all-important ‘research questions’. The latter provide the focus and
direction for the study; they are what the study will attempt to answer. Then
follows the selection of a ‘research strategy’ or strategies that will be used to
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answer these questions. The decisions that-are made about the ‘research questions’
and research strategies’ will have a big influence on the decisions about ‘data
sources’, ‘data selection” and methods of ‘data collection’ and *data reduction and
analysis’,

Associated with these last four design elements are three others, the most
tundamental of which concerns the timing of data collection. The role of time
in a research design is frequently seen as being its defining characteristic. The
other two elements are concerned with the ‘type of data’ and the “form of data’ to
be used. Choices related to the former are concerned with the proximity of the
researcher to the phenomenon being studied, and choices in the latter have to do
with whether the data will be in words or numbers.

The order in which these eight elements are discussed does not follow any
parFlFular logic. While the decisions made on the earlier ones may limit the
de.cnsnons that can be made on the later ones, the process of designing research is
splral or cyclical in nature rather than being a set of linear steps. As the implica-
tions of the earlier decisions are explored, they may turn out to be impractical or
unachievable. Therefore, the process is likely to require a number of iterations
before a consistent and workable set of design decisions can be achieved.

The Ideal and the Practical

As I have argued earlier, all decisions thar are concerned with the design of a
research project should, ideally, be made before any substantial work has com-
menced. This is possible in studies that are conducted on topics which have
alre:l1dy been well researched and for which there is adequate background infor-
mation. Such studies may be the next step in a programme of research that has
used well-tried methods and for which appropriate published reports are avail-
able. As already indicated, some studies may require preliminary or exploratory
research to establish an adequate background against which choices can be made.
This preliminary work may just involve the examination of statistical data, such
as that produced in a census, but it may also require some field work, i.e.,somc
contact with the site and the people who are to be involved in the research. In
other studies, it may not be possible to make all the choices before the research
commences, either because not enough is known about the field or the social
context, or because the nature of the methods being used requires a developmental
process to be adopted. The latter involves the making of choices at the end of each
stage of the research, based on what was learned in the previous stage. The fact
that some kinds of research need to be done in this developmental mode is no
excuse for failing to make choices that should and can be made at the beginning
regar.dless of the category into which the project falls. ,

.h is possible for researchers to avoid dealing with these choices if they operate
W_lth!nl a research community that consistently adopts a particular research para-
digm in a taken-for-granted manner. The need for choices will not be evident
because those implicit in the paradigm will be adopted without discussion, or,
perhaps, any awareness that choices have been made; the assumptions and
methods to be used will be regarded as self-evident. Other researchers may
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avoid the need to examine critically the range of choices by simply adopting
methods with which they are most familiar and comfortable, and designing the
research project to use such methods.

Making the choices necessary to design a research project requires careful
consideration of many factors, from fundamental philosophical and value
positions to technical and practical matters. These choices are interdependent.
The choice of research questions, and the way they are worded, places limitations
on the choices of research strategy. The choice of a particular research strategy
may limit the choice of research methods. The choice of a particular method of
data gathering limits the choices of methods of dara analysis, and so on. However,
choices made in the early stages of the research design process may have to be
revised in the light of circumstances that require a change in the sample or
methods of dara collection. Problems with access to people, organizations or
other data sources may require compromises from the ideal design, and these
compromises require a revision of other choices. For example, a chain of choices
may lead to a decision to use a mail questionnaire to gather data. However, if it is
discovered that access to the required names and addresses cannot be obtained in
order to draw a random sample and contact respondents, then it may be necessary
to use snowball sampling, and in-depth interviews. Therefore, it will be necessary
to choose a different method of data analysis and, possibly, to reformulate the
research questions and adopt a different research strategy. Hence, before settling
on all the choices, it is usually necessary to go through the design decision
sequence a few times in order to deal with the obstacles and limitations that are
encountered.

Getting Started

Having now defined the fundamental requirements of a research design, and laid
out the range of elements that need to be considered, we are now in a position to
begin the task of preparing a research design. The formulation of a research topic,
and an outline of the problem to be investigated, usually constitute the first or
very early steps in setting out on a research project.

Research Topic and Problem

The statement of the research topic is both a signpost and a set of boundary
markers: it sets the researcher on a specific path and defines the territory to be
explored. However, while it is useful to try to define the project in this way at the
outset, it is not uncommon for this initial definition to be rather vague and
imprecise. The main reason is that, until the research design is completed, the
researcher cannot be sure just what the project will be like. It may take much
thought and reading, a number of trial runs, and even some exploratory research,
before a clear and precise statement can be produced. The direction in which
the signpost points, and the inscription on it, may change in the course of pre-
paring the research design. In fact, the final version of the topic may not
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Contexts Core elements Choices
Motives:
personal,
academic
and social
Topic/problem — Basic research: infinite
Applied research: limited
The literature: A
theories, I'
medels and Y
research Research
questions and
objectives
Restrictions:
audiences,
politics and
feasibility

Figure 2.2 Research topic and problem

become clear until the time of writing the report or thesis. Therefore, novice
researchers should not be concerned if difficulties are encountered in forr:aulatin
the topic in the early stages (see figure 2.2). ¢

Nevertheless, it is important to try to state the topic clearly and concisely, and in
a way that communicates the general nature of the research. After all, someone is
bound to ask what you are researching. A well-considered topic prov,ides an easy
answer. Here are some examples of how research topics might be stared. These
topics will be used throughout the book and, particularly, in chapter 8 where a
research design for each one will be outlined. They are part of a research pro-
gramme on environmentalism that I have been conducting over the last ten years.
(See the Appendix for examples of other topics.)

Environmental Worldviews and Bebaviour among Students and Residents
Age and Environmentalism: A Test of Competing Hypotheses
Gender Differences in Environmentalism: Towards an Explanation

Motivation for Environmentally Responsible Behaviour: The Case of Environ-
mental Activists

ltisa common mistake to believe that, having defined the topic, the researcher

1S 1n a position to commence the project. Even if it is possible to begin with a well-

forr_nulated topi;, the topic itself provides very little direction for the design of the

5:}035?. Somethmg_ more is required to give the research a clear focus and direc-
n. I'shall argue in chapter 3 that this is achieved mainly by clearly stating a set

of research questions.

Prgslsearch topics can alsoi be srath in rk_xe form of a problem to be investigated.
oblems can be either social or sociological. A social problem is a state of affairs
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that is judged by someone, for example a sociologist or a policy-maker, to be
unsatisfactory and in need of some form of intervention. A sociological problem is
a puzzle that a sociologist considers needs to be solved, i.e. explained or under-
stood. Social research addresses both types of problems.’

Influences on the Choice of Topic

An important aspect of any research project is the reasons why it is to be under-
taken. Some social research requires a considerable investment of resources, and
even if this is mainly the researcher’s time, justification for doing it is necessary.
There are a number of dimensions on which this justification can be made,
involving motives and goals of various kinds. Most projects will entail several
of these. At the same time there are various factors that can place limitations on
the choice of topic.

Motives

In an academic environment, lecturers/professors and students do social research
for personal, academic and social reasons. Personal reasons include:

e satisfying curiosity;

o sceking credentials and/or pursuing career goals;
e trying to solve a personal problem; and

e pursuing personal interests and commitments.

Academic reasons for undertaking social research centre around making a con-
tribution to the discipline or disciplines in which one works. These can include:

contributing to knowledge in a particular field;
secking answers to current intellectual puzzles;
participating in intellectual debates; and
developing social theory.

Social researchers working in any context, be it in a university or in the public or
private sectors, may wish to make a contribution to the society, or to some sector
of the society, in which they are located. Their motives may include:

contributing to the solution of a social problem;

helping some group, community or organization achieve its goals;
assisting in the development of social policy; and

contributing to public or private sector decision-making.

% Just as differences berween ‘method’ and ‘methodology’, and ‘technique’ and ‘technology’ (see the
Introduction), have become blurred with inappropriate usage, 5o too has the distinction berween
‘social’ and ‘sociological’. ‘Social’ problems are frequently referred to incorrectly as ‘sociological’
problems. ‘Social’ has to do with social life; ‘sociological’ has to do with the discipline that studies
social life.
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An examination of the motives behind the four sample research topics discussed
carlier will help to illustrate how personal, academic and social motives can be
combined. The first of the research topics, ‘Envir-
onmental Worldviews and Behaviour’, was motiv-
ated by a personal curiosity about the kind and
level of environmental attitudes and behaviour
currently adopted by Australians. This arose
from reading some of the American literature on
environmental sociology. This curiosity was then
translated into a desire to fill a gap in knowledge
and, at the same time, to compare the Australian
situation with that in the United States and other parts of the world. The main
motive for the second topic, ‘Age and Environmentalism’, was an academic
concern to advance our knowledge of why some people have more favourable
environmental attitudes and engage in higher levels of environmentally responsi-
ble behaviour than others. Of course, this knowledge could also have some
practical benefits for the design of environmental education programmes and
for groups and organizations that are committed to improving the quality of the
natural and built environments. Topic three, ‘Gender Differences in Environment-
alism’, was motivated by an academic desire to make more sense of the rather
confused findings in previous research on gender and environmentalism. Are
women more environmentally conscious than men, and, if so, what are the nature
and origins of these differences? Again, the results of research on this topic could
also benefit environmental education programmes and, perhaps, make a contri-
bution to the ultimate survival of the human race. Perhaps men need to adopt
more feminine qualities if they are to act more responsibly towards the environ-
ment. The fourth topic, ‘Motivation for Environmentally Responsible Behaviour’,
is essentially a theoretical puzzle: why do some people behave responsibly and
others not? However, this puzzle is also related to specific social problems, for
example, reducing litter and pollution, and saving energy. It may be necessary to
understand the motivation for environmentally responsible behaviour in those
who practise it in order to know what would be necessary to change the behaviour
of others. Hence research that is primarily directed towards solving a sociological
problem can also assist in the solution of social problems.

It is important for researchers to articulate their motives for undertaking a
research project, as different motives may require different research design deci-
sions. This articulation will also help to reveal conflicts or inconsistencies in an
individual’s motives, within a research team, or between the researcher(s) and

other stakeholders. It is sensible to resolve these differences before the research
commences.

Motives

The literature

A major source of influence on the nature and choice of a research topic, par-
ticularly in basic or theory-oriented research, is the body of literature on theory
and research related to the topic, in both the rescarcher’s discipline and in related

Getting Started 49

disciplines. A research project can be stimulated by the results of previous
research and by problems posed by theorists. Even if the topic originates else-
where, one or other of these bodies of literature is likely to help shape the way the
topic and the problem are formulated. Of course, ‘the literature’ plays other roles
in research, as we shall see in due course.

Restrictions

A number of factors can place restrictions on the choice of topic. These include
the range of possible audiences the researcher has to, or wishes to, take into
consideration, the political restrictions that may be imposed by authorities such
as governments and universities, the types of research that funding bodies are
willing to support, and practical factors such as the ability to get access to desired
research sites.

Audiences include:

e clients on whose behalf the research is being conducted (whether or not they
are paying for it);

sponsors who are funding the research;

colleagues;

scientific communities (particularly the editors of journals);

employers; and

potential future sources of funding (Smaling 1994).

Of course, each audience may have different expectations of and different degrees
of influence on the design and execution of a research project, let alone what it
might find. This is particularly important in the case of applied research, as, in
contrast to basic research, the researcher may have much less freedom in deter-
mining the topic and other research design decisions. This can certainly occur if
the sponsor(s), the main audience and the major benefactor(s) coincide.

Basic and Applied Research

Motives for undertaking research are associated with the type of research, i.e.
whether it is basic or theory-oriented research, or whether it is applied or policy-
oriented research.® The former is concerned with producing knowledge for under-
standing and the latter with producing knowledge for action (Majchrzak 1984;
Hakim 1987). Both types of social research deal with problems, basic research
with theoretical problems, and applied research with social or practical problems.
Basic research is concerned with advancing fundamental knowledge about the
social world, in particular, with the development and testing of theories. Applied
research is concerned with practical outcomes, with trying to solve some practical

6 Refinements have been made to this dichotomy (e.g. pure basic, oriented basic, applied strategic and
applied specific). However, this distinction is adequate for the present purposes.
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problem, with helping practitioners accomplish tasks, and with the development
and implementation of policy. Frequently, the results of applied research are
required immediately, while basic research usually has a longer time-frame.

Basic and applied researchers have different orientations to their work. Basic
researchers are more detached and academic in their approach, and tend to have
their own motives. Applied researchers are more pragmatic and change-oriented,
and generally have to pursue goals set by others. However, the-issue of detach-
ment is rather more complex than this simple comparison suggests. In some
research traditions, detachment is considered to be necessary to achieve objectiv-
ity. In other traditions, it is claimed that detachment and, hence, objectivity, is
impossible. It is also important to note that the theoretical and/or political
commitments of some researchers, for example critical theorists and feminist
researchers with emancipatory commitments, can produce basic research from
which detachment is absent. We shall come back to these issues later. However,
with these caveats in mind, it is possible to suggest an ideal typical contrast
between these two types of research (see table 2.2).

For an example of basic research, I draw on a research project conducted in
New Zealand in the 1960s (Blaikie 1968, 1969, 1972). | was curious as to

Table 2.2  Basic and applied social research

BASIC APPLIED

1. Research is intrinsically satisfying 1. Research is part of a job and is judged
and judgments are made by other by sponsors outside the discipline of
sociologists. sociology.

2. Research problems and subjects . Research problems are narrowly
are selected with a great deal of constrained to the demands of
freedom. employers and sponsors. J

3. Research is judged by absolute 3. The rigor and standards of
norms of scientific rigor, and the scholarship depend on the uses of
highest standards of scholarship results. Research can be ‘quick and
are sought. dirty’ or may match high scientific

[§]

standards.
4. The primary concern is with the 4. The primary concern is with the
internal logic and rigor of research ability to generalize findings to areas
design. of interest to sponsors.

5. The driving goal is to contribute 5. The driving goal is to have practical
to basic, theoretical knowledge. payoffs or uses for results.

6. Success comes when results appear 6. Success comes when results are used
in a scholarly journal and have an by sponsors in decision making.
impact on others in the scientific
community.

Source: Neuman 1997: 23, based on Freeman and Rossi 1984: 572-3.
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whether the relationship between religion and occupation that Weber (1958) had
found in Germany around the turn of the century, and that Lenski (1961) and
others had found in the United States in the early 1960s, was also present in New
Zealand. If this relationship did exist, I wanted to know whether it was the result
of the survival of the Protestant work ethic in this largely European outpost. This
research clearly had no immediate practical value; it was designed to satisfy
academic curiosity and to continue a tradition of research in the United States
that was largely inspired by Weber’s thesis.

An example of applied research comes from a commissioned study I did with
some colleagues in the late 1970s. A developer wished to build houses on a site
close to the Melbourne airport. He engaged a firm of architects and planners to
assist him. Planning restrictions determined how close houses could be built to the
flight paths associated with the runways. This restriction was established in terms
of maximum decibel readings, and was shown as a line on a map down each side
of the flight path. The developer was concerned about his ability to sell houses if
they were built close to the flight path. Would purchasers be willing to live right
up to the legal planning limit? If not, how close would they be willing to live? The
firm of architects and planners engaged us to answer these questions. The study
was done by interviewing residents who were living at different intervals from the
flight path in an adjoining location, including some whose houses were built
under the flight path before the airport was established at this location, and
before the planning restrictions came into force. The developer would have
liked us to draw a line on the map for him, but since people’s responses to living
close to aircraft noise were very varied this was not possible. We found that people
differed considerably in the extent to which they could tolerate aircraft noise and
the possible dangers of living close to an airport. Some people appeared to be
willing to put up with aircraft noise if the price of the house was attractive. In the
end, the developer adopted a conservative position and left some open space
adjoining the planning limit.

In the social sciences, research is often a mixture of basic and applied: some
stages of a project may have a basic flavour, while other stages may be more
applied. For example, a researcher may be commissioned to assist the managers of
an organization in changing the organization’s culture. After undertaking research
to describe the existing culture of the organization, the researcher may then
proceed to refine and test a particular theory of organizational change. Only
when they are satisfied that this theory is relevant to this particular organization
will the researcher proceed to engage in some form of action research which helps
the members of the organization to bring about the changes desired by manage-
ment.

Few if any social research projects are exclusively concerned with advancing
knowledge for its own sake. While the basic researcher may not be interested in
the practical benefits, basic research can eventually produce such outcomes.
Implicitly or explicitly, most social researchers appear to have some social issue
or problem in mind when they undertake research. The fundamental question is
whether the researcher chooses to define the problem and the research project, or
whether the problem has been defined by someone else, for example a sponsor
who may also have a substantial say in how the project is to be conducted.
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It is worth noting, however, that in. basic research that is competitively
funded there are usually some constraints on research design. Funding bodies
not only have expectations about what kinds of research projects are legitimate
or important, but they are also likely to have prejudices about what are
regarded as appropriate methods for data collection and/or analysis. In order to
obtain research funds, prudent researchers need to take these expectations
into account in designing a project, or be well prepared to defend less popular
methods.

Roles for Researchers

An important choice that all social researchers have to make is what stance to take
towards the research process and participants. These positions range from com-
plete detachment to committed involvement (see
Blaikie 1993a). There are at least six possible posi-

Roles for Researchers o,

The traditional ‘scientific’ stance is that of
detached observer. The researcher is regarded as
an uninvolved spectator, particularly during the
process of data collection. It is argued that the
researcher’s values and preferences can threaten
the objectivity of the research and, hence, the
value of the results. Therefore, detachment is a
requirement for producing reliable knowledge.
This position is still widely advocated in spite
of the many criticisms that have been raised
against it.

The second position, the empathetic observer, still aims to achieve some kind of
‘objectivity but insists that it is necessary for researchers to be able to place
themselves in the social actors’ position. Only by grasping the subjective meanings
used by the social actors can their actions be understood. This is commonly
referred to as verstehen (Weber 1964; Outhwaite 1975).

This second position has developed into a third, the faithful reporter, in which
the rescarcher’s role becomes much less detached. Its aim is to report a way of life
by allowing the research participants to ‘speak for themselves’. Thus, the
researcher’s task is to present the social actors’ point of view. To do this, the
researcher may have to become immersed in that way of life in order to grasp
these meanings. This position is commonly referred to as ‘naturalism’ and was
advocated by sociologists of everyday life (see e.g. Lofland 1967; Blumer 1969;

tza 1969; Denzin 1971; Douglas 1971; and Guba 1978). The researcher is
required to study social phenomena in their ‘natural’ state, to be sensitive to the
nature of the social setting, to describe what happens there and how the partici-
pants see their own actions and the actions of others. A related requirement is that
the researcher ‘retain the integrity of the phenomenon’. This means that the
researcher is required to remain faithful to the phenomenon under investigation
by only producing reports in which the social actors can recognize themselves and
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others. Schiitz presented this idea in his postulate of adequacy, in which he argued
that social scientific concepts must be derived from and remain consistent with lay

concepts.

Each term in a scientific model of human action must be constructed in such a way
that a human act performed within the life-world by an individual actor in the way
indicated by the typical construct would be understandable for the actor himself [sic]
as well as for his fellow-men [sic] in terms of commonsense interpretation of every-

day life. (Schiitz 1963b: 343)

In other words, if social actors cannot recognize themselves and their colleagues in
the accounts produced by the social scientist, then the latter must have produced a
distortion of the social actors” world. This process of checking social scientific
accounts with the social actors’ accounts is sometimes referred to as ‘member
validation’ or ‘member checks’ and is a major form of validity checking in
qualitative research. However, this process is not without its difficulties.

A fourth position, which rejects the idea of detachment, is an extension of the
third. In this case, the researcher becomes the mediator of languages (Giddens
1976; Gadamer 1989), between everyday, lay language and social scientific or
technical language. Studying social life is akin to studying a text, and this involves
interpretation on the part of the reader. The researcher actively constructs an
account based on the accounts provided by the participants. This process of
construction is not neutral; researchers have to invest something of themselves
into their account. Social, geographical and historical locations, as well as the
interests of the researcher, have a bearing on the nature of the account produced.
Hence, detached objectivity is seen to be impossible, as the author’s voice will
always be present in the researcher’s account (Geertz 1988).

A fifth position is associated with critical theory. The researcher is viewed as a
reflective partner who is committed to the emancipation of the participants from
whatever kind of oppression they are experiencing (Habermas 1970, 1972).
Following Husserl, Habermas rejected the ‘objectivist illusion” of Positivism,
according to which the world is conceived as a universe of facts independent of
the ‘observer’ whose task is to describe them. He accepted the same premise as
Interpretivism, that social and cultural reality is already pre-interpreted by the
participants as a cultural symbolic meaning system, and that these meanings can
be changed over time. Therefore, the process of understanding this socially con-
structed reality is ‘dialogic’; it allows individuals to communicate their experi-
ences within a shared framework of cultural meanings. In contrast, the process in
the natural sciences is ‘monologic’; it is the technical manipulation by the
researcher of some aspect of nature. In the latter, the researcher is a ‘disengaged
observer’ who stands in a subject-to-object relationship to the subject-matter
while, in the former, the researcher is a ‘reflective partner’ whose relationship is
that of subject to co-participant (Blaikie 1993a: §3).

Another version of this fifth position is associated with feminist research and
involves conscious partiality. Again, the concern is with emancipation, in this case
of women. Much more than empathy is involved here. The researcher not only
participates in women’s struggles but is also expected to be changed by them. This
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view of research involves the conscientization of both the researcher and the
researched. By conscientization is meant learning to perceive social, political
and economic contradictions and to take action against oppressive elements of
reality (Freire 1970).

The research process must become a process of conscientization, both for the so-
called ‘research subjects’ (social scientists) and for the ‘research objects’ (women as
target groups)...People who before were objects of research become subjects of
their own research and action. (Mies 1983: 126)

The fourth and fifth positions have now culminated in a sixth, postmodern view
of the role of the researcher. In this case, the researcher is regarded as another
actor in the social context being investigated. Rather than being the ‘expert’, as in
the detached position, an empathetic observer, or a faithful reporter, the post-
modern researcher takes elements from the positions of mediator of languages,
reflective partner, and conscientizer, and seeks to reduce the researcher’s authorial
influence on the products of the research by allowing a variety of ‘voices’ to be
expressed. These researchers

still rely on their understanding of the situation, but they attempr to minimize their
authorial bias by letting the natives speak for themselves as much as possible. The
aim is to produce a ‘polyphony’ of voices rather than a single voice, in order to
reduce bias and distortion. (Fontana 1994: 214)

The emphasis is on the dialogue between the researcher and the researched.
Hence, this position might be described as dialogic facilitator.

Clearly, there are incompatibilities between most of these positions, and there is
an extensive literature that debates their relative merits. As we shall see in chapter
4, these positions are associated with the four dominant research strategies used in
social research. However, before we leave this discussion here, there is a related
concept that needs to be discussed, reflexivity.

The notion of reflexivity is integral to the ethnomethodologist’s views on how
social actors make their actions and their social world meaningful to themselves
and others. Giddens has incorporated this idea into his structuration theory as the
‘reflexive monitoring’ that social actors need to engage in to maintain continuity
in their social practices. For Giddens, reflexivity is more than self-consciousness; it
involves the active monitoring of the ongoing flow of social life.

The reflexive monitoring of activity is a chronic feature of everyday action and
involves the conduct not just of the individual but also of others. That is to say,
actors not only monitor continuously the flow of their activities and expect others to
do the same for their own; they also routinely monitor aspects, social and physical, of
the contexts in which they move. (Giddens 1984: 5)

There is a growing acceprance of the idea that if reflexivity is an integral part of
everyday social practices, then it must also be involved in the ‘everyday’ activities
of social researchers. If the construction and maintenance of social worlds by
social actors involves, among other things, reflexive monitoring, then the social
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researcher’s creation of new social scientific knowledge will entail the same
processes. In other words, wherever new knowledge is generated through' a
process of interaction between the researcher and the researched, the socnel
researcher will draw on the same skills that social actors use to make their
activities intelligible (Giddens 1976: 157-61). '

Recognition of the need for social researchers to be reflexive can be fou'nd in the
writings of qualitative researchers in general, and ethnographers in particular, as
well as among feminist researchers (see Stanley and Wise 1993; Maynard and
Purvis 1994). For example, Hammersley and Atkinson have argued that reflex-
ivity implies that

the orientations of researchers will be shaped by their socio-historical locarion.s,
including the values and interests that these locations cqnfcr upon them. What thlss
represents is a rejection of the idea that social research is, or can be, carried out in
some autonomous realm that is insulated from the wider society and from the
particular biography of the researcher, in such a way that its findings can 'be
unaffected by social processes and personal characteristics. (Hammersley and Atkin-
son 1995: 16)

Similarly, Mason (1996) has regarded active reflexivity as one of the essential
features of qualitative research; researchers need to be active and reflexive in the
process of generating data rather then being neutral data collectors.

Qualitative research should involve critical self-scrutiny by the researcher, or acrivve
reflexivity. This means that the researcher should constantly take stock of Fl}clr
actions and their role in the research process, and subject these to the same eritical
scrutiny as the rest of their ‘data’. This is based on the belief that a researcher cannot
be neutral, or objective, or detached, from the knowledge and evidence they are
generating. Instead, they should seek to understand their role in that process. Indeed,
the very act of posing difficult questions to oneself in the research process is part of
the activity of reflexivity. (Mason 1996: 6)

Mason has also argued that ‘we should be reflexive about every decision we take,
and that we should not take any decisions without actively recognising that we are
taking them’ (1996: 165). Therefore, reflexivity applies to the process of designing
social research as much as to the research process itself.

The difference between adopting a reflexive stance in research and other
possible positions is illustrated in the distinction that Mason has made be,twee‘n
the three choices that qualitative researchers have in the way they ‘read’ their
data: literal, interpretive or reflexive.

I you are intending to ‘read’ your data literally, you will be_imerestcd in their Iltcrfll
form, content, structure, style, layout, and so on.... An interpretive Arendmg, will
involve you in constructing or documenting a version of what you think the d?t‘a
mean or represent, or what you think you can infer from them.... A rcﬂe:‘(ue
reading will locate you as part of the data you haf/e generat_ed, and will se;:l\ to
explore your role in the process of generation and interpretation of data. (Mason
1996: 109)
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Recognition of the impossibility of detachment as well as the reflexive nature of
social research poses some difficult philosophical problems with regard to the
status of social scientific knowledge. Part of this dilemma centres on different
ideas on whether objectivity is possible, and whether it is possible to produce
‘true’ knowledge. There seems to be a fear that giving up on the possibility of
being an objective researcher means that all social research degenerates into the
production of competing ‘subjective’ accounts, the relative merits of which can
only be established by political processes. However, Hammersley and Atkinson
have argued that a commitment to reflexivity does not imply ‘that research is
necessarily political, or that it should be political, in the sense of serving particular
political causes or practical ends. For us, the primary goal of research is, and must
remain, the production of knowledge’ (1995: 17). On the other hand, critical
theorists and feminist researchers see commitment to the cause of emancipation as
an essential part of all social scientific activity. (See Blaikie 1993a for a brief
review of these issues, and Hammersley 1992: ch. 2, Guba and Lincoln 1994
and Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: ch. 1 for discussions relevant to social
research.)

[ have not included the role of the researcher as a research design element as
suspect that adopting a particular role is something that occurs independently of
the research design. Of course, it is possible that an ideological commitment to a
particular role may have an influence on the research topics that are likely to be
entertained, and on other design decisions. Having said this, in my view, reflex-
ivity is not really a matter of choice. All social researchers should be reflexive,
regardless of the role they adopt. It will, however, be easier for researchers who
reject the detached stance to be reflexive.

Conclusion

There are various ideas in the literature about what constitutes a research design.
Many of these are unhelpful because they produce categories that deal with
limited aspects of a research design, they are not mutually exclusive or they are
not comparable. In this chapter [ have proposed that designing research involves
giving consideration to a range of core elements, each with a number of choices.
Combination of these decisions leads to a wide variety of possible research
designs.

The basic aim in designing social research is to achieve maximum control over
the research process. While a researcher’s ability to achieve control will vary
according to the nature of critical elements in the design, careful planning before
the research commences makes it possible to evaluate the suitability and compat-
ibility of the combination of decisions that need to be made. This will help to
ensure a successful outcome.

The preparation of a research design can start with different elements and
proceed in a variety of sequences. However, at some stage, and probably early
in the process, a statement of the topic or problem needs to be produced. This will
no doubr be reviewed and possibly modified as the research design evolves and the
research itself proceeds.

Conclusion

An important issue for all researchers is how to regard their rellatior?s_hip with
the research participants. At least six different positions have been ic-ientlfxedj each
with its particular ontological and epistemological baggage. It is, cssentlal_ to
maintain consistency between the stance adopted and the assumptions entailed
in the choices made about the research design elements, in particular, the research
strategy and the methods of data collection. .

We now turn to what I regard as one of the two critical core design elements,
the formulation of research questions.
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- Research Questions and -
Objectives

The purpose of research is to discover answers to questions through the
application of systematic procedures. (Berg 1995)

Introduction

Thg use of research questions is a neglected aspect in the design and conduct of
social research. This is surprising given that the fundamentalcpurpose of social
research is to provide new knowledge about the social world, to answer puzzles
about whar the social world is like and how it works, and to find ways to solv;
_prob'ems and bring about change. In my view, formulating research questions
is the most critical and, perhaps, the most difficult part of any research design. It
is onl_y through the use of such questions that choices about the focﬁs a'nd
- direction of research can be made, that its boundaries can be clearly delimited
tbat manageability can be achieved and that a successful outcome can be antiz
cxpatcd.. Establishing research questions also makes it possible to select research
strategies and methods with confidence. In other words, a research project is

built on the foundation of its research questions. However, getting these questions

.clear gnd precise requires considerable thought and sometimes some preliminary
investigation.

This chapter discusses:

three main types of research questions;

the functions of research questions;

how to develop and refine research questions;

the relationship between research questions and hypotheses, and the functions
of the latter; ’

how.research questions can provide a guide and framework for the review of
the literarure;

tI}:e nature ancjl range of research objectives that can be pursued; and
the relationship between research objectives and research questions.

Research Questions

T he aim of the chapter is not only to argue that rescarch questions are necessary,
but also that good rescarch needs high-quality questions. A rare attempt to deal
with the issue of the quality of research questions has been undertaken by Camp-

“bell et al. (1982). They reviewed articles in five journals in psychology, organiza-

tional behaviour and management, taking a two-year period for each journal. A
list of the research questions was compiled and then they surveyed researchers in
the fields covered to see what questions they thought should be asked. Their aim
was to find gaps in research and to establish priorities for future research. The
imporzant thing about their work is that they focused on research questions.

Research Questions

Conventional wisdom suggests that research should be guided by one or more
hypotheses. In order to get started on a research project, this view advocates that
the researcher should, first, select a research problem, second, state one or more
hypotheses to be tested, and, third, measure and correlate the variables related to
the concepts in the hypotheses. However, this procedure is only relevant to
quantitative research conducted within the deductive research strategy. While
there is a role for hypotheses in particular kinds of research, they neither provide
the foundation for a research design nor are they very useful for defining the focus
and direction of a research project. In fact, the ritual of formulating and testing
hypotheses can lead to unnecessary and unhelpful rigidities in the way in which
research is conducted. In some kinds of research, it is impossible or unnecessary to
set out with hypotheses. A much more useful procedure is to establish one or more
research questions.

Few textbooks on research methods give much attention to the formulation of
research questions, and some ignore this vital part of the research process entirely.
Exceptions can be found in some recent texts on research methods, for example
Yin (1993), Hedrick et al. (1993), Miles and Huberman (1994), Creswell (1994,
1998), Marshall and Rossman (1995), Blaxter et al. (1996), Mason (1996), Neu-
man (1997) and Flick (1998). It is interesting to note that these books are
concerned with qualitative research methods or include a significant discussion
of them.

Neuman, for example, has regarded research questions as the bridge between
the research topic and hypotheses; he has also discussed techniques for narrowing
a topic into a rescarch question. Yin has linked research questions to types of
research designs (or what he has called strategies): experiment, survey, archival
analysis, history and case study. Flick has argued for the importance of research
questions in qualitative research.

A central step, and one which essentially determines success in qualitative research,
but tends to be ignored in most presentations of methods, is how to formulate the
research question(s). The researcher is confronted with this problem not only at the
beginning, when the study or the project is conceptualized, but in several phases of
the process: in conceptualizing the research design, in entering the field, in selecting
the cases and in collecting data. (Flick 1998: 47)
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Creswell has offered advice on how to formulate research questions in quantita-
_ tive and qualitative research (1994) and in five traditions of qualitative research
(1998).

Mason set her discussion of research questions in the context of intellectual
puzzles that seek some kind of explanation. These puzzles take a variety of forms,
depending on the onrological and epistemological positions adopted by the theo-
retical and intellectual traditions from within which they emerge.

ln?tcllecmal puzzles, then, will contain different sets of ontological and epistemolo-
gical assumptions and prescriptions, and will suggest distinctive types of social
explanation. In formulating your own intellectual puzzle, you must ensure that you
!mve thought through what these are, and be confident that they are consistent - that
is, that your puzzle is ontologically meaningful, and epistemologically explainable or
workable. (Mason 1996: 15)

Intellectual puzzles then lead to research questions that she also regarded as
forming the backbone of a research design and as having much greater signific-
ance than hypotheses or propositions, parricularly in qualitative research. For her,
research questions

should be clearly formulated (whether or not you intend to modify them or add ro
them later), intellectually worthwhile, and researchable (both in terms of your
epistemological position, and in practical terms), because it is through them that
you will be connecting what it is that you wish to research with how you are going to
go about researching it. They are the vehicles which you will rely upon to move you
from your broad research interest to your specific research focus and project, and
therefore their importance cannot be overstated.

Research questions, then, are those questions to which you as researcher really
want to know the answers, and in that sense they are the formal expression of your
intellectual puzzle. (Mason 1996: 15-16) '

I hope these examples are sufficient to reinforce my argument about the pivoral
role played by research questions in social research.

Types of Research Questions

Research questions can be grouped into three main types, ‘what’ questions, ‘why’
questions and ‘how’ questions. I have restricted the research questions to ‘what’,
‘why” and *how’ to maintain simplicity and to achieve a correspondence with the
three main categories of objective: description, explanation/understanding and
change (sce figure 3.1).

What questions require a descriptive answer; they are directed towards discov-
ering and describing the characteristics of and patterns in some social phenom-
enon, for example categories of individuals, social groups of all sizes, and social
processes. They include the following types of questions.

o What types of people are involved?
e What characteristic knowledge, beliefs, values and attitudes do they hold?

Research Questions
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Figure 3.1 Research questions and objectives

What is their characteristic behaviour?

What social processes have brought this behaviour about?

What are the patterns in the relationships between these characteristics?
What are the consequences of these activities?

Why questions ask for either the causes of, or the reasons for, the existence of
characteristics or regularities in a particular phenomenon. They are directed
towards understanding or explaining the relationships between events, or within
social activities and social processes. For example:

Why do people think and act this way?

Why did these patterns come to be this way?

Why do the characteristics or social process change, or remain stable?
Why does this activity have these particular consequences?

e ® @ @

How questions are concerned with bringing about change, with practical out-
comes and intervention. For example:

e How can these characteristics, social processes or patterns be changed?
e How can they be made to stop changing, or to slow down or speed up their rate
of change?

These three types of research questions form a sequence: ‘what’ questions
normally precede ‘why’ questions, and ‘why’ questions normally precede ‘how’
questions. We need to know what is going on before we can explain it, and we
need to know why something behaves the way it does before we can be confident
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Research Questions

particular research question is worded can have a significant influence on how

much and what kind of research activity will be required.
Let us return to the four research topics discussed in chapter 2 and examine

“ some possible research questions for each one.

Environmental Worldviews and Behaviour among Students and Residents
1 To what extent do students and residents hold different environmental world-

views?
2 To what extent is environmentally responsible behaviour practised?
3 What is the level and type of involvement in environmental movements?
4 To what extent, and in what ways, is environmental behaviour related to

environmental worldviews?
5 In what ways and to what extent will environmental worldviews and behaviour

change over the next five years?

As these are all ‘what’ questions, the study will have only descriptive objectives. It
seeks to describe the distributions of environmental worldviews and behaviour in
these populations, and the pattern of the relationship between these variables,

now and in the future.

Age and Environmentalism: A Test of Competing Hypotheses
1 To what extent is age related to environmental worldviews and environmental

behaviour?
2 1f there are significant relationships, what are the forms of these relationships?

3 Why do these relationships exist?

These are straightforward research questions, two ‘what’ questions followed by a
‘why’ question. The study wishes to establish the nature of these relationships and

to explain them.

Gender Differences in Environmentalism: Towards an Explanation

1 To what extent do women hold more favourable environmental attitudes than
men?

2 To what extent are women more willing than men to engage in environmentally

responsible behaviour?
3 Why do these gender differences in environmentalism exist?

Again, this is a combination of ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions seeking descriptions of
relationships and explanations for them.

Motivation for Environmentally Responsible Behaviour: The Case of Environ-

mental Activists

| In what range and types of behaviour do environmentally responsible indivi-
duals engage?

2 Why do these people act responsibly towards the environment?

3 Why do some of these people manage to sustain this behaviour?

4 How can the incidence of this type of behaviour be increased?
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Now we come to a combination of all three types of research questions. The study
seeks to describe environmentally responsible behaviour, and then to explain why
people engage in and manage to sustain that behaviour. Then comes the sting in
the tail - how to get more people to engage in this behaviour. It will be unlikely
that this study can do anything more than point in the direction of possible
answers to this last question, using the answers to questions 2 and 3. But it
could also suggest ideas for further research to pursue it. (See the Appendix for
examples of different and more complex sets of research questions.)

It is important to recognize that while it is highly desirable to produce a well-
formulated set of research questions as part of an integrated research proposal or
design, this may not always be possible without some preliminary research being
undertaken. In addition, what is discovered in the process of undertaking the
research is likely to require a review of the research questions from time to time.
No research design can completely anticipate how a research project will evolve.
It may turn out that some research questions cannot be answered because it is not
possible to obtain the necessary data. What the researcher assumed, or was led to
believe, about the availability of or access to the necessary data may turn out to be
wrong. Consequently, the design may require some revision, and part of this may
involve a change to one or more research questions. Hence, while it is necessary to
be as clear as possible about the scope and direction of the research at the
beginning, what the researcher learns in the course of undertaking the research
may necessitate some changes. This is simply the nature of research in any
discipline.

Research projects differ in the extent to which it is possible to be able to
produce precise research questions. This is certainly true of exploratory research,
the aim of which can be to provide information to assist in the development of
research questions. It might also be argued that some studies that use qualitative
or ethnographic research methods involve the researcher in a learning process. In
these cases, the research questions may evolve in the course of the research.
However, even this kind of research requires careful consideration of scope and
direction at the beginning in order to ensure that it will be manageable and will
have a high probability of successful completion. The developmental nature of a
research design should not be used as an excuse for avoiding the effort required to
formulate appropriate research questions.

A common feature of the research process is for the researcher to be deflected or
distracted from their original intentions. Many influences may be at work:

® cncountering new ideas, for example in published research, in conference
papers or presentations, in previously unfamiliar theory, or in the media:
discussion with colleagues; ' ,
changing academic fashions;

changing political agendas; and, more particularly,

learning that takes place during the course of the research, for example, from
observations, from interviews and discussions, and from working with data.

It is very easy to lose one’s way and to forget or neglect the original research
qQuestions. Changes to research questions should be made only after careful
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consideration and not by just drifting away from them. One way to counter this
drift is to print the questions in large type and display them in prominent places,
such as in your regular work space, or in the front page of your field book or
journal. They should be read regularly to keep the focus of the research clear.

Developing and Refining Research Questions

The process of developing a set of research questions can be the most challenging
part of any research project. This is particularly the case when the researcher
initiates the project, as is the case in much academic and postgraduate research in
the social sciences. However, the problem still exists in research that is commis-
sioned by someone else for problem-solving or policy-related purposes. Organiza-
tions or groups that commission research are very often vague about what they
want done, and usually need some assistance to clarify the research questions and
objectives.

It is very rare for a researcher to commence a project with clearly formulated
research questions already provided. This might occur where a researcher has
joined a research programme in which the research questions have already been
established, or if a researcher is taking up questions posed in previous research.
However, it is much more common in the social sciences for researchers to
approach a topic or field in which previous research is limited, or in which
previous research has used an approach different from the one the researcher
wants to use, or considers to be appropriate.

All researchers have to devise their own way of developing research questions.
What [ offer here is a process that I have used myself and found to work
successfully with many postgraduate students. Research questions can be stimul-
ated in many ways: from casual observation of possible regularities; from previous
research; from theory; from reports in the media; or from discussions with
colleagues. The source is not really important. What it is usually necessary is to
bring some order into a range of loosely connected ideas about what should be
researched. Neuman (1997: 122) has offered a similar set of techniques.

1 Write down every question you can think of Let both the results of your
reading and imagination run riot for a reasonable period of time, and record every
question that occurs to you. Brain-storming sessions, on your own or with others,
may stimulate the process. Note down questions when they occur to you, wher-
ever and for whatever reason. The list will include all kinds of questions; some
will be seeking descriptions, some explanations, some will be concerned with
action, and so on. There is no need to try to achieve any order or consistency in
the list; simply record the questions as they arise. One question will usually
stimulate other questions; they should all be recorded. This activity may produce
a very long list, sometimes many scores of questions. The purpose in doing this is
to try to expose all the ideas that you have on the topic, particularly those that
may be taken for granted and which later you wish you had been fully aware of at-
the design stage. No question should be censored, even if it may seem to be
marginal, outrageous or impractical.
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2 Review the list of questions Once you are satisfied that you have pretry well
exhausted all the ideas you have on the topic, you should review your list. There
are a number of strategies for doing this.

* Group the questions under similar themes or topics, if such exist in your list.
This is likely to reveal overlaps between questions which will make it possible
to eliminate some and to consolidate others. Part of this consolidation can be
achieved by developing a single, general or abstract question that summarizes a
group of more specific questions.

* Set aside questions that seem to be outside your main area(s) of interest, that
are 100 outrageous, or that seem to take you in directions that may be too
difficult or too demanding to deal with. You can always review these questions
later if you decide to change the direction of the research.

3 Separate ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions Within each group of questions,
begin to identify those that appear to be ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. Of
course, some studies may be concerned ultimately with only one type of question,
for example one or more ‘what’ questions, or just a ‘why” question.

The wording of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions requires very careful con-
sideration, as the way a question is stated initially can be deceptive: ‘what’ and
‘why’ questions can begin with ‘How’, and ‘*how’ questions can begin with ‘What'.
For example: ‘How are environmental behaviour and environmental worldview
related?” This needs be transposed into a descriptive question, as: ‘What is the
relationship between environmental behaviour and environmental worldview?® or
To what extent, and in what ways, is environmental behaviour related to envir-
onmental worldview?” The question, ‘How do some people manage to behave in
an environmentally responsible way?’ needs to be transposed into an explanatory
question: “Why do these people act responsibly towards the environment?’ The
question, “What can be done to increase the incidence of environmentally respons-
ible behaviour?” needs to be transposed into an intervention question: ‘How can
the incidence of environmentally responsible behaviour be increased?’

Make sure each question is worded as clearly and as simply as possible and that
each one can be identified unambiguously as a ‘what’, ‘why’ or ‘how” question.
Complex questions may need to be broken down into a series of questions. For
example, the question, “What is the incidence of student plagiarism?’ would be
better broken down into at least two questions: “What has been the extent of
detected student plagiarism over the past five years?” and ‘In what types of
plagiarism have students engaged?’ (see the Appendix).

4 Expose assumptions Check each question to see what it assumes. Many
questions, particularly ‘why’ questions, presuppose other questions. It is import-
ant to expose the ‘what’ question that must be answered before a ‘why’ question
can be asked, or, perhaps, even formulated.

‘How' questions may presuppose both ‘what’ and, particularly, ‘why’ ques-
tions. A research project may need to examine all three types of questions. Rather

than reducing the number of questions on the list, this part of the process may add
further questions.

Research Questions

Figure 3.2 The hourglass analogy

S Examine the scope of the questions Now is the time to get practical and ask
yourself how many groups of questions, and questions within groups, can be
tackled in the project. A judgement has to be made about wbat is going to be
manageable within the time and with the other resources avallable: There is an
inevitable tendency to try to do too much; the questions for the topic on student
plagiarism are a good example (see the Appendix). Therefore, it is ad\flsgble at
this stage to reduce the project to what may appear to be an extremely limited or
even trivial set of questions. Such innocent-looking questions usually have other
questions lurking in their shadows. . _

A metaphor to illustrate the need to narrow the focus of the project at this stage
can be taken from the shape of an hourglass, the ancient method of measuring
time (see figure 3.2). At the beginning of the design of a project, our ideas are
usually wide-ranging and scattered, as represented by the broad top of the
hourglass. What we need to do is to narrow, consolidate and focus these ideas
so that they can easily pass through the neck of the hourglass. Once.we have
achieved this, and the research commences, we are likely to find that the ideas and
questions begin to expand, and by the end of the project they may have grown to
the size of the base of the hourglass. What we must ensure is that the size of the
project at the final stage is still manageable and rhat. it can be suf:ces‘sfully
completed. If the narrowing process is avoided at the design stage, the m_evntable
expansion during the course of the research is likely to produce a project that
becomes unmanageable or directionless.

6 Separate major and subsidiary questions Once the list of questions has been
reduced to what appears to be a manageable set, further work can bt? done on
them. It may be useful to separate the questions into two b»road categories, ma/qirlf
questions and subsidiary questions.! Major research questions are those that wij
form the core of the research project, the key questions that are to be answered.
They may also be stated more abstractly than some oflthc other queftn(}:ns;
Research projects may have only one major research question, perhaps a ‘what

_ ok o ’ s inate’ research
! Hedrick et al. (1993) have suggested a similar-division between ‘primary’ and ‘subordinat
questions.
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‘quesn’on. ]—Igwever, most are likely to have a combination of major questions:

. whag questions and a ‘why’ question, or a set of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’
questions. About five or six major research questions is probably more than
enough for any project. Subsidiary questions will include those that deal with
background information or issues that are presupposed by one or more major
qucsti'ons that, while being necessary, are not absolutely central to the project.
Here is an example of a set of major and subsidiary questions.

Major research question
¢ To what extent is environmentally responsible behaviour practised?

Subsidiary research questions

e What proporriqn of residents regularly recycle household waste products?

e What proportion of residents avoid buying environmentally damaging
products?

* What proportion of university students are actively involved in environmental
groups?

In t.hls example, the subsidiary questions can be used to specify categories of
environmental behaviour and thus focus the study.

7 Is each question necessary? As your set of questions begins to take shape
you need to subject them to critical scrutiny by asking of each question: “Why am i
asking this question?’ ‘s it necessary?’ ‘Why do I want to know this>’ “What will I
do with the results from it>* ‘How does it relate to other questions?’ ‘Is it
researchable?” ‘Can I manage all these questions?” This process needs to be
[aken. very seriously and not glossed over quickly. It is very easy to include
questions because ‘that would be interesting to explore’, or ‘I would really like
to know about that’. This critical examination needs to be ruthless.

A common mistake in drafting research questions is to confuse them with
questions used to elicit information from respondents or participants, for example
Interview questions, or questions that would go into a questionnaire. Research
questions are what you want the research project to answer, Questions you ask
respondents can provide the basis for answering research questions, but their style
and scope are very different. A wide variety of data may contribute to the
answering of any research question.

Many postgraduate students seem to have a desire to do the definitive piece of
research on their topic. Even if the research is for a Ph.D., and even if the degree is
based entirely or almost entirely on a thesis, the research must be limited and
chngd in order to be manageable. There is just so much that one person can do
within the time limits prescribed, and this can only make a small contribution to
knowledge. While some students may be quite pragmatic about doing just what is
necessary to qualify for a higher degree, many appear to have a strong need to be
seen to .be making a major contribution to knowledge. This is not only an
unrealistic expectation for a fully research-based Ph.D.; it is impossible in research
for any other kind of postgraduate degree. The problem is most acute for students

undertaking a coursework (taught) master’s degree in which there is a minor
thesis/dissertation/project component. Because of its limited duration, such a
research project is very difficult to design.

In short, the number and nature of the questions selected has got to reflect the
available resources. This is the stage at which the scope of the project is deter-
mined, and bad decisions can produce serious problems later.

Influences on the Choice of Research Questions

The choice of research questions and objectives can be subject to the same
influences as those affecting the choice of the topic itself. Research questions
may be developed to satisfy personal or academic curiosity as well as to address
social problems. They may be inspired by the work of a particular social theorist
or by the results of previous research. In addition, they may be influenced by a
variety of audiences. The latter is particularly the case in applied research where
someone other than the researcher sets the agenda. In the end, however, the task
of formulating research questions, and ensuring that they form a consistent
set, lies with the researcher (see ‘Influences on the Choice of Topic’ in chapter 2
above).

Research Questions and Hypotheses

It is a common view that social research should be directed by one or more
hypotheses. However, in some types of research it is impossible or inappropriate
to set out with hypotheses. In the types of research in which hypotheses are
considered to be essential, it is not always clear what the role of these hypotheses
is or where they are to come from. In some traditions of research, it is expected
that hypotheses will be stated very precisely, in the null and directional forms, to
facilitate statistical testing. In other traditions, hypotheses are stated much more
loosely, and their acceptance or rejection is a matter of general evidence and
rhetoric rather than tests of significance. In practice, hypotheses are drawn from
a variety of sources, such as hunches or intuition, previous research, discursive
argument and carefully formulated theories. While the latter is advocated in some
traditions (see the discussion of the deductive research strategy in chapter 4), their
source is frequently vague and their purpose unclear.

Lundberg’s early (1942) textbook on social research provides a classical view of
the role of hypotheses. He argued that there are four steps in ‘the scientific
method’: the formulation of a working hypothesis, the observation and recording
of data, the classification and organization of the data collected, and the produc-
tion of generalizations that apply under given conditions. In this context, Lundberg
defined a hypothesis as ‘a tentative generalisation, the validity of which remains to
be tested. In its most elementary stages, the hypothesis may be any hunch, guess,
imaginative idea or intuition whatsoever which becomes the basis for action or
investigation’ (1942: 9). This view of a hypothesis simply requires the researcher
to have a guess at what they think the data might reveal, and then proceed to see
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if it is the case. So conventional has this view become thar the novice researcher
feels compelled to make such guesses, even if it makes no sense to do $0; one
feels naked withour a hypothesis for a fig leaf. The fear of not being able to
‘prove’ their hypothesis hangs like the sword of Damocles over the novice’s head;
gpessing the wrong hypothesis, or the wrong version of it, can be regarded as a
disaster. The stress in this tradition of research is on having a hypothesis, not
always on where it comes from, what it might be connected to, and what purpose
it serves. It is not uncommon to invent such hypotheses after the research has been
complered.?

Some writers conflate hypotheses and research questions: ‘We do research to get
answers to questions. Therefore, to do research, we must start with a research
question that can be answered. This question is usually stated as a hypothesis - an
idea, a prediction, capable of being disproven’ (Mitchell and Jolley 1992: 15). The
confusion is further compounded in their view that hypotheses can be deduced
from theories, and that theories can be expressed as a series of hypotheses. From
this, it is difficult to know whar a research question is and what role it is supposed
to play.

It is my view that hypotheses are tentative answers to ‘why” and, sometimes,
‘how' research questions. They are our best guesses at the answers. Bur they are
not appropriate for ‘what’ questions. There is little point in hazarding guesses at
a possible state of affairs. Research will produce an answer to a ‘what’ question
in dlle course, and no amount of guessing about what will be found is of any
assistance; it might even prejudice the answer. Therefore, hypotheses should
be reserved for the role of tentative answers to ‘why” and ‘how’ questions, and
particularly ‘why’ questions. While it may not always be possible to prod:we a
hypothesis for such research questions, to do so is to give research a much
clearer sense of direction; decisions about what data to gather, and how to
analyse them, are easier to make. However, it is important to note that some
traditions of research that are concerned with ‘why’ questions may not set out
with hypotheses. In grounded theory, for example, hypotheses are proposed in
response to the patterns in the accumulating data, and they will be tested in a
continuing trial and error process, being refined and, perhaps, discarded along
the way.

A central issue that researchers confront at the stage of formulating research
questions and hypotheses (if required) is what concepts to use and how to define
them. How this is handled will depend largely on the particular research strategy
or strategies, and theories or theoretical perspectives, adopted. This issue will be

introduced in the next section and will be discussed in more detail in the early part
of chapter 5,

* I was a victim of this kind of thinking while undertaking research for my master's degree back in the
19695. The thesis reported over thirty hypotheses, most of which were only very loosely connected to
previous research or theory. The research was reported in such a way that it appeared that [ had been
guided by these hypotheses and had systematically tested them. The whole performance was nothing
more than a ritual that T was required to perform by the conventions of the discipline at the time. What
I really needed was a clear set of research questions, but none of the textbooks discussed the need for

such questions; one had to have hypotheses for the research to be acceprable. Lictle seems to have
changed since then!

Research Questions

Research Questions and the Literature Review

"A literature review is a customary component of any research report or thesis. Its

main purpose is to provide a background to and context for the research, and ro
establish a bridge between the project and the current state of knowledge on the
topic. This review may include:

o background information that establishes the existence of the problem to be
investigated;

e previous research on the topic, or related topics;
theory of relevance to the ‘why’ question(s);

e theoretical perspective(s) as a source of concepts as well as ontological and
epistemological assumptions;

o methodological considerations of relevance to the selection of a research strat-
egy or strategies; and

e a review and/or elaboration of the methods to be used.

These components of the literature review may end up in various places in the
thesis or research report. The first may be part of the introductory chapter; the last
two may appear in a methodology and methods chapter; and the fourth may be
part of a discussion on the choice of research strategy or strategies. It is the second
and third, on previous research and theory, that are particularly relevant to the
research questions.

A major dilemma in any research project is to establish what literature to
review — what literature is relevant. This can be a daunting and confusing task,
particularly for novice researchers. I have observed many students spending an
excessive amount of time reading rather aimlessly. Some will not really be satisfied
until they have read ‘everything’, but the problem is to know what to include in
‘everything’.

One solution to this problem is to use the research questions to guide and
structure the review of previous research and relevant theory. Each question can
be used to put a boundary around a body of literature, be it theory, published
research or reports. The aim of the literature review is to indicate what the state of
knowledge is with respect to each research question, or group of questions.

If hypotheses are used, they should have some connection with this literature.
In some cases it may be possible to derive such an answer from existing theory,
or it may be necessary to construct a new theory for the purpose. As we shall
see, within the deductive research strategy, the development of a theory from
which a hypothesis or hypotheses can be deduced is an essential part of answer-
ing ‘why’ questions. In the retroductive research strategy, the lirerature review
may provide some assistance in the construction of hypothetical cxPlﬂﬂaforY
models. When the abductive research strategy is used for theory generation,
hypotheses are an integral part of the continuing process of data collection
and analysis, of observation, reflection, hypothesizing and testing. HQ“’“"F“
advocates of this strategy usually argue that research should not begin with
hypotheses.
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Research Objectives

lp contrast to the rt_esearcher’s personal motives and goals for undertaking a par-
ticular research project, research objectives are concerned with the types of know-
ledge to be produced. Social research can have a number of objectives ranging from
relatively simple to very complex, and encompassing both basic and applied
research. Research objectives include exploration, description, explanation, under-
standing, prediction, change, evaluation, and impact assessment (see figur(,f )
A l'l.ZSEHI'Ch project can pursue just one of these objectives or, perhaps, a number of
rhgm in sequence. For example, a study may be purely descriptive, or it might begin
with a descriptive stage and then proceed to explanation and then to change. Basic
research focuses on the first five objectives, exploration, description, explanation
understanding and prediction, but particularly description, exp!anazi,on and mzderj
standing. While applied research may include some of these ‘basic’ objectives, it is
particularly concerned with change, evaluation and impact assessment. ,

Types of Objectives

Basic Research

To explore is to atrempt to develop an initial, rough description or, possibly, an
understanding of some social phenomenon.

To describe is to provide a detailed account or the precise measurement and

reporting of the characteristics of some population, group or phenomenon,
- . - . . ?
including establishing regularities.

To explain is to establish the elements, factors or mechanisms that are responsible
for producing the state of or regularities in a social phenomenon.

To understand is to establish reasons for particular social action, the occurrence of

an event or the course of a social episode, these reasons being derived from the
ones given by social actors,

To predict is to use some established understanding or explanation of a phenom-
enon to postulate certain outcomes under particular conditions,

Applied Research

To change is to intervene in a social situation by manipulating some aspects of it
= 2

or to assxst‘the participants in doing so, preferably on the basis of established
understanding or explanation,

To evaluate is to monitor social intervention programmes to assess whether they

hav.e achieved their desired outcomes, and to assist with problem-solving and
policy-making.

Research Objectives

To assess social impacis is to identify the likely social and cultural consequences of
planned projects, technological change or policy actions on social structures,
social processes and/or people.

In case you might be wondering why comparison is not included as a research
objective, I regard it either as a form of description or as a technique for arriving
at explanation or understanding, i.e. for theory generation or testing. In fact,
comparison is one of the best methods for generating theory, as is evident in
grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1999). As such, it is not an objective but it
can be a means for achieving such objectives. Therefore, a list of objectives should
not include statements like “To compare the environmental attitudes of university
students and logging contractors’. A research project might set out to describe the
attitudes of each group, and to try to explain why they hold particular attitudes,
but a comparison of their attitudes can be part of either of these objectives.

Exploration Exploratory research is necessary when very little is known about
the topic being investigated, or about the context in which the research is to be
conducted. Perhaps the topic has never been investigated before, or never in that
particular context. Basic demographic characteristics of a group of people, or
some aspects of their behaviour or social relationships, may need to be known in
order to design the study. The relevance of particular research questions, or the
feasibility of using certain methods of data gathering, may also need to be
explored. Essentially, exploratory research is used to get a better idea of what is
going on and how it might be researched.

While exploratory research is usually conducted at the beginning of a research
project, it may also be necessary at other stages to provide information for critical
design decisions, to overcome an unexpected problem, to better understand an
unanticipated finding, or to establish which avenues of explanation would be
worthwhile pursuing.

The methods used to conduct exploratory research need to be flexible and do not
need to be as rigorous as those used to pursue other objectives. The researcher may
need to be creative and resourceful in gaining access to the information required. In
terms of the pursuit of other objectives in later stages of the research, exploratory
research is double-edged. On the one hand, it may help to establish rapport with
individuals or groups being studied and thus smooth the way for later stages of the
project; on the other hand, it has the potential danger of raising suspicion and
developing resistance. Therefore the management of exploratory research cannot
be taken lightly, as it may have long-term consequences for the project.

In the context of his advocacy of symbolic interactionism, Blumer (1969) gave
exploratory research a more substantial role. He believed this was necessary to
counter the common tendency to move straight into research without an adequate
understanding of the sector of social life being investigated. He saw the exploratory
phase as being necessary to sharpen the focus of the research; not as an optional
extra, but as an essential part of any project.

On the one hand, it is the way by which a research scholar can form a close and
comprehensive acquaintance with a sphere of social life that is unfamiliar and hence
unknown to him [sic]. On the other hand, it is a means of developing and sharpening
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his inquiry so thar his problem, his directions of inquiry, data, analyrical relations,
and interpretations arise out of, and remain grounded in, the empirical life under
study. Exploration is by definition a flexible procedure in which the scholar shifts
from one to another line of inquiry, adopts new points of observation as his study
progresses, moves in new directions previously unthought of, and changes his recog-
nition of what are relevant data as he acquires more information and better under-
standing. In these respects, exploratory study stands in contrast to the prescribed and
circumscribed procedure demanded by current scientific protocol. The flexibility of
exploratory procedure does not mean that there is no direction to the inquiry; it
means that the focus is originally broad but becomes progressively sharpened as the
inquiry proceeds. The purpose of exploratory investigation is to move toward a
clearer understanding of how one’s problem is to be posed, to learn what are the
appropriate data, to develop ideas of what are significant lines of relation, and to

evolve one’s conceptual tools in the light of what one is learning about the area of
life. (Blumer 1969: 40)

Exploratory research should provide as detailed and accurate a picture of the
phenomenon as is necessary to enable the researcher to feel at home and to be able
to speak about the research problem with some confidence.

The picture provides the scholar with a secure bearing so that he knows that the
questions he asks of the empirical area are meaningful and relevant to it, that the
problem he poses is not artificial, thar the kinds of data he seeks are significant in

terms of the empirical world, and that the leads he follows are faithful to its nature.
(Blumer 1969: 42)

Blumer has left us in no doubt about how essential exploratory research is to the
development of a good research design.

Description Descriptive research seeks to present an accurate account of some
phenomenon, the distribution of characteristics in some population, the patterns
of relationships in some social context, at a particular time, or the changes in
those characteristics over time (Bulmer 1986: 66). These descriptive accounts can
be expressed in words or numbers. They can include the characteristics of a social
group or a demographic category, the stages or sequences in social processes, or
patterns in social relationships. They may involve the development of sets of
categories or types.

In practice, the boundary between exploratory and descriptive research is
blurred. Descriptive research is more rigorous and is usually narrower in its
focus; it should be directed by clearly stated research questions. However, both

types of research require the use of concepts and they will be structured by at least
some theoretical assumptions.

Explanation and understanding Explanatory research seeks to account for pat-
terns in observed social phenomena, attitudes, behaviour, social relationships,
social processes or social structures (Bulmer 1986: 66-7). Explanation is making
intelligible the events or regularities that have been observed and which cannot be
accounted for by existing theories; explanation eliminates puzzles. To explain
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some phenomenon is to give an account of why it behaves in a particular way or

i regularities occur. .
Whgxﬁ:::tuif;s pgrovide iutellccma.l satisfa;tiop;' thcylm“qk.e th(; o:)j::‘:ieeggln
to see. This is true of both semantic and scientific exp an;non. er;ﬁ‘le s
nation is concerned with the meanings of words and P lrr\sr:s, v:or b
explanation seeks the causes for the (’)cchrence_of a partt:.cu ar e\:::mr g :
However, making something intelligible is not just a subjective ;

i i ing i of
There is a difference between having an explanation amdI seeing it. [I,“ rhet;::s:ase
i t, but in
i ati do not have one unless and until we see it,
semantic explanation, we : . ; iiimel
of scientific explanation cither the having or t.hef‘seem%fmaz{ oceur w;};{;ul;l:i:: i
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i ing 1 e occult ‘sciences’, and the
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like. ... They provide a certain i : e
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have one. (Kaplan 1964: 330)

In everyday language, explanation refers to all attempts to r‘ichlevledu;telllrggnlt:; :
i ing. However, it could be
i tions produce understanding. | .
D i i the details of what is
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afi.vocated in both the natural and social sciences. These strategies look |
" dltfcrent places and in terms of different factors or mechanisms for answers rlz
their pyzzies. In chapter 4, three of these explanatory strategies (the inductiv
deductive and retroductive), and one thar is used to achieve understandin ( he,
abguctiue), will be {)utlin&d and compared in terms of their relevance t(; the cilgesirglf
}alzvecz)ong:fcf;co: social research. For the present, a brief introduction to them will
In the inductive research strategy, explanation is achieved by locating a parti-
cu!ar pattern within a known and more general pattern or network of relsf)t(ion-
.shlps. (.Kap]an 1964: 298, 333). The growth of knowledge is achieved b
indefinitely filling in and extending the patterns. This form of explanation i?s,
also known as structural explanation, using network or functional theories. Net-
work exp!a naripns have three main forms: they refer to broader patterns of ;vhich
the case In point can be seen as a specific case; they identify developmental
sequences in social relationships; or they specify certain patterns in tae wa
interaction occurs. Functional explanations locare events or patterns of behavio {
ag:i dre.lanonslh-ipsdw-ithin a larger social system; the phenomenon being investui-
i
(gNeun::[1e>1cg92171:1§3—:?)'ter111s of the functions it performs for the larger system
In t}?e deductive researqh strategy, explanation is achieved by constructing a
deductive argument to which the phenomenon to be explained is the conclusion
The premises of the argument will be either well-established abstract pro osi:
tions, or hypothetical propositions that are to be tested. While each propogitign in
the argument may consist of nothing more than a statement of a relationshi
b_etvyeen two concepts, a set of such propositions provides the explanation bp
linking the lower-level concepts, associated with the described patte :
abstract theoretical concepts. priem fomore
The retroductive research strategy seeks to explain a pattern by locating the
causal m?chaxlism that produces it. The pattern of association betweengtwo
concepts is usually viewed as entailing a direction of influence, and the existence
of a causal mechanism provides the explanation for the influe’nce For example
the explanation of the association berween religion and occupation. which waIsj 0;'
concbern to Weber (1958) as part of his account of the rise of capitalism in Europe
cwaonrkff explained by the mechanism of the meaning particular social actors gave r(;
This type of causal explanation should not be confused with more common
forms which, while not fitting neatly into any of these three research straregies
comes closest to the deductive strategy. The classical conception involve e
and an effect, and is based on four principles: e

¢ temporal order in which the cause must precede the effect;
v' . . . x
° agsoclnlauon which requires thar the two events occur together;
5 i gt S
: ee 1mmanonqu alternatives in order to be able to claim that the effect was
ue to the specified cause and not something else; and

3 While Weber did

not frame his ey ion in this way, it i i
& s explanation in this way, it is possible ro reconstruct his concern with

e meaning of wy I o C i 1 Xample w € faken up again er
g of work as a causal v echanism. his exa pl ill pag in .
f b ken Ater.
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e making sense of the causal relationship in terms of broader theorerical ideas or
assumptions.

Another version involves not just one cause but a sequence or chain of events or
variables which cumulatively produce the effect. While it is normally expressed in
diagrammatic form and/or in statistical models rather than as a deductive argu-
ment, this view of causal explanation does much the same as a deductive
argument: they both involve connected sequences of relationships between
concepts, which together produce an explanation. :

The fourth research strategy is different from the other three in that it is the only
one that specifically addresses the objective of understanding. Abduction is the
logic of enquiry in which the researcher, at least initially, takes on the role of
learner and seeks to be educated by the people being studied. The initial task is to
learn about their form of life and the way they conceptualize and make sense of it.
With this knowledge as an ingredient, the researcher may then proceed to rede-
scribe lay accounts of the social world in social scientific language. The objective
is to both describe and understand the problem at hand.

Whereas explanation is concerned with abstract patterns of relationships in
deductive arguments or causal sequences, understanding is concerned with the
reasons social actors give for their actions. The focus is not so much on the
explanations that the researcher constructs but on the explanations social actors
can offer and which can be used by the social researcher to construct a social
scientific account of their activiry.

Prediction The objective of prediction in research is to make claims about what
should happen under certain conditions. Prediction needs to be distinguished from
prophecy; the latter makes claims about what will happen in the future while the
former makes claims about what will happen if certain laws or mechanisms
operate under certain conditions (Popper 1961: 128). Prediction involves time
only in the sense that, whenever particular laws or mechanisms operate under the
specified conditions, the predicted outcome can be expected. Therefore, the pos-
sibility of prediction is dependent on the state of knowledge at a particular time.

Prediction can be achieved in two ways: in terms of well-established patterns of
association between concepts (as in the inductive research strategy); or by shifting
the emphasis in a theoretical argument (as in the deductive research strategy). In
the case of established partterns, whenever one part of a relationship is present, it
can be expected that the other part will also be present. For example, if it has been
consistently established that juvenile delinquents come from broken homes, then
locating particular juvenile delinquents can lead to the prediction that they will be
found to have come from broken homes, or, alternatively, that children from
broken homes are likely to become delinquents.

Some writers have argued that the logic involved in explanation and prediction
is essentially the same; it is just a matter of where the emphasis is put and what
can be taken as given (Popper 1959, 1961; Hempel 1966). This claim is based on
the assumption that a set of propositions that has been used as an explanation of
an observed pattern can also be used to predict another pattern. For example, if an
explanation has been constructed to explain why the suicide rate is low in a
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country in which a particular religion is predominant, and if religion has been
shown in the deductive argument to be related to suicide rares (as Durkheim
claimed to have esta blished), then it is possible to predict that other countries of a
similar religious composition will have similar suicide rates (see the discussion of
Homans’s (1964) reconstruction of Durkheim’s theory of suicide in chapter 4),
Writers who have advocated the retroductive research strategy (e.g. Bhaskar,
1979) have argued that prediction is only possible in closed systems, perhaps only

it follows that prediction is not possible i
in terms of causal mechanisms s possible,
the conditions under which a mect
As the natural sciences also ope
controlled experiments, the advocates of this position also claj icti

n the social sciences, While explanation
there is no scope for prediction because
hanism operates can never be fully established,

Change Research that adopts the objective of change endeavours to intervene in
the social world to bring about partial or major changes, either in conjunction with
the reseprch itself, or as a consequence of the research ourcomes, Change can only
be achieved with confidence if the actjons taken are based on those that a well-
established explanation or :mderstand;ng would suggest. However, the process of
intervention itself can be used as a learning process. Knowledge of a phenomenon
can be developed in a trial and error process, as intervention is conducted in stages.
What s learnt from one stage can be used to decide what action to take in the next
stage. The outcome can be understanding and explanation, as well as change. In
fact, some philosophers of science (e.g. Popper) have argued that this trial and error
process is the only way scientific knoleedge can be advanced; thar all research
involves the use of ‘piecemeal technology’ rather than gigantic leaps into unknown
rerrimrj, Nevertheless, it is possible to distinguish berween intervention thatis used
primarily for the purpose of advancing knowledge, and intervention that tries to
change the world; between purely scientific concerns or essenti
tical concerns; between basic research and applied research.
The ‘action research’ tradition has the joint objectives of incre
and changing some aspect of the world at the same time,
conventﬂlonal rescarch in that the researcher may take the role of facilitator or
resourca person to help a group of people change their own situation from the
inside, rather than the researcher adopting the role of outside expert who tries to
bring about change by ‘external’ intervention (see e.g. Winter 1987, 1989; McNiff
1988; Oja and Smulyan 1989; Whyte 1991; Stringer 1996; Zuber-Skerrit 1996)
Some schools of social theory (e.g. critical theory and feminist
argued that change is the fundamental objectiv
objectives must serve that of the eman

ally social or poli-

asing knowledge
It differs from more

theory) have
¢ of social science; all other
cipation of oppressed groups. Therefore,

cgarded as an add-on stage in research, it
has been regarded by some as being ei

nowledge, or the only legitimate form of social science.
ence, intervention research may adopt ‘outside’ or ‘inside’ methods; it may be
one to a group or community at the researcher’s initiative, or on behalf of
SOmeope else, or it may be done in conjunction with, or as a result of the initiative
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m ,
of, a group or community. In the latter case, it is directed towards rhlc goals tb]f,l-)
h1’v; defined or have been helped to define. This type of research is usually
referred to as ‘participatory action research’ (c?(/hytf: 1h991). e fisncsda st

i ; g be done ‘top down’, thus servin
Intervention research can also f 3 i
i the powerless. Hence, it may
‘bottom up’ by serving the needs o s. He ay |
ey v i dical’ ! ive’. Radical interventionist
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viewed loosely as either ‘radi - : ) L
i i ch that is designed to improve
research is emancipatory resear : o e
i ciety and to replace oppressive regimes erm
less powerful sections of society S Faee
; Bhaskar 1979, 1986). Some radica
1971, 1987; Fay 1975, 1987; B ; : 7 g
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i vercome it. A major examp
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i itical theory (Fay 1987; Haberma ¢
research is that based on criti : : ‘ e
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i i : ilitate action. ‘
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More conservative versions of intervention research can behfound tk)n fields i
e i izati may be conce
izati : While some organizational researc
as organizational change. ( : g R
i i working environment, an :
with producing a more humane . : g
emplcfyees generally the ultimate concern is to bring about changes th
$ N9
achieve greater productivity and efficiency.

. . " . .
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5 S . «
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. h . = .
n ﬂClIlEVlll LEI[E]]‘II p()llcy or pl() ramme 0¢I|S. Evdluatio lCSEﬂICi] COlllpaIeS
g
. ¢
Wlltlt 15 Wl[ll VVha( Should be (\XJCLSS 19;2. 6). Ihe pmp()se 0‘ evaluaton
resea Cll 1S to measure l’l]e eﬂects Of a [)](3 am against the (33[5 It set out to
‘“‘C()“lphSh as a means Of COIltlIbu[ ng to S“bseque”t dECIS]( n lllﬂ!:“lg E!h out [lle
l . E . ) ‘J:, .
Ptog[ﬂ]“ an ““p'c 'i“g uture Fmg"””“”“g ( €1s§ 1S ' 2' )-
EVd]Ua[lOﬂ 1esearch has many uses:

to continue or discontinue a programme; .

to improve a programme’s practices and p‘rocedures, -

to add or drop specific programme strategies and techniques;

to institute similar programmes elsewbere; 5o

to allocate resources amongst competing programmes; anw N
to accept or reject a programme approach or theory (Weiss 2z 3
Bulmer 1986: 156).

: ; e —
However, Weiss has argued that, in practice, ‘evaluation is most ofteg‘cacli[:gdismns
? .
help with decisions about improving programs. Go/no go, live or die ;
; ) £ 17)
are relatively rare’ (1972: 17). ‘ .‘ i ueriia
Evaluation research seeks answers to questions postfi by deulglonIOVidiné
not academics. However, as Levine (1987: 30-1) has pointed out, in p
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decision-makers with analysed information, the evaluation researcher has to
accept that these decisions are likely to be made according to poorly specified
personal, political and national goals.

In arguing for ‘responsive constructivist evaluation’, Guba and Lincoln (1989)
have shifted the focus from decision-makers to the claims, concerns and issues of
stakeholders. The latter include any groups whose stake may be placed in jeo-
pardy by the evaluation. Their concern is to adopt an approach that will make it
possible to take the concerns of all stakeholders into account.

There are two types of evaluation research: formative evaluation, in which
built-in monitoring or continuous feedback is used during the implementation
of a policy as a basis for helping to improve it; and summative evaluation, which
is conducted after a policy has been implemented to establish its overall effective-
ness in achieving the original goals,

Pawson and Tilley (1997) have identified four main perspectives on evaluation
research: the experimental (Campbell and Stanley 1963a; Cook and Campbell
1979); the pragmatic (Weiss 1972, 1976; Weiss and Bucuvalas 1980); the natur-
alistic (Guba and Lincoln 1989); and the pluralist (Cronbach 1963, 1982; Rossi
and Freeman 1985). The first on the scene in the 1960s, the experimental per-
spective, used classical or quasi-experimental procedures to try to establish
whether change is the result of the planned intervention. In the wake of disap-
pointing results from this first phase, the pragmatic perspective became less
ambitious and advocated the careful use of any kind of sound research. The
naturalistic perspective took a different turn and saw evaluation as a matter of
negotiation between stakeholders with different interpretations (constructions) of
a programme. The pluralists called for greater depth and breadth in programme
evaluation by examining the way programmes are conceptualized, dealing with
both institutional and individual diagnoses of the problem and focusing on out-
come effectiveness. Pawson and Tilley have added a fifth perspective, realistic
evaluation, based on scientific realism (see chapter 4), for which they claim
superiority over the other perspectives. They have provided eight rules for the
conduct of evaluation research.

Commonly used tools in both evaluation research and impact assessment are

needs analysis and cost-benefit analysis. However, it is because of the deficiencies
In cost-benefit analysis, due to s narrow economic focus, thar the develop-

ment of both social impact assessment and environmental impact assessment has
occurred,

{mpact assessment  Impact assessment (IA) has been defined as ‘the process of

identifying the future consequences of a current or proposed action’ (Becker 1997:

2). In the case of social impact assessment (SIA), these consequences are related

0 “indjvidyals, organizations, institutions and society as a whole’ (Becker

1997:. 123). Following the definition of SIA in the United States by the Inter-

Organizational Committee op Guidelines and Principles (1994), Burdge and
anclay have included cultural as well as social impacts. They include

all social apg cultur,

: al consequences to human populations of any public and private
actions that aleer ¢

he way in which people live, work, play, relate to one another,

Research Objectives

[0 meet ﬂlf“ “CEdS and genem]l\v cope as me bers of soc . l
organisc N m ety. Cullum
X 3 e Lo Lg
acts IMvolve changes to norr vaiu ‘ﬂd beli or indwiduals a
mp 2 norms alues, a eliefs l lld dL ll l'!l Ulde
‘“I'd I thlh‘lllSe tlle ! COglllth of themselves Ellld [llC r society Bll[dgﬁ' ar d V‘]”Clgy

1995: 32)

Becker limited his definition of SIA to future consequences .of p}-esszr;cr] (t);
proposed actions. The assessment of the consequences of past ac:.lOllcsoicems 3
be part of evaluation research. However,.bccause of the fPa'ercu,l]_; g iple
the practice of SIA, it is possible to worlf v.nth a broader de lI'ilFlOl'l. e S
be concerned with assessing or predlctl'ng the demographic, soc15) e i men;
institutional, community and psychological impacts of resource evECiES i
and large-scale construction projects, as well as social or economic po
programmes. The tasks of SIAs are to:

e assess and predict potential impacts;
e mitigate and monitor these impacts; and ‘
o audit and analyse the impacts of past actions.

Social impact assessment attempts to complgment the stud)( cl>f nadtur;aclio?ercl;fgr:};
sical, environmental impacts with i.nformatlon on the social and s iy
impacts which may be associated \vnl'f a new project, policy or progcrho[o ié:ﬂ o
impacts, or alterations in living conditions, include cha'nge'? in p;ycrion gdisn-gbu_
physiological factors, community processes, and changes in the produ :

tion and consumption of goods and services. (Bulmer 1986: 146)

For example, a major road construction sc‘h.eme may leadl tol popul:;grlhrzrc:;:;
ments, the fragmentation of social communities, psy.chologu:]a :z:reszisadvamages
in property values. Similarly, a new social wel_fare pollgy ma(){f ea roto i
among groups that it was supposed to benefit. SIA will en (;:avoftf:r ey
range and extent of such impacts; it can be used to trade off tt T
the project (e.g. reduced traffic congestion and qcmdenrsl} against s Luns
An important aspect of social impact assessment is the re ative gain s
that particular groups in a community or society are likely to exl:lverlence o
of a construction project. Some form ofcomp?_nsatlon forsuch ossessmlg
built into the costing of the project (see also Finsterbusch 1.983, ]?8 l). —

In many ways, SIA has grown out of the related flnd mcreasn?g y.sair o
field of environmental impact assessment (EIA). Whlle_the lattffrsI prim ct}; Ad
cern is with the natural and biophysical impacts of major physw(:; Erctn:he iatm
now generally accepted that ETA and SIA are complementary and tha

the former. o

mftnz‘;igizzi?i);itinn of EIA is the assessment pf the impacg of a planned ac:slvg(t));
on the environment. However, it can be con_celved more »\]ndely. as a ;r)lgonc)?c Lo
identifying, predicting and evaluating the blogeographlga  socio eclgr e
human health and welfare consequences qf l{nplemennn.g_ partlct v e
(Wathern 1988). The ultimate purpose is to 1nd1cat§ to dec1510;11-ma (irt o
consequences of their action, and, therefore, to improve the quality i
decisions (Wathern 1988; Ortolano and Shepherd 1995).
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The positive influences of EIA are:

withdrawal of unsound projects;

legitimation of sound projects;

selection of improved lecations;

reformulation of-plans, for example land use;

redefinition of goals and responsibilities of project proponents (van de Gron-
den 1994: 12-18; Ortolano and Shepherd 1995: 8-9).

e @ & ¢ o

Relationships among Research Objectives

The four research objectives of exploration, description, explanation and predic-
tion can occur as a sequence in terms of both the stages and the increasing
complexity of research. Exploration usually precedes description, and description
is necessary before explanation or prediction can be attempted. Exploration may
be necessary to provide clues abourt the patterns that need to be described in a
particular phenomenon. The sequence, beginning with the description of patterns,
and followed by an explanation of why they occur, is central in any form of social
research. Description of what is happening leads to questions or puzzles about why
it is happening, and this calls for an explanation or some kind of understanding.

The importance of description is often underrated in research, with explanation
being seen as the ultimate goal. However, without adequate description there may
be nothing to explain; it is necessary to be sure what the patterns or regularities are
before any attempt is made to explain them. In addition, some forms of explanation
for example, pattern explanations, are nothing more than complex descriptions. 1t
has been argued that explanation works ‘not by involving something beyond what
might be described, but by putting one fact or law in relation to others’ (Kaplan
1964: 329). This is known as the ‘pattern’ model of explanation and is character-
istic of the inductive research strategy (to be discussed in chapter 4).

There are a variety of views on the relationship between explanation and
prediction. It is possible to make predictions without having an explanation of a
phenomenon. This kind of prediction relies on well-established generalizations
about patterns of relationships between concepts, sometimes referred to as statist-
ical laws. It is a common belief that the natural sciences aim ro establish universal
laws about the regularities in the natural world, laws that are claimed to hold at
all times and in all places. Whether it is possible to establish such laws in the social
sciences is a matter of considerable dispute. What might be claimed is that the
sacial sciences can establish patterns or regularities, but that these are limited in
time and space. The concept of statistical law refers to such regularities,

While some philosophers have argued that these patterns provide a basis for
explanation, others have argued that it is necessary to find the mechanism that
produces such patterns before explanation can be achieved (see chapter 4). How-
ever, the description of patterns or relationships between concepts can be used for
prediction.

The objectives of evaluation and impact assessment share much in common,
They, together with intervention, constitute the main fields of applied research. As

Research Objectives

we have seen, a major distinguishing feature of applied research T that t[ has a*f
sponsor and/or client. lts goals are either set by the sponsor, f)r ar? }:1& ot](:t.:)dn;;ezs
negotiation between the sponsor and researcher, m.'nd its outcomes uv? t" it
the concerns of the client. While it may l>c.p055|blg to Mm“p'tljm ua zoonl .
impact assessment from an athcorctic?l point qf view, l?y bl;l ing on - Lr-
descriptive research base and side-stepping the objectives of exp LiﬂaflOH or ,(',S;in
standing, sophisticated evaluation and impact assessment neec t(;3 us(:ie e,IO Cdg
theories. If relevant theories are not avallahlvc, 'they will {mtd tod e” eve- p n:
Because applied research is normally dene within severe time an Iruourc.c c:i)tS
straints, there is pressure to take short cuts to avlmd these essentia cor:np?rr;i a“.
Good applied research has to draw or:iw}fli»estanlnllsllcd theories, because, a 2
' ing as practical as a good theory. )
thi?islsuzrifilygthatahe whole gambit of objectives can be or pegd to be tm:fkled 12
most research projects, and certainly not w:tl}m the |1m|ta.mo!15 0h pos
graduate research, Previous research may have achnevc'd some ob|ect1vcls t.fat cag
be used as a background in a particular r'esearch‘ project. For exam};;"e, i E,;)oin
descriptive research has already beer} done in the fleld, it may l;e possi h.e troiES Ere
with an explanatory objective, or if wlcll-esm‘bhshcd jand. re evfan’t theo g
available, it may be possible to engage directly in the ob}ecnves'ohc umge,dauauate
tion or impact assessment. But, to repeat an earlier comment, wit mft;m g'ei?ive;
descriptive base, it is not possible to begin to pursue the other research ob) B

Research Objectives and Questions

Each of the eight research objectives is related to a particular type of research
question. If we take some imaginary social process as an example, t}-ne tbree types
of research questions would be associated with the eight research objectives are as

follows.

Exploration What might be happening?
What people are involved? In what way?
Description What is happening?

What people are involved? In what way?
Understanding  Why is it happening?

Explanation Why is it happening?
Prediction What is likely to happen? .
Change How can it be made to be different?

d ?
What has happened? Why did it happen? ' ’
What have been, or are likely to be, its individual, social an
environmental consequences? Why have these consequences
occurred?

Evaluation
Assessment

. : 4 t
The objectives of understanding and explanation,” and, to a.less‘crhezctte’n;
evaluation and impact assessment, arc the only ones that require "why -typ

4 wr y . . sy
While iH!d(‘L‘-MHdI‘“L{ and [‘AP‘[‘UM“{)H entail the same kind of reseguh (.'LIC.SH() , it is necessary to
€ separ § resed iectives as they answer "wa uestions in different ways.

ki ep them separate a res arch Oh) crives a hey answer ‘wiy g
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questions. Change is the only objective that requires *how’-type questions. All the
other objectives have questions beginning with ‘what’, or their questions can be
transposed into this form. They are, thérefore, either descriptive in nature, or
involve comparisons between situations in the present, berween a present and a
past situation, or between a present situation and a desired future, To avoid the
confusion that can result from other question wording, for example the pursuit of
the objectives of description or explanation with questions that commence with
‘how?’, this three-category classification of questions should be followed.

Conclusion

By way of summary, let me review the key points that emerge from this discussion
of the role of research questions in social research.

o All research projects are built on the foundation of research questions.

e Research questions define the nature and scope of a research project.

e Research questions can be grouped into three main types, ‘what’, ‘why’ and
‘*how’ questions.

o The three types of questions form a sequence for the research process; ‘what’
questions followed by ‘why’ questions followed by *how’ questions.

e Many research objectives require ‘what’ questions. It is only the aims of under-
standing and explanation, and possibly evaluation and impact assessment, that
require ‘why’ questions, and the aim of change that requires ‘how’ questions.
The importance of answering ‘what’ questions should not underestimated.
The developmental nature of a research design should not be used as an excuse
to avoid the effort required to formulate appropriate research questions.

e While the process of developing a set of research questions can be the most
challenging part of any research project, techniques are available to assist the
process.

e Research questions are what the research is designed to answer, not the ques-
tions asked of respondents or participants.

o The aim of the literature review is to indicate what the state of knowledge is
with respect to each research question, or group of questions.

e Hypotheses are our best guesses at answering ‘why’ and, possibly, ‘how’ ques-
tions.

e If required, hypotheses should be derived from the literature review, particu-
larly from theory or research results. On rare occasions, a theory may have to
be generated.

o In some research, hypotheses may emerge, and be tested, in the course of the
data collection and analysis.

As an aid to the conception, clarification and classification of research ques-
tions, it is useful to think about a research project in terms of its objectives. These
objectives are not a list of the activities the researcher is going to carry out. Rather,
they can be either the analytical or the practical aims of a project.

4

Strategies for Answering
Research Questions

Every inquiry must start sonewhere. (Kaplan 1964)

Introduction

Having established a set of research questions, the next task is to devise ways to
answer them. The approach taken to answering research questions depends on the
type of question. Answering a ‘what’ question is usually easier than answering a
‘why’ or ‘how’ question. “What' questions can be dealt with‘ by making appro-
priate observations or measurements, i.e. collecting appropriate data,' and rhe.n
producing descriptions based on them. However, this process is not as simple as it
sounds; descriptions of what we believe we have observed may not be, perhaps
cannot be, pure descriptions. The observer, as an active participant in the process,
has to make many decisions before a description can be produced, and cannot
avoid imposing concepts and categories.

Answers to ‘how’ questions require a different kind of description; a possible
state of affairs has to be described and ideas about how to get there have to
be provided. As we saw in chapter 3, ‘how’ questions usually require answers
to related ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions, either in the research being undertaken,
or in previous research. Unless a good undcrstandins of the nature (?f the
phenomenon being investigated has already been achieved, and why it be-
haves the way it does, it is difficult, undesirable and even dangerous to begin to
propose any form of intervention. However, the monitoring of limited fnterven-
tions in ‘safe’ situations (i.e. ones that will not have ethically undesirable or
socially unacceptable consequences) is one way of discoyering answers 1o
‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. Action research is such a learning process. | will
come back to the ways of answering ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions later in
the chapter. In the meantime, I want to concentrate on how to answer ‘why’
questions.

The main problem in answering ‘why’ questions is where to look for the answers.
How we deal with this will determine where the research process begins and how it
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Figure 4.1 Research strategies

will proceed. Answering them involves dealing with theory in one form or
another; explanation and understanding require either a theory or a very
complex description. Hence ‘why’ questions present us with complex issues and
choices.

There is a daunting array of possibilities. Are the answers to be found by
collecting data and generalizing from them, by finding a suitable theory that
will provide some hypotheses to test, by searching for underlying causal mechan-
isms, or by seeking social actors’ meanings and interpretations? The choice made
from alternatives such as these will depend on the research strategy that is
adopted. A research strategy, sometimes called a logic of enquiry, provides a
starting-point and set of steps by means of which ‘what’ or ‘why’ questions can
be answered. Research strategies differ in their:

ontological assumptions; -
starting-points;

steps or logic;

use of concepts and theory;

styles of explanation and understanding; and

the status of their products.

I scI{m]l d1sc1.155 four .research strategies; the inductive, deductive, retroductive
an aba'uf:twe (see figure 4.1). Each strategy has connections with particular
philosophical and theorerical traditions, i.e. approaches to social enquiry
(see Blaikie 1993a). As a preamble to their elaboration, the following

pnrable. is presented as a way of exploring the characteristics of the research
strategies,

A Parable of Four Paradigms: |

A Parable of Four Paradigms: Part |

Imagine you are a member of a group of social scientists that has just arrived on a
strange planet inhabited by human-like creatures. It appears that these creatures
have a sophisticated form of social life, although it bears little resemblance to that
anywhere on Earth. The task of your group is to begin to describe and understand
this totally different form of social life and to discover what kinds of social
problems they experience. A major difficulty that confronts you is to know
where to begin and how to proceed.

Perhaps, one day, social scientists may be faced with the same problem of
understanding the social life of creatures from outer space. However, variations
of this dilemma are encountered in much social research. This example just
happens to be at the extreme end of a continuum, the other end of which is the
everyday social world or worlds that the researcher inhabits. Between the very
unfamiliar and the very familiar lies a range of forms of social life, each with its
own challenges for the social researcher.

One of the dangers of conducting research in one’s own society is to assume
that, because it is familiar, research can proceed in a straightforward manner.
However, societies of any size and complexity are heterogeneous in terms of
worldviews, culture and lifestyles, and, in many cases, in language as well. In
today’s world, the fact of large-scale inter-country migration exacerbates this
complexity. Normally, members of such societies, as well as social scientists,
will experience only a limited range of this diversity. This means that social
scientists are always likely to encounter unfamiliar social territory.

A consequence of this diversity and limited individual experience is that social
research is much more complex than is frequently implied by textbooks on social
rescarch methods. The researcher has to develop an adequate acquaintance with
the variety of sub-worlds that are present. The dominant ways of doing social
research do not usually give this sufficient recognition,

To address the problem of where to begin and how to proceed, I want to explore
the four major research strategies that are available in the social sciences, and to
relate them to social research practice. These four strategies constitute four differ-
ent ways of generating new social scientific knowledge. They provide fundamen-
tally different procedures, with different starting-points and steps or stages that
follow.

I believe that the choice of a research strategy is fundamental to any research
design. This is because the research strategy has a large bearing on all the other
decisions that have to be made in planning and designing a research project. To
introduce the basic principles of the four research strategies, I have constructed a
parable that reverses the situation in the opening paragraph of this section of the
chapter. It reports a visit to Earth of some social scientists from outer space. The
first part of the parable follows here; the second part will be found in chapter 7. If,
after reading the first part of the parable, you feel you would like to read the two
parts together, I invite you to do so. It was originally written that way. However,
as some of the ideas may be unfamiliar, you may prefer to read each section in the
context to which it relates. Of course, you may prefer to do it both ways!
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Social Scientists from Outer Space

ane upon a time in the recent future, a craft arrived from outer space with a party of
alien social scientists on board. Visits to Earth by inhabitants from the planet of Jarak
Jauh (]]) had occurred previously, but this was the first time that one had been made u
of social scientists. Of course, the first visits to Earth had been greeted with both greaF:
a}arm and curiosity. Obviously, it took some time before even elementary communica-
tion could be established, and then only with a few localized groups of Earthlings. Later
visits ;vere tolerated as the intentions of the Jarak Jauhans (|Jans) turned oﬁt'to be
zzzzertﬂiatBiz::se visits to |J were being planned, every effort was made to maintain
On this visit, the ]Jans landed in the spacious grounds of a university campus, and
after some difficult negotiations with the university authorities, due to communic'ation'
problems, permission was given to roam freely about most of the campus. Because the
were such a curiosity, the students tried to communicate with them in order to | A
about life on J)." o
As aresult of their previous visits, the Jans had gained some ideas about the physical
features and flora and fauna on Earth, and they were aware of the physical fo[rp'n: and
some individual behaviour of Earthlings. However, they had not achieved any under-
standing of their social and cultural forms and patterns, nor of how and wh Zrt' I
human behaviour and social relationships occur. PPTERE
The aim of this expedition was to compare Earthly social life with that on JJ and to
see if this would help the JJans to find new ways of dealing with their social problem
They had set themselves some very general questions. " )

What are the dominant patterns of social relationships on Earth?

Why do such patterns exist?
To what extent have these patterns changed over time?

What have been the consequences of these changes?

However, they realized that while these questions satisfied the authorities on J) that

W lfundlng‘the expedition, they would need to focus their research on some more
specific questions.

.Some navigation problems on the final descent forced the JJans to land on an open
are:;l:hatl turned out to be the sports fields of the campus. It was not immediately clear
to them just where they had landed and what Earthly activities were taking place there.

) : o
deg:is::e:!' of Cl:;'.OSl.(y was, of course, how JJans reproduce. The students decided to set up a
o ;: |‘;)n anf invited rhe _Jj:ms to participate. The ] Jans selected two members of the expedition
i rllx L(‘lnts ménd l::bwdlllLHg married couple from among their colleagues. The JJan pair stomi
ch other and rubbed their antennae together. After i i f
; some time, a drawer opened in the fi

one of them and a baby JJan was lif ‘he E i . o5 bty

ifted out. The Earthling pair th vided thei i
Py g B g pa en provided their demonstration.

N ns asked where the baby was; they v i

vere told it was necessary it ni
s _ ; they ry to wait nine
e Dfi['il;l:‘c)f rh;n as!;led what all !he hurry was at the end. (Adapted with appreciation from the joke

p conducted by the BBC World Service and a listener from the south of France.)

A Parable of Four Paradigms: |

This was only partially revealed in the course of their research. However, they decided
to confine their investigations to the campus precincts as this allowed them to live on
their spacecraft and to move about without needing to use their personal rocket

" transporters.

For many years on )] there had been raging debates about the best way to advance
knowledge of their culture, social life, social institutions and social structures. The
protagonists gradually formed themselves into four paradigmatic research communities
known as the Inductivists, the Deductivists, the Retroductivists and the Abductivists.
When the expedition to Earth was planned, the authorities agreed to include teams
from each of these social scientific communities. The idea was to use the research on
Earth to establish the relative merits of these paradigms, and their accompanying
research strategies, for advancing knowledge of social life on ]J. Therefore, the visitors
decided to do their research on the campus in the four teams, each one using what it
regarded as the best strategy of social research.

Exploration

Before they started the serious stage of their research, the JJans sent out an explora-
tory party to select the aspects of human social life on which they would focus. They
accepted the idea that any comparison of the four research strategies must be made on
the same research problem. The exploratory party consisted of the leader and an
elected representative from each of the four teams. They met and agreed to focus
attention on the human activities in the confined spaces that the Earthlings inhabited on
the campus, as well as on the types of Earthlings to be found in them. The members of
the party made a number of excursions around the campus individually, recording what
they observed on their wrist-communicating computers. After an agreed period, they
met to consolidate their observations and to prepare a report for their colleagues.
The Jjans had discovered that the inhabitants of this part of Earth ranged in age.
However, most of the Earthlings appeared to be young, although a few were older. Some
of the older Earthlings behaved differently from the younger ones. This was most evident
in the spaces in which they met during the ‘lights’, and sometimes in the ‘darks'.* The
Earthlings usually met together for a ‘chime’, and sometimes for longer periods.4
These spaces varied in size, and, therefore, in the numbers of Earthlings that
gathered in them. Some spaces were very large with up to 500 Earthlings present at

2 JJan physiology had become adapted to this technology such that unaided movement over distances
of more than a kilometre was no longer physically possible.

3 On JJ, the alternating intervals between day and night are called ‘lights’ and ‘darks’, and a
combination of one cycle is called a ‘lark’. They had noted that the length of a ‘lark’ on Earth was
very much shorter than on J].

* The exploratory party had observed some regularities in the duration that the groups of Earthlings
met together and they decided to define a unit of time as being equivalent to the shortest normal
duration. They had also noticed that the start of each interval usually corresponded with a chiming
sound from a tall part of one structure. The number of chimes changed at the beginning of each period,
starting with one and then increasing by one each time, until they reached twelve. Then the cycle
repeated itself. They therefore decided to call each interval a ‘chime’, with the number of chimes
identifying a particular period during the ‘light’ or ‘dark’.
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a time. At the other extreme, there were small spaces in which only two or thre
Earthlings would meet. However, for most of the time in these latter spaces ther:
wm;ld be only one ?,f the older Earthlings present. In between these two exiremes the
exploratory party had found a varie i i o
= i number: e presentz of other spaces of different sizes and with
In most of the large spaces, the younger Earthlings sat in row i -
ob]t.acts on which they put things they had broughtgwith them, asnj e»tlhr;ghﬂ:;etozl::j
d-unng the time they were there. The rows rose in steps so that each row was); lictle
hlg!ier than the one in front. An older Earthling usually stood at the front of these rows
facing the younger Earthlings, and behind an object on which it placed the things it haci
brought. The older Earthlings seemed to be trying to communicate something to th
younger Earthlings that sat fairly quietly listening and, at the same time making m I-:e
on the thin white sheets that they had brought with them. ' RS
. The exploratory party also found three other kinds of specialized spaces. The first
kind had flat floors on which flat-topped objects were arranged in rows andI;:r around
th(aT outside edges. The younger Earthlings stood or sat behind them. These flat-topped
ob!ects were larger and higher than those in the other spaces. On top were arraI:\ped
objects of many shapes and sizes. The number of young Earthlings in these spaces fva
usually limited and their activities were different. While they sometimes facedpthe oldes
Ear.thling that stood on one side of the space, for the most partEhey did things with thr
9b|ects on the flat tops, either singly or in twos or threes. The older Earthglin somee
times .faced the younger Earthlings, sometimes walked around the space algnd wa;
sometimes absent. The periods the Earthlings spent in these specialized sp;ces were
found to be longer than those spent in the other spaces. The JJans also noticed th
these spaces were concentrated in particular areas. e
.The _second kind of specialized space was moderate in size, While it shared some
things in common with some other spaces of this size, there were some special
features. The floors were also flat, but the flat-topped objects behind whicE the
younger Earthlings sat had on them what looked like very primitive and clums
computers, with very primitive means of operating them. It was very rare to find thz
older Earthlings in these spaces, although one would sometimes wander around and
seemed to offer help to the younger Earthlings. On rare occasions, they noticed that
\t:}:hbi:avic:;tr inEthe:; spaces resembled that in some of the ot£er si‘milar-sized spaces
i e older Earthlings standing i i '
s thengl nding in front of the younger ongs, apparently trying to
The third kind of specialized space was very different. Several of them were grouped
togethe_r as well as being stacked on top of each other. They had many small ﬂatg-to ped
ob|e.cts in them at which the younger Earthlings sat individually. Usually each object ﬁ:d a
barr}er around three sides that prevented neighbouring Earthlings from seeing what that
pgrtlcular Earthling was doing. These spaces also contained rows of tall narriw obje
with limited space between them. These tall objects had a number of horizon:ajl ﬂC::
sgrfaces on each side, on which there were many bound sets of white sheets, almost all
different. The younger Earthlings took these bound sheets, placed them on r'he objects
vfthere they sat, opened them, and spent a long time locking through them. At the slame
time, they also recorded strange symbols on their white sheets. There wére usually no
older Earthlings in these spaces, although the ]Jans noted that there were a few nea yth
one opening through which the younger Earthlings went in and out. e

A Parable of Four Paradigms: |

The exploratory party spent many ‘larks’ gathering information. In addition to digital
photographic evidence, they brought back some artefacts with them, for example some
of the things that the younger Earthlings had taken with them to these spaces and had
left behind, and a few of the bound sheets.

The JJans who had remained on the craft during this exploratory period of research
were very impressed with what their colleagues had discovered. They asked many
questions about what the Earthlings were doing. Apart from being able to describe
what they had seen, the exploratory party was unable to answer most of the questions,
although they offered comments based on their knowledge of JJan social life.*

After presenting the findings of this exploratory research to their colleagues, the JJan
social scientists discussed what they thought should be investigated in the next stage of
their work. They eventually decided to concentrate on the activities that occurred in
the various spaces on campus. They settled on the topic:

‘Social Interaction in Enclosed Spaces on Earth’

Because these activities continued for many hours nearly every ‘light’, and sometimes
during the ‘dark’, and involved many Earthlings, although mostly younger ones, they
concluded that they must be very important. Hopefully, they could learn something
about a very common activity on the part of Earth on which they had inadvertently

landed.

The Application of Four Research Strategies

The Inductive team

The Inductive team was feeling very confident because the exploratory work had
already provided them with a great deal of information and some ideas about the
range of things that they needed to observe. They decided to make many observations,
to collect copious amounts of data, and then to produce some generalizations that they
hoped would describe the patterns of life on this part of Earth. They believed that if their
observations were systematic, and if they used objective procedures, they would be able
to regard their generalizations as true descriptions of the laws of Earthly social life.
They formulated two general research questions to guide their activities:

What do Earthlings do in these confined spaces?

Why do they do it!

As they began their investigations, they tried to avoid making any assumptions about
what was going on, and they certainly rejected the idea of working with any theories or
hypotheses. They believed that in order to produce valid descriptions of what these
Earthlings are doing, they must not interpret what they see. Rather, they must record

5 We need to note here that what the exploratory party saw was expressed in their own language, using

familiar JJan concepts. Their descriptions also contained many
their everyday experiences and professional practices on 1]. Had they been able to translate their
preliminary report into the language of the Earthlings, it is likely that the Earthlings would have found

parts of it strange and unrecognizable.

assumptions that were drawn from |
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what is happening with a completely open mind. To do otherwise would lead to a
distorted account of this social life.

The Inductive team was a little suspicious of some of the observations made by the
exploratory group because some members of it were not committed to this method of
objective observation. Hence, they decided to re-observe the various situations that
had been identified, to collect more detailed data in the process, and, of course, to
observe any other similar situations they might come across. They were keen to record
what they observed by using their own senses and also by using their recording
equipment. In this way, they believed that they would capture the facts as objectively
as possible.

They almost decided to dismiss the idea of talking to the Earthlings, as they believed
that in their approach to social research they should not rely on what participants can
tell them. Instead, they should look for external evidence of the social facts that
constitute the observed regularities in behaviour. In any case, they were aware of the
enormous communication difficulties they would face in attempting to question the
Earthlings. However, they did decide to try to elicit some very basic information by
using a simple structured questionnaire in which each question had a predetermined
set of response categories. They based the questionnaire on a simple version of the
standard one used in social research on ]}, as this would allow them to do comparative
analysis. Of course, constructing the questionnaire required them to translate [Jan
concepts into the language spoken on this part of Earth. While they were able to make
use of the limited knowledge of the language obtained by earlier expeditions, they had
to do some basic work themselves.

Questionnaires were given to a random sample of Earthlings using four strata based
on the main types of larger spaces as the initial sampling units; systematic sampling was
then used within each stratum. They thought that the structured questionnaire might
make it easier for the Earthlings to understand what the researchers wanted to know,
and it would ensure that the same information was obtained from each one. The
questions included: how often they visited each kind of space; what kinds of activities
they engaged in; how long they had been doing these activities; how long they expected
to continue to do them; and whether these activities had changed over time. Of
course, they also wanted to know how old the Earthlings were, which one of the
four sexes they belonged to,® how they had been educated,” how many journeys they
had made into space,® and which research strategy they believed in.” These were the
standard questions asked in all social research on 1)

3 . ; ; : :

h()In JJ, sex is a matter of choice rather than being biologically determined. There are four possible
E n;:cs, to be a male, to be a female, to be neither (and thus not be involved in procreation) and to be

Ot .(Elnd have a ghmce as to what part to play in procreation, perhaps different on different
occasions). The choice thar was made had social consequences, as there were prescribed roles for
each sex. They assumed that Earthlings would have the same four choices.

JJans can choose to rote learn from their book of knowledge, to learn from experience with the
assistance of an Ol.d and wise JJan, or to learn by engaging in research. They assumed that Earthlings
rave the same oprions.

Sta i ined in thi i i i
= tuson JJis determme‘_i in this way, although extra status is achieved every time a JJan is a pilot or
althga“l)r on any of these journeys. They assumed that status on Earth is achieved in the same way,
3 T;Jug; they were not sure how often Earthlings had travelled into space.

e dhopnon of a research strategy is a matter of faith on JJ. It entails beliefs about the nature of
¥: the components that make it up, how these components behave, and whar causes behaviour.

A Parable of Four Paradigms: |

They considered asking the Earthlings to record the answers to the questions on the
wrist-communicating computers that all JJans carried with them, but they thought this
advanced technology might produce response resistance. The wrist computers could
have both dictated the questions by synthesized voice and recorded the verbal
responses onto the database. They therefore resorted to the long since abandoned
manual recording method, realizing that this was going to create extra work in entering
the data into the main computer on the spacecraft.

In addition to using the questionnaire, the Inductive team also made observations of
the Earthlings' behaviour and the spaces in which this behaviour occurred. They used
their wrist computers to provide a checklist of all the items to be observed and to
record this information in a prepared format. Verbal comments were also entered. This
structured method of recording their observations ensured that all observers paid
attention to the same things and recorded their observations consistently. The check-
list included a wide variety of items, as they did not want to prejudge what the
important regularities might be. ;

The fact that the Inductive team had made a prior decision about what should be
recorded caused some consternation in the group as some members saw it as
preventing them from observing with a completely open mind. However, the pragmat-
ists won the day by arguing that, as their time was limited, they could not observe ‘all
the facts’, only the relevant ones. They consoled themselves with the defence that their
wide selection was not based on hypotheses or prejudices, but consisted of a list of
what the exploratory study had shown to be relevant. These were the most obvious
things to observe, and, after all, they were also readily accessible.

As well as recording the kind of behaviour that occurred in these spaces, the
Inductive team documented the starting and finishing time of each occasion on which
a group of Earthlings gathered in a particular space. They also tracked the movements
of as many individuals as possible and tried to see how often the same individuals met
together. While this turned out to be a very complex task, they were determined to
complete it as well as possible within the time limits because they did not want to miss
data that might be important.

The team worked very systematically and efficiently accumulating data. Each evening
they took turns to enter the questionnaire responses into the spaceship’s computer.
After a month of intensive work, they had accumulated a prodigious amount of data and
felt confident that they would be able to produce objective generalizations about the
regularities in the behaviour of the Earthlings in the spaces selected.

The Inductive team confirmed several of the exploratory party's findings, for exam-
ple, the age distribution of Earthlings in the various spaces, and the kinds of activities
that take place in them. In addition, they discovered that:

not all the Earthlings visited all types of spaces;
the Earthlings had regular patterns in their visits to these spaces;

o the modal period of the visits to the large spaces, and some of the smaller spaces,
was one ‘chime’;
the modal period of the visits to some other spaces was three ‘chimes’;

e the period of the visits to the spaces with the computers varied widely;

e there was a reasonably strong correlation between the size of a space and the
number of Earthlings that met in it;
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e in the spaces in which older and younger Earthlings met, the older Earthlings
dominated the activities.

The Inductive team was confident that they had established the important regula-
rities in the Earthling's behaviour and they believed that knowing these patterns allowed
them to explain further observations that they, or future expeditions, might make.
However, as they were not content to let their generalizations rest on this limited
research, they decided to use whatever additional time they had to accumulate more
data to strengthen their conviction that these generalizations were true.

The Deductive team

The Deductive team examined the results of the exploratory study carefully to see if
there was sufficient evidence for the existence of regularities that needed to be
explained. Before commencing their task of explanation, they decided that they needed
to be more confident of the patterns of interaction that occur in these spaces. With the
help of some of the Retroductive team, they set about designing a detailed descriptive
study, using the results of the exploratory study as a guide. How they went about this
was not very different from what the Inductive team had done; they used the same
methods, but their research was more limited in scope. The focus of their attention
was on the dominant forms of behaviour of the younger and older Earthlings, and on
the patterns of relationships between these two kinds of Earthlings in the confined
spaces. In short, they were looking for the external manifestations of the regularities in
Earthling behaviour.

After satisfying themselves that they had a good grasp of these patterns, they
proceeded to construct a number of theories that they hoped would explain .them
One pattern that stood out in the spaces where an older Earthling stood in front of the.
younger ones was that the older one dominated the activities. The younger ones
g'enarally remained passive and made complex marks on many white sheets. In the
bigger spaces where this behaviour occurred, a few young Earthlings appeared not to
be paying attention to the older Earthling; they appeared to communicate quietly with
each other, they seemed to be sleeping or they sometimes threw small objects at each
other. This latter behaviour seemed to be confined to certain groups of young Earth-
lings, but they were not sure what distinguished them except that most of them had
short hair on their heads.

The Deductive team set themselves the following research questions.

Why are there many more younger than older Earthlings meeting together in these
enclosed spaces!
Why do the older Earthlings stand up and the younger ones sit down?

Why do the older Earthlings dominate the activity and the younger ones generally
remain passive!

Why do the older Earthlings read from their white sheets and the younger ones
make marks on theirs?

One member of the Deductive team was given the task of searching the databases
they had brought with them for reports of all research conducted on ]} on interaction
in confined spaces. This JJan was able to find a number of reports as well as some
theories that had been well tested on ]J. However, these theories dealt neither with the
standing and sitting of people of different ages in confined spaces, nor with behaviour
associated with the use of white sheets. The reason for the latter is that these artefacts
are not used on J). These differences posed some problems and forced the Deductive
team to devise a new theory, in fact, a set of theories, one for each research question.
They did get some help from aJan theory about sitting and standing in open spaces, but
it was younger ]Jans who were more likely than older ones to stand in such spaces.
After much discussion, they were able to formulate three theories as arguments based
on a logically related set of propositions. The first was on ‘The Predominance of
Younger Earthlings in Confined Spaces’, the second on ‘Sitting and Standing’, and the
third on ‘Activity and Inactivity’. Only the first theory is reported here.

Theory A: On the Predominance of Younger Earthlings in Confined Spaces

| Life on Earth in open spaces is nasty, brutish and short.

2 Few Earthlings survive beyond ten ‘rounds’.'®

3 In order to ensure their survival, younger Earthlings are required to spend most of
their time in confined spaces.

4 As the survival of societies on Earth requires that some Earthlings spend time in
open spaces, this is done during mid-life.

5 Those few Earthlings that survive their brief time in open spaces are allowed to
return to the protection of confined spaces in their final ‘rounds’.

6 Therefore, there are more younger than older Earthlings in confined spaces.

This theory was based on a meta-theoretical perspective about the physical condi-
tions of JJan survival, and this was adapted to suit the Earthly context. They were not
sure why Earthlings needed to spend time in open spaces or whether the reasons for a
short life in open spaces would be the same as on JJ. However, they found the logic of
the theory to be satisfactory and considered it to be worth testing. To do this, they
predicted that in all the confined spaces on the university campus, young Earthlings
would far outnumber older ones. While they were aware that the exploratory party
had found some small confined spaces that did not conform to their prediction, they
expected that this anomaly was simply an aberration in the selection of the places in
which observations had been made.

To test the theory, they assigned two of their members to visit all confined spaces
twice each ‘lark’, once during the ‘light' and once during the ‘dark’. The ‘lights’ and
‘darks’ were divided into ten equal intervals'! within which an observation was to be
made. The observation time for each space was randomized, and observations were

' JJans refer to the completion of an orbit of their planet around their sun as a ‘round’. While they
suspected that an Earthly ‘round’ might be shorter in length, for the moment they had no choice but to
use the length of a JJ ‘round" in their theory.

11 These intervals corresponded to the way that JJan ‘lights’ and ‘darks’ were subdivided. It did not
occur to these researchers that Earthlings worked with different intervals, or that the ‘chimes’ were a
universal measure of time on Earth.
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made for a period of twenty ‘larks’. The observers were instructed to count the older
and younger Earthlings present at the time. Ratios of older to younger Earthlings would
then be calculated for each interval, for each space, for each ‘lark’, as well as for the
grand total of all spaces.

The Deductive team found abundant evidence consistent with their theory about the
different ratios of older and younger Earthlings in confined spaces. However, they
discovered that the ratios varied depending on the sizes of the confined spaces; the
larger the space the higher the ratio. In general, they found that there was only one
older Earthling to many younger Earthlings in all the spaces, except in the very small
ones. The exception that they had observed in their exploratory research turned out
not to be an aberration. In these very small spaces the older Earthlings were usually
found on their own, or, if not, the ratio was usually I: 1.

The Deductive team believed that by testing their conclusion to this theory they had
tested the theory itself. After all, the conclusion had been derived logically from the
abstract ‘theoretical’ premises; the premises cannot be false if the conclusion is true.
They considered that the exception to the theory that was found in the very small
spaces could be explained in terms of the few older Earthlings that had survived their
time in open spaces being given a small space as a secure place in which to live. They
were visited occasionally by younger Earthlings. What the Deductive team had failed to
notice was that the older Earthlings were usually only in these small spaces during the
‘flights”. This was because they had no similar situations on JJ that would have led them
to expect fluctuating occupancy of such spaces.

The Retroductive team

Like the Deductive team, the Retroductive team also needed to begin its research with
detailed descriptions of the regularities or patterns in Earthling behaviour and social
interaction. Hence, they decided to join forces with the Deductive team for the
first stage of their research. They were interested in the external manifestations of
regularities in Earthling behaviour. Therefore, their descriptions of the behaviour of
Earthlings in confined spaces were identical to those of the Deductive team. However,
when it came to explaining this behaviour, the Retroductive team parted company with
their colleagues. They believed that explanations had to be found in different places,
using a different logic, that is, in the real structures and mechanisms that are respon-
sible for producing observed regularities. They believed that these structures and
mechanisms have an existence independent of social scientists. As these structures
and mechanisms are not usually susceptible to direct observation, their nature and
function has to be first imagined, or modelled, and then evidence for their existence
sought. The process of building the model involves working back from the data
obtained about the observable reality in order to hypothesize what the underlying
reality might be like.

The Retroductive team postulated that Earthling society was based on a structure of
power relations between younger and older members. Because the younger members
outnumbered the older members, they could control the latter. This was based on the
analogy that dominance among animals on J} was always based on superiority of
numbers and the fitness of younger animals.

A Parable of Four Paradigms: |

The initial evidence for the truth of this model was that in the spaces where older
and younger Earthlings meet, it appeared that the older Earthlings were being inter-
rogated by groups of younger Earthlings. Perhaps they were being required to answer
for their misdeeds while they were in the open spaces. Just as the exploratory party
had found, the Deductive and Retroductive teams observed that when the older
Earthlings were not with the younger Earthlings in the various spaces, they were to
be found mainly on their own in their small spaces. They assumed that these were cells,
although they did not seem to be locked and they had not seen any guards. '

The Retroductive team'’s conception of this underlying power structure was rein-
forced by their interpretation of what was going on in some of the S{?ecia]ized spaces.
Again, it appeared that the cases against the older Earthlings were being prepared and
their answers to the questions were being taken from their white sheets and entered
into a computer database, )

The team then set about trying to establish the existence of these underlying
structures by methods that are more systematic. They sought the permissio‘n of the
university authorities to conduct an experiment in which two older Earth!lngs and
twenty younger ones would be asked to volunteer to undertake problem-solving tasks.
Their request was granted and a relatively small space was allocated for the purpos.e.
However, before they could proceed with the experiment, they had to improve their
command of the language in order to give the Earthlings instructions about the task. As
the data were collected by observation only, it was not necessary to communicate with
the Earthlings to produce their data. o

The Earthlings were divided into two groups, one older and ten younger Earthlings in
each one. Each group was set a different task and observations were made of the
power relations that emerged. In both cases, it was the older Earthling that emerged as
the leader and the decision-maker; the younger ones deferred to it and rarely chal-
lenged its authority.

The results of this experiment forced the Retroductive team to rethink their modfal
of the underlying structure in Earthling society. As it did not appear to fit with thEI'I’
earlier attempt to understand the observed reality, they were forced to look at it
differently and to postulate a different model. This time they based their mofiel of th(ya
underlying structure on the universal idea held in }Jan society that ‘wisdom Is power,
Their age and their outside experience would have provided the older Earthlings ?vn.h
superior wisdom. To test this idea, they devised a ‘wisdom test’ for the Earfhlmgs.
based on the one used on ||. However, to adapt it, a great deal of work was required to
establish what Earthlings regarded as wise judgements.

The test was administered to a random sample of both age groups. They were able
to establish the wisdom superiority of the older members. This, together with their
experimental evidence, gave them confidence in the existence of the unde‘rlying wis-
dom structure. They were then able to explain much of the observed behaviour of the
Earthlings.

The Abductive team

The fourth team rejected the ways in which the Inductive and Deductive teams went
about their research. They were interested in what the exploratory party had found
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but did not trust the methods they had used. Instead of just observing behaviour, the
Abductive team considered that it was vital to find out how the Earthlings themselves
interpret what they are doing; to grasp Earthling social reality as Earthlings understand
it; to discover the everyday knowledge that they use in their social interaction. This
team believed that social reality is socially constructed by the groups of people who
inhabit it; it is their reality, not reality as conceived by researchers. Therefore, any
descriptions of social reality must be based on the way it is viewed by the participants,
not just the way it is viewed by the outside observer. This meant that the Abductive
team needed to use very different methods to conduct their descriptive research. They
needed to produce an account of the activities of the Earthlings in these confined
spaces as they are ‘known' to the participants. In short, they needed to talk to the
Earthlings to discover their construction(s) of social reality.

The team assumed that they would encounter the same difficulties on Earth that they
had to face on JJ. In particular, they expected that Earthlings would also live in largely
taken-for-granted worlds, and, therefore, would not always be able to articulate the
motives for their actions.

The need to discover these motives, and, more generally, the social stock of know-
ledge that Earthlings use in their everyday lives, posed a serious problem for the
Abductive team, as their capacity to communicate with the Earthlings was very limited.
They needed time to learn the Earthlings’ form of communication and to discover
something about their culture. The other social research teams were fully aware of this
requirement and the additional time needed to do it; this had been built into the
schedule for the expedition very reluctantly. The lack of sympathy from the other
teams concerning this requirement was based on the extra costs involved, There had
been a move to exclude this team from the expedition because of this, but a compro-
mise was reached that allowed the members of the other three teams some time for
sightseeing if they had finished their research early.

The Abductive team approached the university authorities and, after difficult nego-
tiations, managed to get approval to spend four ‘chimes’ each day with a group of
Earthlings who were expert in teaching the Earthling language that was used on the
campus, For as much of the rest of each 'lark’ that they could manage, the members of
this team met with Earthlings to practise what they had learnt. As a very experienced
Abductive team had been chosen for the expedition, they were able to pick up the
rather primitive verbal language of the Earthlings very quickly.

The process of learning the language provided the Abductive team with the oppor-
tunity to begin to explore the concepts and meanings associated with activities in

confined spaces, and, as language proficiency improved, this first stage of the research
gathered momentum. The Abductive team set themselves some general questions.

What do Earthlings say is going on in these enclosed spaces!

What do the Earthlings say they are trying to achieve there?

As the research proceeded, they expected that these questions would be refined and
supplemented.

The Abductive team began to discover a range of concepts that the Earthlings used
to talk about their activities. In their conversations among themselves, the younger
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Earthlings talked about going to ‘lectures’, to ‘classes’, to ‘tutorials’, to ‘pracs’, to '|a'bs'.
and to the ‘library’, the 'union’, the ‘cafe’ or the ‘canteen’. The younger Earthhngf
referred to themselves as ‘students’ and to the older Earthlings as 'Iecturers.
or ‘professors’. They met together regularly in 'lecture theatres’ zfnd ‘classrooms’,
and, occasionally, in a ‘lecturer’s’ ‘office’, either one-to-one or in srnall' giroups‘,
for ‘consultations’. They also talked about ‘assignments’, ‘essays’, ‘papers’, ‘tests’,
‘exams’, 'marks’ and ‘grades’, usually with a high level of anxiety. As these comm(?nly
used concepts were recorded, the Abductive team began to ask the Earthlings
what they meant by them, and when and how they use them. Gradually,.they began
to piece together a core of shared meanings. However, they begaf\ to notice that the
older and younger Earthlings did not always mean the same thing by some of the
concepts. For example, they had different ideas about what ‘lectures’ were for,
the younger ones seeing them mainly as providing clues about what they ‘shoul‘d I.e.arn
for the ‘exam’, while the older ones talked about ‘intellectual development’ and ‘critical
thinking'. .

The Abductive team recorded all their conversations with the Earthlings by means
of their wrist computers. Later they made time to listen to the recordings, t? search
for common meanings, and to find gaps in their emerging understanding that
might require further informal questioning. As this analysis proceeded, the A.bductive
team began to redescribe, in ]] social scientific language, what the Ear.thlungs told
them about their everyday reality. For example, they discussed abstr;fct ideas about
different processes of ‘education’, ‘learning’ and ‘training’ that went on |31 the enc!osed
spaces; they discussed the quality of the relationships between. the lecFurers and
the ‘students’ and how this is linked to 'learning’; and they discussed issues such
as ‘academic standards’ and ‘accountability’. In the end, they managed to produFe
very detailed accounts of the social realities present in this area of social life
on Earth, both in the language of the participants, and in their own more abstr'act
technical language. In the process, they began to produce descriptions of typical
Earthlings who engaged in typical activities in typical social t:olntexts. 'I"hey found
three types of younger Earthlings that they labelled as ‘scholars’, bll{dgers and 'prag-
matists’. The ‘scholar’ they saw as being interested in ‘learning’ for its own s'ake, the
‘bludger’ as engaging in the activities with the minimum of effort and Fh? maximum c'nf
short-cuts, including getting as much help as possible, and the ‘pragmatist’ as engaging in
the activity as a means to the end of security and advancement in the future; S:mllarry:
other typologies were established to describe typical differences bgt\‘av‘een lecturers
and ‘students’ and for the variety of confined spaces in which activities on campus
took place. .

While they were not able to produce a complete picture of all that went on in these
confined spaces, they were able to understand a great deal, for example, the dnfferelnt
motives and goals of the participants, and the variations in the nature of dl've social
interaction. They could begin to answer their research questions. Their curiosity about
this aspect of Earthly life had been largely satisfied, although they were aware that they
had but scraped the surface.

We must leave the JJan research teams for the time being. In chfiprer 7 we w[i”
hear abour the results of their research and their attempt to establish which is the
best research strategy.
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Four Research Strategies

The *Parable of Four Paradigms’ should have provided some clues about the core
features of the four main strategies of social research available in the social
sciences. However, before elaborating them, it is important to note that they
must be regarded as ideal or constructed types (Patton 1988; Smaling 1994),
They have been derived from the work of many writers and practitioners to
identify clusters of characteristics that are typical of approaches to social research,
and which highlight the differences between them. While the views of some
writers may come close to the descriptions of the characteristics of each typical
research strategy, other writers may not fit as well. Some writers may even include
a mixture of the types in their work. The descriptions of these typical strategies
are abstractions that are designed to make it possible to cope with the diversity of
views and practices, They are heuristic tools rather than descriptions of watertight
categories that researchers occupy, but, nevertheless, tools that have been derived
from such descriptions. This distinction between abstraction and description
makes it possible to use the research strategies to compare the writings or research
of both theorists and practitioners. The four ideal types also allow for the
possibility that a combination of two or more may occur in practice.

The method used to produce the research strategies partly follows the one
described in this chapter as the abduuctive strategy, as it is applied to the analysis
of texts. It allows for the possibility that other ideal typical research strategies may
have existed in the past, and may exist now or in the future, Attempts to typify
any aspect of the natural or social worlds are constrained by the range of
resources available or selected. Therefore, while I am confident that these four
research strategies broadly encompass the logics of enquiry that are available to
social researchers, it is possible that other distinctive strategies have been used, are
used now, or will be used in the future,

The research strategies provide different ways of answering research questions
by specifying a starting-point, a series of steps and an end-point. It is the particular
character of these points and steps that distinguishes the strategies. The inductive
strategy starts with data collection, followed by data analysis, and then the
development of generalizations that, with further testing, can become law-like
propositions to be used to explain aspects of social life. The deductive strategy
works in the reverse order. It begins with an cbserved regularity that needs to be
explained; a tentative theory is acquired or constructed; then hypotheses are
deduced and then tested by collecting appropriate data. Similarly, the retroductive
strategy begins with an observed regularity, but this is followed by the construc-
tion of a hypothetical model of a possible structure or mechanism that could have
produced this regularity. By observation and experiment, a search is then under-
taken to establish whether the explanatory structure or mechanism exists. The
abductive strategy begins by exploring through everyday language the knowledge
that social actors use in the production, reproduction and interpretation of the
phenomenon under investigation. This is followed by a redescription of this
everyday account into a social scientific account, and, possibly, into a grounded
explanation (see table 4.1).

Four Research Strategies

Table 4.1 The logic of four research strategies

Inductive Deductive Retroductive Abductive

To describe and

to eliminate false  underlying understand social
mechanisms to  life in terms of social
explain observed actors’ motives and
accounts

Aim  To establish To test theories To discover
universal
generalizations to be ones and

used as pattern corroborate the

explanations survivor regularities

Document and  Discover everyday
model a lay concepts,

From Accumulate Borrow or
observations or data construct a

theory and regularity meanings and -
express it as an motives
argument
Produce Deduce Construct a Produce a technical
generalizations hypotheses hypothetical account from lay
model of a accounts
mechanism
To  Use these laws’ as  Test the Find the real Develop a theory

mechanism by and test it iteratively
observation and/

or experiment

patterns to explain  hypotheses by
further observations matching them
with data

Each strategy has a philosophical and theoretical ancestry and fou.ndation, ;'md
includes ontological assumptions about the nature of reality am'i epistemological
assumptions about how that reality can be known. Only four major approaches to
social enquiry are referred to here. For a detailed discussion Qf these and anoth.er
seven approaches, see Blaikie (1993a) (see also Guba and Lincoln 1994). Wh'lle
there is overlap between the strategies on some of these, each has a unique combin-
ation. Induction is the logic of Positivism, the view of science propounded by Bacon
(1620) and Mill (1879) in the period of the development of the natural sciences and,
later, by Durkheim and others during the establishment of the social sciences.
Deduction is the logic of Critical Rationalism, the alternative to Positivism
developed by Popper in the 1930s. Retroduction, the logic of transcendenfal or
Scientific Realism, has been advocated by Bhaskar and Harré as an alternanv_e to
both Positivism and Critical Rationalism; its proponents claim thatit chara.ctenzed
good science from the beginning. Abduction has a long ancestry and comes in many
versions; it has links with hermeneutics and social phenomenology and is based on
various branches of Interpretivism, particularly the work of Schiitz and Qtddens.

Readers familiar with the broad range of social scientific apprqaches mc'lucled
under the label of ‘Interpretivism’ will recognize that I am advocating a particular
‘middle-of-the-road’ version which owes much to Weber, to contemporary
hermeneutics, to the social phenomenology of Schiitz, and to Winch, Rex,
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Douglas and Giddens. Whar characterizes this particular version of Interpretivism

- is that, while it has a strong hermeneutical foundation, it does not eschew the
possibility of developing and testing theory, but theory with time and space
limitations (for further ela boration, see Blaikie 1993a).

The research strategies have been constructed so that the logic of enquiry used
in each one is incompatible with the logics of the other three. This does not
preclude the possibility that strategies may share common ontological assump-
tions. For example, the inductive and deductive strategies share the same onto-
logy, and one version of the retroductive strategy shares the ontology of the
abductive strategy (see e.g. Harré and Secord 1972). Nor does it preclude the
possibility that they can be combined in practice, for example being used in
sequence, as has been advocated for the inductive and deductive strategies by
Wallace (1971, 1983) and de Vaus (1995) (see chapter 5).

These strategies and their foundations will now be examined. (For a more

detailed review of the research strategies and their philosophical foundations,
see Blaikie 1993a.)

Inductive Research Strategy

The inductive strategy is the commonsense view of how scientists go about their
work. According o this view, meticulous and objective observation and measure-
ment, and the careful and accurate analysis of data, are required to produce
scientific discoveries. Bacon saw science as based on presuppositionless observa-
tion; by clearing the mind of all prejudices, the book of nature is to be read with
fresh eyes (O’Hear 1989: 16). J. 5. Mill, believing that the purpose of science was
to establish general laws, proposed an elementary experimental merhod to
identify possible causes and effects. Again, these causes are to be discovered by
unprejudiced observation,

Positivism, on which the inductive strategy is based, entails ontological assump-
tions about an ordered universe made up of discrete and observable events. It
assumes that this order can be represented by universal propositions, i.e. by
generalizations about the relationships between concepts. Only that which can
be observed, that is, experienced by the senses, can be regarded as real and
therefore worthy of the attention of science. Social reality is viewed as consisting
of a complex of causal relations between events. This is usually represented as an
emerging network of relations between concepts. The causes of human behaviour
are regarded as being external to the individual,

In its epistemological assumptions, knowledge is considered to be produced
through the use of the human senses and by means of experimental or com-
parative analysis. The senses produce ‘observations’ or dara. Concepts, and
generalizations about their relationships, are regarded as shorthand summaries
of particular observations. Trained humans are assumed to be able to produce
‘objective’ data. By adopring ‘objective’ observarion procedures, it is assumed
thar reality can be recorded accurately. Hence, a correspondence is considered to
exist between the record of ‘objective’ observations and the things that are
observed. What you see is what is there. Regularities that are recorded

Four Research Strategies

through such observation are the basis for scientific laws. Ir} other words,
statements based on ‘objective’ observations become theoretical statements
about the order in reality. . o

The inductive strategy has been described as consistlmg 'o.f three principles:
accumulation, induction, and instance confirmation. Scientific knowledg; con}
sists of well-established regularities that are arrived at by the.accumulauon 0
much data. General laws are produced by applying inductive Ioglg to the carefully
accumulated observations and experimental results. The plausibility of any gend~
eral law is proportional to the number of instanc_es of it tllmat ha've been observe
(Harré 1972: 42). Hence, the researcher must begin by setting aside all Qrcc‘onc.ep-
tions about how the world works and then proceed to gath(’.l: da_ta using ‘objec-
tive’ methods. Inductive logic is used to produce generalizations about the
patterns or regularities that exist in the data obtained. The greater the npmber
of instances of the regularity that has been observed, t.he greater is the confildence
that the generalization corresponds to the timeles; umformme:s in the world. .

The inductive strategy has also been characterized as consisting of four main

stages.

1 All facts are observed and recorded without selection or guesses as to their
relative importance. y . '

2 These facts are analysed, compared and classified, without using hypothes.es.

3 From this analysis, generalizations are inductively drawn as to relations
between the facts. _

4 These generalizations are subjected to further testing (Wolfe 1924: 450; Hem-
pel 1966: 11).

The inductive strategy has been subjected to extensive criticism. The following
of its claims have been contested:

that preconceptions can be set aside to proqluce objective observan.ons; -
that ‘relevant’ observations can be made without some ideas to gundcl:he.m,
that inductive logic has the capacity to mcchanical!y produce generahzaupns;
that universal generalizations can be based on a finite number of observations;
and .

o that establishing regularities is all that is necessary to produce explanations.

The uses of the concepts of ‘objectivity’; ‘facts’ and ‘tl‘lllt‘h' have_ also bcerl chal-
lenged. See chapters 4 and 5 of Blaikie (1993a) for a critical review, and lcl)pper
(1959, 1961), Hempel (1966), Medawar (1969), Hindess (1977) and Chalmers
982) for general critiques.
! In t})w Iigit of these cqriticisms, it is necessary to make some amendments to t;c
‘pure’ form of the inductive research strategy in order for it to belu§eful. in the
social sciences today. Given that presuppositionless data collecnoq is impossible,
concepts, and the theoretical baggage that goes with tbem, are required before any
observations or measurements can be made. The choice of concepts, and the way
they are defined, will predetermine what data are cqllccted. Thereforeznt:;e
researcher will begin with some preconceptions and choices about what will be
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o oy e
ol:{servc;d. While tiis procedure infringes the original requirements for the
research strategy, if the definitions of the concepts are made explicit the conclu-
sions can be evaluated in terms of the
replicate the findings.
With these modifications, the inductive strategy can be used for two pur-
poses: to pursue exploratory and descriptive objectives to answer ‘what’
= ) 7 ;
:g; Ej::o;lg, x.dt. to describe phenomena and establish regularities which need to
ained; or to : im, i i
enerf} ], Or to pursue an explanatory aim, i.e. to discover laws or very
g regularities that can be used to explin observed regularities. The limita-

ons OI t]"s f()r“l Of EXPI 1 pa e planation WIH be
o o dtlon, refelred to as atrern 3

X
d SCUSSEd la[el-

In addition to its use in

n, and other researchers can attempt to

B oot P;qducmg .gejmrahzatigns of chara\cteristics or patterns
; ‘ tlated within a project, the logic of induction can also be used
across stL}dl'es. Replication studies can be used to extend generalizations about
charactenst'lcs and patterns. Cook (1998) has argued that arrempt; 1o esrabliuh
the generahtyl of a causal explanation must rely on induction. The process sf
random SC]E?CtIOI‘l of respondents, or the random assignment of sa.xbjectspro rouo
(asin experlmental research), is always limited by the definition of the po Elat' -
frqm which the selection is made. The same limitations apply to the sﬁ]eitio '0';
units .of :_maiysis, measures of concepts, places, times, etc., to which ran(;]o;
selecthn is 1‘-are|y applied. The only way to go beyond these ,limitarions is to us
the logic of induction, to generalize from the results of different studies, : ing
that the results are consistent. e
Becgusc induction is not a ‘perfect’ logic, all attempts to generalize must b
tentative. In. other words, consistent findings can support a genc;alization bui
never prove it to be true. Hence, in spite of the claims of some of its advocates, the
status of the knowledge produced using the inductive research strate r;msr
always be- regarded as being subject to revision; further research magyreveal
contrary findings. Therefore, as we shall see, the status of knowled eyde ived
trom both the inductive and deductive research strategies is similar, (Seeg Reser:l‘rl?h
Design 1 in chapter 8 for a practical application of the inductive s‘rrategy.) :

Deductive Research Strategy

_Nonon‘s of’deducrion 8o back to anriquity, to Euclidean geometry and Aristotel-
ian logic, l\-nown also as the hypothetico-deductive method, or falsificationism
thg deductive strategy was developed by Popper, the fou;ldin father of the
philosophy of science known as Critical Rationalis’m. e e
come the .deficiencies of Positivism and the inductive strategy. The core of hi
argument is that, as observations do not provide a reliable foun'datien for sc:ien:s-i
ific rhe&_)nes and as inductive logic is flawed, a different logic is needed fo
developing theories. His solution was to accept that all data collection is selecti:f;

127, 5 1
It is his attempt to over-

12

g Guba §199(?J and Guba and Lincoln (1994) have identified a simi)
ave Ia‘belled_ Postpositivism®, However, they, unlike Phillips {1990)

Popper’s (1959, 1972) contribution to it ,

ar enquiry paradigm thar they
have not fully acknowledged
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and involves interpretation by the observer, and then to develop an appropriate
logic that is the reverse of that advocated by Positivism.

According to Popper (1972: 47), observations are always made from a point of
view, with a frame of reference, with a set of expectations, thus making the notion
of presuppositionless observation impossible. To collect any useful data, it is
necessary first to have some ideas about what to look for. It is necessary to have
some tentative answers to ‘why’ questions, some hypotheses that have been
derived from a theory, to provide direction for data gathering. Then, rather than
accumulating data, as in the inductive strategy, data are used to test the tentative
answers. The aim is to see if the data match the hypotheses. Ideally, what the
researcher would like to be able to develop is a theory that matches the behaviour
of the phenomenon under study, i.e. a theory that matches reality. However,
according to Popper, reality cannot be observed directly; all that can be done is
to try to match the theory with the dara.

The deductive research strategy derives its ontological and epistemological
assumptions from Critical Rationalism; it shares some aspects of Positivism’s
ontological assumptions but rejects its epistemological assumptions. Nature and
social life are regarded as consisting of essential uniformities, i.e. patterns of
events. It is the aim of science to discover these uniformities, to find universal
statements that are true because they correspond to the facts of nature, or, more
correctly, to descriptions of observed states of affairs. However, the use of the
senses is rejected as a secure foundation for scientific theories.

Critical Rationalism makes no distinction between observational and theoretical
statements; all observations are considered to be theory-dependent and to occur
within a ‘horizon of expectations’. In other words, collecting any kind of data
involves the use of some theoretical ideas; concepts about which data are collected
have theoretical ideas associated with them. Data collection occurs against the
background of certain expectations about what exists and how it behaves.

In this approach to the generation of new knowledge, data are used in the
service of deductive reasoning, and theories are invented to account for observa-
tions, not derived from them. Rather than scientists waiting for the social world to
reveal its regularities, they must impose theories on the world and, by a process of
trial and error, use data to try to reject false theories. Theories that survive this
critical process are provisionally accepted, but never proven to be true. All know-
ledge is tentative and subject to ongoing critical evaluation.

This view of the role of observation or data collection is accompanied by a
different kind of logic. Instead of looking for confirming evidence to support an
emerging generalization, as occurs in the inductive research strategy (known as
‘justificationism’), Popper argued that the aim of science is to try to refute the
tentative theories that have been proposed. The search for truth is elusive because
we have no way of knowing when we have arrived at it. All that can be done is
to eliminate false theories by showing that data do not fit with them. Theories
that survive the testing process are not proven to be true as it is still possible that
further testing will find disconfirming evidence; it may be necessary to discard the
theory, or at least modify and retest it. Therefore, science is a process of conjecture
and refutation, of trial and error, of putting up a tentative theory, and then
endeavouring to show that the theory is false. The fittest theories will survive,
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Popper’s argument can be summarized as follows.

o The natural and social worlds consist of essential uniformities.

The .aim of science is to establish generalizations that coreespond to these
uniformities and theories that explain thens,

e However, it is not possible ultimately to establish whether such generalizations
or theories are true, i.e. that they correspond with reality. -
All that can be done is to eliminate false theories, thus getting closer to the truth,
But we never know-when we have arrived at true theories.

e Therefore, all theories that have survived testing, .e. that have been corrobo-

rated, must remain tentative; they may be replaced in the furure by better
theories,

According to Popper, the deductive research strategy has a number of essential steps.

1 Begin by putting forward a tentative idea, a conjecture, a hypothesis or a set of
-hypotheses that form a theory.

2 With the help, perhaps, of other previously accepted hypotheses, or by specify-
ing the conditions under which the hypotheses are expected to hold, deduce a
conclusion, or a number of conclusions, .

3 Examine the conclusions and the logic of the argument that produced them.
Compare this argument with existing theories to see if it constitutes an advance
in our understanding. If you are satisfied with this examination, then:

4 Test the conclusion by gathering appropriate data; make the necessary observa-
tions or conduct the necessary experiments.

5. If the test fails, i.e. if the data are not consistent with the conclusion, the theory
must be false. If the original conjecture does not match the data, it must be
rejected.

6 If, however, the conclusion passes the test, i.e. the data are consistent with it,

the theory is temporarily supported; it is corroborated, but not proven to be
true (Popper 1959: 32-3).

An example of what a deductive theory might look like comes from a recon-
struction of Durkheim’s theory of egoistic suicide. It consists of five propaositions
using three main concepts: ‘suicide rate’ (the number of suicides per thousand of
a population); ‘individualism’ (the tendency of people to think for themselves
and to act independently, rather than to conform to the beliefs and norms of
some_group)'; and ‘Protestantism’ (a collection of Christian religious groups

formed following the Reformation and the subsequent fragmentation of Roman
Catholicism). A

" An alternative concept is ‘social integration’, which refers to the acceptance and practice of a
group’s beliefs and norms by its members. Durkheim discussed what he called a spirit of free enquiry
that some religious groups may encourage, and which can lead to schisms within the group. In contrast,
other groups require strict adherence to beliefs and practices and this has the consequence of socially
integrating its members.

Four Research Strategies

1 In any social grouping, the suicide rate varies directly with the degree of
individualism (egoism). _ o ‘
2 The degree of individualism varies directly with the incidence of Protestantism.

"3 Therefore, the suicide rate varies with the incidence of Protestantism.

4 The incidence of Protestantism in Spain is low.
5 Therefore, the suicide rate in Spain is low (Homans 1964: 951).

The theory contains two universal propositions (]- and 2) which smrle.the form of
relationships between pairs of concepts. The meaning of eachvpvroposmon cou.ld be
elaborated and reasons given for including it. The third proposition follows logically
from the first two and links the suicide rate with ‘I’rotestanus‘m‘, a Ic'ss abstract
concept than ‘individualism'’. On its own, cach proposition explains F:oth!n'g, bur all
three propositions together constitute an explanation for dlfference§ in smc_ld.e rates.
What Durkheim wanted to explain was why Protestants have a higher sulc.lde rate
than Catholics; he claimed that these propositions provide such an egpl.anatnon. Th.e
addition of proposition 4, a descriptive sratement, a[lqws fora prednctnoxl_(propo§n~
tion 5) that can be tested (assuming that relative suicide rates can Ibe satisfactorily
established). Similarly, predictions could be made about other countries (eg., RCP',"b'
lic of Ireland) to provide further tests of the theory. Altem'anvely, if proposition
§ needs to be explained, then the preceding proposirions prf)‘flde the explar.muon. In
this particular theory it would be possible to test propositions 1 to 3 directly by
gathering data on these pairs of concepts in various populations. Hence, w'hen
theories are structured in this deducrive way, the differences between ex.plananlor-l,
prediction and testing, as Popper has argued, is just a matter of emphasis. (Blaikie
1993a: 149)

Critical Rationalism and its deductive research strategy have also been severely
criticized. The following list includes the major criticisms:

» If observations are interpretations, and we can never observe reality directly,
how can regularities be established confidently and theories be refuted conclu-
sively? . e

e The tentarive acceptance of a yer unrefuted theory requires some inductive
support. . ' .

e There is no interest in where tentative theories should come from, or how they
might be constructed. _ )

& Science needs to be less logical to allow for chance dISCOVt‘I.IC.S.

Paying too much attention to logic can stifle scientific creativity. .

o The process of accepting or rejecting theories involves social and psychological

processes, not just logical ones.

See chapters 4 and § of Blaikie (1993a) for a critical reyiew, and Hesse (1963,
1974), Medawar (1969), Kuhn (1970), Lakatos {1970), Hindess (1977}, Chalmers
(1982), Salmon {1988a, 1988b, 1988c), O’Hear (1989) and. Pa'wson (1989) for
specific critiques or suggested amendments. (A pracric.al application of the deduc-
tive strategy can be found in chapter 8, Research Design 2.)
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Retroductive Research Strategy

The retrudzt'ctiue strategy is the logic of enquiry associated with the philosophical
approach of Scientific Realism, or, more particularly, the transcendental Realism
of Bhaskar and the constructivist Realism of Harré. These authors havc‘been
very critical of both Positivism and Critical Rationalism and have presented
what they consider to be a superior ontology, and a more appropriate logic of
enquiry.

Scientific Realism is distinguished from other approaches to social enquiry b
its p;}rtimlar ontology. In the Realist ontology, the ultimate objects of scientifi)c(
enquiry are considered to exist and act independently of scientists and their
activity. A distinction is made between the domains of the empirical, the actual
and the real: the empirical domain consists of events that can b(,: observed;
the actual domain consists of events whether or not they are observed; and,
the real domain consists of the structures and mechanisms that produce ,these
events. It is an ontology of intransitive structures and mechanisms that are
distinguished from transitive concepts, theories and laws that are designed to
describg them. These structures and mechanisms are the real essences of things
that exist in nature, such essences being their power or tendency to produce effects
that can be observed.

t905:':11 reality is viewed either as a socially constructed world in which social
episodes are the products of the cognitive resources social actors bring to them
(Harré 1977), or as social arrangements that are the products of material but
ur}observable structures of social relations (Bhaskar 1979). The aim of Realist
science is to explain observable phenomena with reference to underlying struc-
tures and mechanisms.

Realist epistemology is based on the building of models of mechanisms such
that, if they were to exist and act in the postulated way, they would account for
the phenomena being examined. These models constitute hypothetical descrip-
tions that, it is hoped, will reveal the underlying mechanisms. In other wordz
thfI!SE mechanisms can only be known by constructing ideas about them. This is ar;
-eplstemology of laws as expressing tendencies of things, as opposed to thé con-
junctions of events advocated by Positivism.

. Bhaskar rejected Positivism’s pattern model of explanation, i.e. that explana-
tion can be achieved by establishing regularities, or constant conjunctions, within
p.he‘nomena or between events. Both Bhaskar and Harré have argued tha’[ estab-
!15hmg such regularities is only the beginning of the process. What is then required
is to locate the structure or mechanism that has produced the pattern or relation-
ship. These structures and mechanisms are nothing more than the rendenc‘ies or
powers of things to act in a particular way. The capacity of a thing to exercise its
powers, or the likelihood that it will, depends on whether or not th;e circum-
stances are favourable.

This Yiew of causation allows for the possibility that competing or cancellin
mechanisms may be operating when no event or change is observed, i.e. lack ogf
movement may be due to opposing forces at work. Therefore, the inde,penldence of
an event and its associated structures or mechanisms can be demonstrated
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Bhaskar’s brand of Realism consists of five principles (Outhwaite 1987: 45-6):

1 A distinction is made between transitive and intransitive objects of science.
Transitive objects are the concepts, theories and models that are developed to
understand and explain some aspects of reality, and intransitive objects are the
real entities and their relations that make up the natural and social worlds.

2 Reality is stratified into three levels or domains, the empirical, the actual and
the real.

3 Causal relations are regarded as powers or tendencies of things that interact
with other tendencies such that an observable event may or may not be
produced, and may or may not be observed. Social laws need not be universal;
they nced only represent recognized tendencies. This view contrasts with the
Positivist view in which causal laws are regarded as universal connections
between events.

4 In the domain of the real, definitions of concepts are regarded as real defini-
tions, i.e. statements about the basic nature of some entity or structure. These
are neither summaries of what is observed nor stipulations that a term should
be used in a particular way.

5 Explanatory mechanisms in the domain of the real are postulated, and the task
of research is to try to demonstrate their existence.

The logic of the retroductive strategy has some similarities to that of the
deductive strategy, but there are also important differences. Both commence
with an observed regularity that requires an explanation. Harré regarded this
first stage, labelled empirical studies, as involving both ‘exploration’, to extend
what is known by common observation, and ‘experiment’, to check critically the
authenticity of what is thought to be known. A researcher may have some idea of
the direction to go in this exploration but no clear idea of what to expect. This is
followed by a second stage, labelled theoretical studies, which is concerned with
producing an explanation for the regularity established by the empirical study.
Explanation is achieved by identifying the generative mechanisms that produced
the regularity (Harré and Secord 1972: 69-71).

When these structures and mechanisms have not been observed previously, they
are initially proposed as hypothetical entities. The researcher ‘uncovers’ them by
first constructing a hypothetical model of their nature and tendencies. This model
building is a creative activity involving disciplined scientific imagination and the
use of analogies and metaphors. If the mechanism exists and acts in the postulated
way, it would explain the regularity (Bhaskar 1979: 15). Put rather too simply, the
researcher’s task is then to establish whether the mechanism exists. This may
involve testing predictions based on the assumption that it does exist, and perhaps
devising new instruments to observe it. The major value of the hypothetical model
is that it gives direction to the research; the retroductive researcher, unlike the
inductive researcher, has something to look for.

Many searches for explanatory mechanisms will have been unsuccessful, or
only partially successful. In the natural sciences, successful examples are the
discovery of the elliptical orbits of the planets of the solar system, and the
existence of atoms and viruses. They all began as ideas in the minds of their
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discoverers and could not have been produced by accumulating data. Th cess
used to establish their existence was slow and painstaking e
‘ Constructing models of mechanisms may involve the use of analogies. Analogi
involve blorrowing ideas from other fields with which the researcher?s fa.mil" OE'E;‘
trans‘ferrmg the principles to the area being investigated. A natural science erﬂrllslle
of this can be found in the early stages of the process of understanding eIec:friC[i)t
whcn_ the analogy of water flowing in pipes was used. In the social science :
cla;snc:tl example is to be found in a number of theories that regard societi e
being like huge. organisms. The extent to which such analogies are fruitfule? >
matter qf experience and usually much debate; some, like the organismic anal .
while 1pltlally useful, eventually imposed limits on understanding. {See hf]a Og)g
for a discussion of the use of analogies as models.) . i

Saentific’ method, as it is practised in the advanced sciences, consists then of th
exploration of certain fields of natural phenomena in the att:?mpr to clisceenrno iy
random patterns in those fields, and critically to check them. This is folloalzrc‘i-
accompanled? or even preceded by the work of the creative imagination, in th’
course of which iconic models of the generative mechanisms at work in the’fi Id ef
na.mr;.ﬂ»phenomenn are conceived. The invention of such models is essential te }(1)
sqe'nnfn: ent.erprise and their appearance is what distinguishes real scien‘c (f) v
critical gescnption, lfor it is through them that we come to form some idea f)f \r:t:;
events happen as they do, and ; thi i

qualities that they do.)zklaljré and“S’:Zoislrllg;;;gf;;r T amy g

The retroductive research strategy can be summarized as follows

1 Lr;torder r}? explgln observable phenomena and the regularities thar obtain
ween them, scientists must attempt to discov i
‘ iscover appropri
por ppropriate structures and
2 ;Symce 'tht?se structures and mechanisms will typically be unavailable to observa-
ion, it is necessary to first construct f
: a model of them, often drawi
already familiar sources. , e e
3A i i
: n;c')dgl is such that, were it to represent correctly these structures and
) T]}fc am‘sims,. the phenomena would then be causally explained
e . . . 2
emiti:;oa:lldlshthen tlested as a hypothetical description of actually existing
their relations. To do so, it is n
! ; ecessary to work out further
. ’ : o
eon?egu;nces of the model (that is, additional to the phenomena to be
] I?phame ), that can be stated in a manner open to empirical testing. -
h[ ese tests are successful, this gives good reason to believe in the existence of
these structures and mechanisms.
p . : ' .
Itl may é)e possible to obtain more direct confirmation of these existential
, %ElmSL ]ythe development and use of suitable instruments.
e whole process of model-building may then be repeated, in order to explain

the structures and ; ; : )
Hlaoet 19611 and mechanisms already discovered (Keat and Urry 1975: 35;

H ; .
ismSO\AAever, tgie fetroductwe strategy requires more than the discovery of mechan-
. A mechanism produces a regularity only under certain conditions; i.e. a
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pattern or regularity will be generated only if the conditions are conducive. The
social conditions in which a social episode occurs, ot within which any social
group or community exists, is not entirely the result of the activities of the

-participants. This means that social actors may have little or no awareness of

the mechanisms, and, in particular, the structures, which are involved in the

production of the regularities in their social activiries.

The notion of retroduction appears to be more easily applied in the natural
sciences than in the social sciences. There is a dearth of social research that has
explicitly used retroductive logic. However, as has been. done in the natural
sciences, it is possible to reconstruct classic studies in the social sciences within
the retroductive strategy. There are probably many reasons for the lack of use of this
research strategy, an important one being the different character of mechanisms in
the social sciences (see Blaikie 1994, 1996). In the natural sciences, retroduction is
used to search for unknown and more ‘fundamental’ underlying phenomena.

The chemistry of substances demands the mechanisms of atoms, the physics of atoms
demands the mechanisms of proton and electron structures, the physics of these
entities demand the mechanisms of quarks, and so on, extending as far as technolo-
gical proficiency and human ingenuity can lead. (Harré and Secord 1972: 77)

In the social sciences, as the nature of explanatory mechanisms is usually well
known, the task becomes one of discovering which of a number of possible
mechanisms is responsible for producing a particular regularity. The structuralist
version of Scientific Realism in the social sciences hypothesizes the role of an
underlying social structure, such as a Marxian version of the class structure. The
constructivist version assumes that regularities in social behaviour are the result of
social actors following rules and conventions in a self-monitoring process. Thus,
explanatory mechanisms consist of ‘the rules, plans, conventions, images and so
on that people use to guide their behaviour’ (Harré and Secord 1972: 151).

In general social behaviour is the result of conscious self-monitoring of performance
by the person himself [sic], in the course of which he contrives to assess the meaning
of the social situations in which he finds himself, and to choose amongst various rules
and conventions, and to act in accordance with his choice, correcring this choice as
further aspects of the situation make themselves clear to him. (Harré and Secord

1972: 151)

Access to these rules and meanings is from participants’ accounts. However, these
mechanisms need to be distinguished from the reasons or justifications that social
actors can also give for their actions.

Therefore, the arguments for hypothetical model building in the natural
sciences do not seem to transfer well to the social sciences, where the notion of
‘hidden’ mechanisms has a rather different meaning. In the natural sciences,
mechanisms are hidden because they reside in the real domain of reality that has
still to be ‘discovered’. If mechanisms in the social sciences are regarded as social
constructions, then their ‘hidden’ character refers to the fact that the social
researcher cannot observe them directly, and that social actors may not be aware
of them. Hence, complex and sometimes time-consuming procedures are needed to
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l\ Mechanism

Regularity

Context

Figure 4.2 Realist social explanation

(Source: Pawson and Tilley 1997: 72)

unearth them. Social actors may have come to take them so much for ranted that
they are not readily ‘available’, and may even be unconscious. In sgite of the;
dufflcul_nes, considerable knowledge of possible social mechanisms is available ‘
An important recent development in the application of the retroducu:ve
research strategy to the social sciences has been presented by Pawson and Tille
(1997). Drawing on Giddens’s (1979, 1984) discussions of the duality of g eucy
an.d structure, they have endeavoured to bring together elements of the strfct: .
alist am.j constructivist versions of realism. They have argued that expianat.ionv‘irs—
not achlev.ed by the action of independent variables on dependent variables, b
the operation of intervening variables, or by the chain reaction of such varial;lcsy
Rather, explanation of social regularities, rates, associations, outcomes or ar-.
terns come from an understanding of mechanisms acting ,in social contc‘;t
Regularity = Mechanism + Context (see figure 4.2). )

The bays task of social inquiry is to explain interesting, puzzling, socially significant
rcgu]an.nes (R). Explanation takes the form of positing some un(:lerlying megchanism
(M) which generates the regularity and thus consists of propositions about how the
fnrerp}ay betwcen structure and agency has constituted the regularity. Within realist
Investigation there is also investigation of how the workings of such rr.wchanisms are
contingent and conditional, and thus [are] only fired in particular local, historical or
institutional contexts (C). (Pawson and Tilley 1997: 71) ’

_Pawson and Tilley have argued that all social regularities are embedded in a
wider range of social processes, within different layers of social realic Fo‘r
exarqple, interaction between teacher and students occurs within a class):uum
that is located within a particular school, that has a geographical location withj
parents of Rarticu[ar social backgrounds, within a particular sector of educa,rional
administration, etc., etc. To understand the patterns of academic success in the
cla‘ssroom, these sectors of reality must be taken into account.

Causalls_ocial mechanisms’ refers to the choices that social actors make and
the capacities or resources they derive from group membership (I would also
add cognitive resources as they are likely to have some degree of independence
frgm these socially derived resources). A child’s success in the education system
wn!llc.iepend on a combination of mechanisms: their decisions, their indi\?idu |
qblllfles and their socially derived resources. However, such mecl’mnisms will onlZl
fire, i.e. lead to academic success, if the context is conducive. The context include);
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the social rules, norms, values and relationships within which the child is located.
For example, if a dominant norm among students is that no individual should
stand out from the crowd, or alternatively, that the expression of superior ability
must be constrained within narrow limits, then outstanding academic perform-
ance is unlikely to occur. The immediate conditions have to be conducive for an
individual’s resources and choices to be able to produce a particular outcome.

Pawson and Tilley have added a realist reconstruction of Durkheim’s theory of
egoistic suicide. As we have seen, Durkheim thought he was an inductivist while
Homans and Merton have regarded his theory as being deductivist. Well, now we
have a retroductivist rendition,

Durkheim (1951), whilst accepting that the decision to commit suicide was, of course,
a matter of the individual's misery, desperation, isolation and so on, was able to show
that such dispositions are socially structured and thus vary with the social cohesionand
social support which different communiies, localities, organizations, family group-
ings and so on are able to bring to marginalized members. He demonstrated that the
supremely ‘individual’ act of suicide is in fact ‘socially’ structured and so produced the
famous research cataloguing differences in suicide rates: higher in (individualistic)
Protestant communities than in (collectivist) Catholic communities; higher for
widowers in their competitive (public) male networks than widows in their communal
(private) female networks; higher for the childless in their (restricred) family roles than
for parents with their (extended) family ties; higher on (insouciant) weekends than
(well-structured) weekdays; and so on. (Pawson and Tilley 1997: 65-6)

To put this another way, individual choices (e.g. to take one’s life) are constrained
or enabled by characteristics of the social context in which the individual is
located. In this way, both agency and structure enter the explanation.

Itis possible to confuse the testing of models in the retroductive strategy with the
testing of theories in the deductive strategy. The latter tests for relationships
between events, or variables, while the former tries to establish the existence of a
particular generative mechanism. Explanation in the deductive strategy is achieved
by means of a deductive argument made up of various kinds of propositions that
postulate relationships between concepts. In contrast, explanation in the retro-
ductive strategy is achieved by establishing the existence of the structure or
mechanism that produces the observed regularity. Another important difference
concerns the use of prediction. In the deductive strategy, scientific prediction is
regarded as being possible by the use of deductive arguments, and can be part of the
testing process. However, in the retroductive strategy, it is argued that prediction is
impossible in the social sciences because of the open nature of social systems.

As retroduction and Realism are relatively new in the social sciences, the same
intensity of criticism that has been levelled at induction and deduction has,
perhaps, still to emerge. There has been a rearguard attack from a modified
form of Positivism, called constructive empiricism (van Fraassen 1985), but this
has been directed at all realist philosophies of science'* rather just the form of

14 A realist philosophy is one that is based on the assumption that reality exists independently of social
actors and observers. Positivism, Critical Rationalism and the structural version of Realism all adopt
this ontological assumption. However, they differ in their epistemologies, in how knowledge of this
reality can be obrtained, and how close it is possible to get to it.
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Scientific Realism being discussed here. Another line of criticism has suggested
that the notion of ‘unobservable’ cannot be applied to mechanisms in the social
sciences in the same way as in the natural sciences. The structural branch of
Realism in the social sciences deals with entities thar are theoretical and therefore
cannot be perceived by direct observation. It is only from their effects that they
can be known. In the constructivist branch of Realism, the self-monitoring of
social actors is not open to sensory experience but to communicative experience.
See chapters 4 and 5 in Blaikie (1993a) for a critical review, and van Fraassen
(1980), Benton (1981), Stockman (1983), and Churchland and Hooker (1985) for
specific criticisms. (See Research Design 3 in chapter 8 for an application of one
version of the retroductive strategy.)

Abductive Research Strategy

The idea of abduction refers to the process used to generate social scientific
accounts from social actors’ accounts; for deriving technical conceprs and theories
from lay concepts and interpretations of social life. The concept of abduction has
had limited use in philosophy and social science. I know of only two writers who
have used it. Peirce (1931a, 1931b, 1934a, 1934b) used abduction and retro-
duction synonymously to refer to the process of inventing a hypothesis to explain
some observed phenomenon in somewhar the same way as retroduction is being
used in this book. Following Peirce, Willer (1967) referred to abduction as the
process used for generating theories. Peirce discussed three levels of abduction.
The first involves guessing initial hypotheses after an examination of the data. The
second level requires the use of mental experiments to simplify the hypotheses. At
the third level, a model is abducted ro provide a point of view, or rationale, as an
organizing idea to integrate the hypotheses. My use of abduction includes some of
these ideas but has a different emphasis because of its exclusive application within
the Interpretive approach to social enquiry (see Blaikie (1993a) for further cla-
boration).

Unlike the other three research strategies, whose advocates claim are equally
applicable to the natural and the social sciences, the abductive strategy is peculiar
to the social sciences. It takes various forms and is associated with a range of
Interpretive approaches to social enquiry.'® Because of its rejection of Positivism
and Critical Rationalism, Interpretivism is often referred to as ‘anti-naturalist’
(meaning against the methods of the natural sciences) or ‘anti-positivist’ (meaning
the rejection of Positivism and Critical Rationalism as discussed here). However,
the constructivist version of Scientific Realism has some overlap with Inter-
pretivism,

"% This approach has been labelled in many ways. During the paradigmatic debates in sociology in the
19605 and 1970s it was commonly called ‘phenomenology’, ‘symbolic interactionism’ or even ‘ethno-
methodology’, although each of these has a different ancestory. It is now commonly called ‘constructiv-
ism". *Interpretivism’ is being used here to include all or a part of a number of traditions that share
similar onrological assumptions. These include hermeneutics, phenomenology, symbolic interacrion-
ism, existential sociology and social constructivism. See Schwandt (1994) for a review of the varieties
of interpretivism and constructivism.

Four Research Strategies

Positivists are concerned with establishing the fundamental patterns or relation-
ships in social life and Critical Rationalists are concerned with using such patterns
to form explanatory arguments. However, Interpretivists argue that statistical

* patterns or correlations are not understandable on their own. It is necessary to

find out what meanings (motives) people give to thg actions that lead tohsgch
patterns. What leads people of one religion to have a higher chance of committing
suicide than people of another religion? Whart leads young people fmlm' dysfunc-
tional families to engage in criminal activities? According to Interpretivists, these
relationships, between religion and suicide, or juvenile delinquency and broken
homes, can only be understood once the connection between these concepts has
been established in terms of motives of the people concernf:d. o

Interpretivism takes what Positivism and Crit‘ical Rauonahsm ignore - tl‘we
meanings and interpretations, the motives and intentions, that people use in
their everyday lives and that direct their behaviour - anfi‘nt elevates t.hem to th_e
central place in social theory and research. For Interpretivism, the‘_so§|a],world is
the world interpreted and experienced by its members, from the _ms:d_e .‘.Hgnce:
the task of the Interpretive social scientist is to discover and describe this ‘insider
view, not to impose an ‘outsider’ view on it.

Interpretive social science seeks to discover why people ‘do wha.r they dq by
uncovering the largely tacit, mutual knowledge, the sxmbol:c meanings, motives
and rules, which provide the orientations for their actions. Mutual knom_rledge is
background knowledge that is largely unarticu!ated; it is consmnt.]y.belng used
and modified by social actors as they interact with each other; ancl{ it is produced
and reproduced by them in the course of their lives toget‘her. It is the everyday
beliefs and practices, mundane and taken for granted, whs_ch have to be gr_asped
and articulated by the social researcher in order to provide an understanding of

ese actions. o
; Interpretivists have a very different view of social life to r_Imr held by Pn;mwsts
and Critical Rationalists. Interpretivists are concerned with understanding the
social world people have produced and which they reprodu.ce throulgh their
continuing activities. This everyday reality consists of the meanings aqd interpre-
tations given by the social actors to their actions, other peop]es actions, socnzfl
situations, and natural and humanly created objects. In §h0rt, in order to negoti-
ate their way around their world and make sense .of it, social actors have to
interpret their activities together, and it is these meanings, embedded in language,
that constitute their social reality. ‘ o

However, these subjective meanings are not private; they are mtersull:uectwe,
Members of a particular group or society share common meanings f'md interpre-
tations, and they maintain them through their ongoing interaction together.
Therefore, social explanations need to go beyond the SpCC'IflC meanings th?t a
social actor gives to histher actions and needs to deal with typlfal meanings
produced by typical social actors. This involves the use of approximations and
abstractions. . ‘ '

Hence, the abductive research strategy entails onia[ogrgm' assumptions that view
social reality as the social construction of-social actors. It is [h,mr creation and does
not exist independently of their social activities together. Social r.eahty is regar.dcd
as the product of processes by which social actors together negotiate the meanings
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for actions and situations; it is a complex of socially constructed mutual know-
ledge - meanings, cultural symbols and social institutions. These meanings and
interpretations both facilitate and structure social relationships. Social reality is
the symbolic world of meanings and interpretations. It is not some ‘thing’ that
may be interpreted in different ways; it is those interpretations. Hence, in contrast
to physical reality, which has to be interpreted by scientists, social reality is
pre-interpreted; it has already been interpreted before social scientists begin
their task of interpretation.

These ontological assumptions can be regarded as ‘relativist’ rather than ‘abso-
lutist’; the idea that there is single social reality is rejected in favour of the idea
that there may be multiple and changing social realities. The implication is that
there is no independent or neutral way of establishing the ‘truth’ of any of them;
each social reality may be ‘real’ to its inhabitants.

The epistemological assumptions of the abductive research strategy regard

social scientific knowledge as being derived from everyday concepts and mean- -

ings, from socially constructed mutual knowledge. The social researcher enters
the everyday social world in order to grasp these socially constructed meanings.
At one level, the accounts of a social world produced by the social scientist are
redescriptions in social scientific language of the social actors’ everyday accounts.
At another level, these redescriptions can be developed into theories that go
beyond everyday knowledge to include conditions of which social actors may be
unaware.
The distinguishing features of the abductive research strategy are:

o its view of the nature of social reality;
the origin of answers to ‘why’ questions; and
the manner in which those answers are obtained.

I

(=3

is based on the following principles.

1 The basic access to any social world is the accounts that people can give of their
own actions and the actions of others.

2 These accounts are provided to the social scientist in the language of the
participants and contain the concepts that the participants use to structure
their world, the meanings of these concepts, and the ‘theories’ that they use
to account for what goes on.

3 However, much of the activity of social life is routine and is conducted in a
taken-for-granted, unreflective manner.

4 It is only when enquiries are made about their behaviour by others (such as
social scientists) or when social life is disrupted, and/or ceases to be predictable,
that social actors are forced to consciously search for or construct meanings
and interpretations.

5 Therefore, the social scientist may have to resort to procedures that encourage
this reflection in order to discover the meanings and theories.

6 Ultimately, it is necessary to piece together the fragments of meaning that are
available from their externalized products.

Four Research Strategies

It is to the process of moving from lay descriptions of. soc'ial life. to technical
descriptions of that social life that the notion ofAczbductJon is ap_pl:ed. In oth.er
words, the abductive strategy involves constructing Fheory that_ is groundedhm
everyday activities, and/or in the language and meanings of social actors. It has

two stages:

e describing these activities and meanings; and . o
e deriving categories and concepts that can form the basis of an understanding or

an explanation of the problem at hand.

The logic of abduction that is elaborated here draws primarily on the wor.k O}f
Schiitz (1963a, 1963b), but also shares much in common with the Work of Winc
(1958), Douglas (1971), Rex (1971, 1974), and, p_artlcularly, Giddens (1976).
(See Blaikie 1993a: 176-93 for a review of these wrltersj) o

Schiitz claimed that all scientific knowledge of the social world is 1r'1d|rect. The
social sciences cannot understand people as living individuals, ea;h with a unique
consciousness. Rather, they can only be understood as personal ideal types exist-
ing in an impersonal and anonymous time which no one has actually experienced
or can experience.

Schiitz insisted that social scientists’ ideal types (second-order cor?structs) must
be derived from everyday typifications (first-order constructs) which constitute
social actors’ social reality.

The thought objects constructed by the social scie.:ntisr, in order to grasp this social
reality, have to be founded upon the thought ob;c?cts., con;truct::.d by the commo}r\v
sense thinking of men [sic], living their daily life within their social world. Thus, the
constructs of the social sciences are, so to speak, constructs of the se§0nd degree, that
is, constructs of the constructs made by the actors on the sricml scene, whose
behaviour the social scientist has to observe and to explain. (Schiitz 1963a: 242}

The critical difference between first- and second-order constructs 1s that they
are constructed with different purposes in mind and within different contexts.
First-order constructs take a particular social stock of everyday knoyvl;dge for
granted and are designed to deal with a social problem — to make social interac-
tion possible and understandable to the participants. Secon.d-ordfer constructs are
designed to deal with a social scientific problem - to explain sgcml phenomena —
and have to relate to a social scientific stock of knowledge (Schiitz 1963b:. 337.—9).

The move from first-order to second-order constructs requires the socgai scien-
tist to select from the activities and meanings of everyday life those cor'mdered to
be relevant to the purpose at hand, and to construct models of the sloma-l werlld —l
typical social actors with typical motives and typical courses of action in typica

situations.

Yet these models of actors are not human beings living within their biographical
situation in the social world of everyday life. Strictly sp-eaking, they do not have any
biography or any history, and the situation into which they‘arc ?lacgd is not a
situation defined by them but defined by their creator, the social scientist. He [sic]
has created these puppets or homunculi to manipulate them for his purpose. A

117



118  Strategies for Answering Research Questions

merely specious consciousness is imputed to them by the scientist, which is con-
structed in such a way that its presupposed stock of knowledge at hand (including the
ascribed set of invariant motives) would make actions originarting from it subjectively
understandable, provided thar these actions were performed by real actors within the
soctal world. (Schiitz 1963b: 339-40)

While Schiitz did not set out the abductive strate

gy as a set of principles or
steps, it is possible to extract this from his work.

1 The social scientist ‘observes certain facts and events within social reality which
refer to human action’ (1963a: 247).

2 *He [sic] constructs typical behaviour or course-of-action patterns from what he
has observed® (1963a: 247; 1963b: 339).

3 ‘He co-ordinates to these typical course-of-action patterns a personal type, a
model of an actor whom he imagines as being gifted with consciousness’
(1963a: 247; 1963b: 339),

4 *He thus ascribes to this fictitious consciousness a set of typical notions,
purposes, goals (in-order-to motives corresponding to the goals of the observed
course-of-action patterns and typical because-motives upon which the in-order-
to motives are founded), which are assumed to be invariant in the mind of the
imaginary actor-model’ (1963a: 247; 1963b: 340).

5 This puppet ‘is invested with a system of relevances originaring in the scientific
problem of his constructor and not in the particular biographically determined
situation of an actor within the world’ (1963b: 341).

6 The puppet ‘is interrelated in interaction patterns to other. .. pupperts con-
structed in a similar way’ (1963a: 247),

7 This constitutes a model of the social world of everyday life (1963a: 247).

8 The system of typical constructs designed by the social scientist must be formed
in accordance with the following postulates:

(a) the postulate of logical consistency ~ they must supersede first-level con-
structs by conforming to the principles of formal logic and by being clear
and distinct (1963b: 342);

(b) the postulate of subjective interpretation — it must be possible to refer ‘all
kinds of human action or their result to the subjective meaning such action
or result of an action had for the actor’ (1963b: 343); and

(c) the postulate of adequacy - ‘A human act performed within the life-world
by an individual actor in the way indicated by the typical construct would
be understandable for the actor himself as well as for his fellow-men [sic] in
terms of commonsense interpretations ofeveryday life’ (1963b: 343; 1963a:
247).

9 In much the same way as social actors test first-level constructs, ideal types
can be verified by predicting *how a puppet or system of puppets might behave
under certain conditions’ (1963a: 248). In this way propositions can be
developed which state relations between sets of variables.

What Schiitz, Winch (1958), Douglas (1971), Rex (1971, 1974) and Giddens
(1976, 1984) have in common is their belief that social science accounts of the

!
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Ontological and Epistemological Comparisons

social world must be derived, at least initially, from the accounts th'ar social actors
can give of the aspect of their world of interest to the _sncml scientist. They differ,
however, in what is done with these accounts. Therf: is one tradition Fhat a{rgues
that reporting everyday accounts is all that is possible or necessary in order to
understand social life (see e.g. Garfinkel's ethnomethod}o]ogy). Others are pre-
pared to turn these accounts into social scieptific descriptions of lee.way akf hfg of
a particular social group (community or sqctety), bu,t they would insist on eeping
these descriptions tied closely to the social actors lar}guage. .Such descngngns
lend themselves to two other possibilities. The firsr is to.brlnlg some existing
theory or perspective to bear on them, thus providm.g a social scientific :r;:ergre;
tation or critique of that way of life. The second is to generate some kin do
explanation, using as ingredients the ideal types that are derlye.(i‘ f.rom ev}(:ryf’ay
accounts. There are disagreements on both of these latter pos'sgbalmes, in the first
case about whether criticism of another way of life is legitimate, and, in the
second case, about what else can or should be addcdvto the everyday account to
form a theory. (A practical application of the abductive strategy can be found in
chapter 8, Research Design 4.)

Ontological and Epistemological Comparisons

While the four research strategies are based on unique combinations of ontolo-
gical and epistemological assumptions, there are some overlaps.‘For example, the
inductive and deductive strategies both adopt ‘realist’ ontologies. The.y assume
that social phenomena exist independently 9f both the 9bs§rver and social actors;
it is the regularities or patterns in this reality rha_t soc1z}l research ende.avours to
discover and describe, and it is elements of this reality that determine social
behaviour. However, while these two strategies may share a common onfology,
they differ in their epistemologies, in their assumptions about hqw th|§ reality can
be described, and, particularly, how it can be explame_d. 'In the inductive strategy,
the activity of observing, and the possibility of e;tabhshmg the tr.uth ofa ;!1ec?ry,
are accepted uncritically, whereas in the deductwg strategy, the mhere_nt imita-
tions of observations and the impossibility of knowing whether a t!',leory is true are
recognized. In the inductive strategy, faith is plqccd in ‘objective prpcedures tg
arrive at the truth, while the deductive strategy involves tl_1e use of rigorous an

critical evaluation of any theory that is proposed. The logxc; of their procedures
are fundamentally different, as are their products. The inductfue strategy procjuccs
descriptions of regularities that form a hierarchy of gen.e.rahty; lowcr-l'e\;]el lconi
junctions’ or correlations are explained as being spt.mflc cases of‘:? er- evc|
regularities. The deductive strategy, on the other hand, m\{olves a se;rch o‘r ca}]sa_
explanation based on deductive arguments, the conclusions of which are rigor

d. . .

Uulslleyc:ilsstce the retroductive strategy is based on the ideg that reallty consists of
three domains, it is possible to adopt different ontologlcgl assumptions ~m e:}ch
domain, particularly the ‘empirical’ and the ‘rcal’-doman‘ns, In Ihf sm-uturah.xlst
version, the empirical domain can be regarded as being an ‘external’ reality, w ile
in the constructivist version, reality is socially constructed. Both forms of reality
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are observable. !n the structuralist version, the structures and mechanisms that
- Producc regularities reside in the real domain. These structures can have an
influence on social actors and are regarded as part of reality that is ‘external’ to
them. In the constructivist version, the explanatory mechanisms are cognitive
rather than social structural in nature. In both versions of the retroc?ucrir/e
strategy, the epistemological assumptions of the inductive strategy are rejected
Howcver, the retraductive strategy is faced with the same dilemma as the ¢l'leduc~.
tive strategy, i.e. how to make contact with the hypothesized structur . d
mechanisms of the real domain. o
. The abductive research strategy entails radically different ontological assump-
tions from those of the inductive and deductive strategies. The abductive s.tmtep
is not only based on a constructivist view of social reality, but the source ‘of i);
explangtory accounts is also located there. The epistemological assumptions of
abductive strategy distinguish it sharply from inductive and deductive strategies
and the stFucturalist version of the retroductive strategy. However, it shares z;
great deal in common with the constructivist version; it is only in th; location of
the explangrory accounts that differences are evident and, even then, they are
§omewhat illusory. For example, Harré’s use of models an,d Weber’s r,lorio f
ideal types are very similar (see Blaikie 1994). e
bein splteh of the differenct?s in ontological and epistemological assumptions
thewu::lr_lsto fe r“esfearch s;ratcgl.cs, there is a r_nethqdological problem that confronts
all four. This concerns the relationship between data and social reality
Datla are groduced by the activities of social researchers acting on some version o%
social reality. In the inductive and deductive research strategies, concepts are used
to mak; contact with social reality. ‘Measuring’ these concepr; is a major way of
pr_oducmg davfa. Concepts are also used in the retroductive research strategy to
initially describe social reality, and postulated structures or mechanisms prgzide
the path to ‘unknown’ parts of it. Data about structures or mechanisms are
Produped by ‘observation’ and experiment. In the abductive strategy, social realit
is sQCIa_lly constructed and is seen to reside in lay language Knov:/led e of h'y
reality is produced by ‘immersion’ in ir. & SR
re;:a}rné}c::rl:rgasltglunzelﬁd lr:jusmg any of the _researcl_l strategies is that social
- y collect data from some point of view, by making ‘observa-
n(?n]s- through specracl@ W}th lenses that are shaped and coloured by the research-
;LZ i;ng)uagt:.j, clulmre, dlsqplme-based knowledge, past experiences (professional
— ¥)s :ml the expectations that follow from these. It is possible to introduce
e co:lir? i)on thf:se ’fg‘ctlors, such as having multiple investigators, but, ulti-
o ¥ observation” is interpretation - all observation is theory-dependent.
erefore, there will always be a gap of some kind between the dara that
coli:cted anc! the reality that they are supposed to represent. L v
vem?)\:egr,t;)r; t,ic;r;a;e (:f the abductive res'earcl} strategy, and the constructivist
e 1 Onwzltc 1.ve|srre:jteg){, the situation is somewhat different. The
s Soco'g1lca aln ep15temqlog1cal assumptions are very different.
Rl or h,eld bla l:ea ity has-no independent existence apart from the
bl y the sacnbgl actors w-ho pr()ﬁuce and reproduce it. If the
e o arn to inhabit their social Feahty as a ‘native’, then they will
as any person can be to that social reality. To the extent that a

researcher chooses to maintain some distance from such social realities, or cannot
avoid doing so, a gap will be created between the social reality and any under-
standing of it. Similarly, if in the process of redescribing the social actors’ accounts
of their activities in social scientific language the researcher fails to ‘retain the
integrity of the phenomenon’, for example by introducing concepts and ideas that
are foreign to that social reality, a bigger gap will be created. In this case, a
‘distorted’ view of a social reality will be produced. Hence, it is inevitable that
distance will also be present when the abductive research strategy is used,
although its nature and degree will usually be different from that in the other
strategies.

In short, social researchers are constantly plagued with the problem of creating
‘sociological’ realities that may not represent the ‘social’ realities they claim to be
studying, whatever those realities are assumed to be. The choice of research
strategy, and how it is used, has a large bearing on this problem.

Research Strategies and Research Questions

As we have seen, the four research strategies provide different ways of answering
‘why’ questions; each one sets out a logic of enquiry for generating an account of
some phenomenon; a starting-point, a series of stages and a concluding-point. It
has been argued that the inductive strategy is weak on answering ‘why’ questions,
and it is recognized that only some versions of the abductive strategy are used for
it. The inductive strategy explains by means of well-confirmed generalizations
that can be expected to hold across space and time. The deductive strategy
explains by means of well-tested theories that represent the current state of
knowledge. The retroductive strategy explains by means of real mechanisms, the
existence of which has been established. Lastly, the abductive strategy produces
understanding based on ‘thick’ descriptions and ideal types that have been derived
from everyday accounts.

The inductive and abductive research strategies are the only ones that can
answer ‘what’ research questions, but they do so in quite different ways. If a
‘realist’ rather than a ‘relativist’ ontology is desired, then the alternative is the
inductive strategy. However, it is necessary to accept the assumptions of the
inductive strategy, and the methods for overcoming its limitations.

The pragmatic solution to the limitations of the inductive research strategy is
well known and is commonly referred to as ‘operationalism’. It has its founda-
tions in Durkheim’s injunction to define concepts in advance of the research being
undertaken. Operationalism traditionally requires two levels of definition: a for-
mal definition that states what the concept means; and an operational definition
that states how the concept will be measured. For example, the concept of ‘social
status’ might be formally defined as a position within a social hierarchy’, and
then measured in terms of occupational prestige. This will be discussed further in
chapter S.

Operationalism infringes the strict requirements of the inductive strategy
because it involves both focusing attention on specific phenomena and limiting
the conception of them. To the purists, this is introducing preconceptions. The
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pmcessfof formally dc'fmmg any concept, ini a way that will relate it to the current
state o knq.wledge, involves locating it in a network of
accepted definitions. This introduces a background of theo
as all concepts carry theoretical baggage.'® Therefore, all
. - - . . - ?
some point of view, and pure descriprion is impossible.
ThBot? the c;ea'uctme and retroductive research strategies accepr these restrictions
: erefore, t ey_hnve no d'lfflculty in using answers to ‘what’ questions derived in'
lus wlally as topics for which answers to ‘why’ questions are sought. The same is
'aso the case for many abductivists;, while being suspicious of the ontological
assumptions on which such answers to ‘whar’ questions are based, they may be
prj{)ared to use these descriptions as a starting-point for research ,
& ’ -~ 2 = ;
Answering a how’ question requires a different kind of description which is
built on previous answers to both ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions, Ans ‘how’
. ) s ¢ : ! . Answers to ‘how
;]t:eitlonsdrcqulrc a descrlptlonlof a desired state of affairs, and the specification of
ti;g s(;n lprocheldures for getting from an existing situation to the desired situa-
s - Clearly, this type of description is complex and requires a great deal of
lnowledgf: of the social phenomenon and the context. All four strategies would
v _ ; u
aim to be able to answer ‘how’ questions, although there are disagreements

ICh d me Se com tion (!1 S ['flleg]es
oste fel. we In SO ca y
about W] (_1 ones lletlelll j t S, 4 COI blﬂﬂ
n lght bC an Qd d”tﬂge

concepts and their
retical assumptions
description involves

Choosing a Research Strategy

The principal aim in choosing a research strategy, or strategies, is to achi h
_bcst procedure(s) for dealing with a research topic, and particu,farf foLr e
ing resea{ch questions. However, it is important ro note, that it ma y,be o
to use different strategies for different research questions Foryexa ”C‘lf‘-'ss‘"‘;):
inductive strategy can be used to answer ‘what’ qucstions. and th f;Pde7 e
and retroductive strategies are used to answer ‘why’ questi,ons Th'E gd"“'”_“‘?
strategy has the afjvantage that it can be used to answer both ‘v.vhat? aand I‘I\vatlil)lfe’
?\;:)crsktls?ns, depending on the branch of Interpretivism within which the researcher
To arrive at a decision on what will be the best rescarch strategy or strategi
the capabilities and the relative strengths and weakness of each s%:at - egli)s’
understood. T!]iS requires a reasonably sophisticated understandin (:?zh:w;r'l 5
sophies of social science and the approaches to social enquiry witgh whi 'hp -I (;
research strategy is associated (see Blaikie 1993a, particularly chapter 7) e
Research questions can usually be answered by using more ['Hll)l one ;‘ese' h
strategy. For example, in the research topic ‘Absenteeism in the PL;b“C S e
the Appendix), the research question ~ “Why does absenteeism occur?’ ecmrlcgslie
answered by selecting an appropriate theory and putting it to thc- resfo'u h'e
context (the deductive strategy), or, alternatively, by trying to und dm ok
and life from the nurses’ points of view (the abductive strategy) g work

16 Th
ese problems are related to what is
what is known as the ‘theory dependence of obsery.

. i
1958). 1f there is no theory-neutral observation language, then pure T

inductivism is impossible,

Choosing a Research Strategy

The two strategies are likely to produce different kinds of accounts of absentee-
ism, and it will be difficult, if not impossible, to decide which is the best one. One
criterion might be to see which account leads to interventions that produce the
greatest reduction in absenteeism. However, situations like this are always com-
plex and changing, interventions are never simple, and outcomes may not be easy
to establish conclusively. It has been argued that there are no completely neutral
criteria for making such choices (see e.g. Kuhn 1970). Hence, ultimately, the
choice of research strategy has to be a matter of judgement, and judgements
involve both acceptable criteria and personal preferences.

A number of other factors can influence the choice of research strategy. When a
researcher is contributing to a particular research programme, a decision might be
made to select the strategy or strategies already in use. This may be a conscious
choice or may simply be taken for granted, particularly if the researcher is trained
in the research traditions used in that research programme, and in the particular
paradigm within which it is located. Not to follow these traditions may lead to
conflict with colleagues and, ultimately, to reduced career prospects.

It is also possible that a preference for, or familiarity with, certain research
methods will influence the choice of strategy. For example, if a researcher believes
that particular quantitative methods are best, and has received training in only
these methods, they may opt for a strategy in which it is believed these methods
are used. For example, the deductive strategy might be selected because it is
believed that quantitative methods, such as questionnaires, are used in this strat-
egy. Similarly, students who have received training in the use of a new computer
package for analysing textual data may assume that it must be used within the
abductive strategy."

Another set of possible influences has to do with the audiences that a researcher
considers important and the assumptions that are made about their methodo-
logical preferences. These audiences can include funding agencies, publishers and
journal editors, discipline colleagues and consumers of the research, such as book
buyers, journal readers, clients and respondents. In the case of research students,
there is the very important group that includes supervisors/advisers and ex-
aminers. Perceptions of the preferences of these audiences may need to be taken
into account. However, conflict between audience expectations can obviously be a

problem.

In the last analysis, practical considerations, such as time, cost and availability
of equipment, may have an influence. While these factors are more directly
associated with research methods, views about links between strategies and
methods, whether correct or not, may lead to the rejection of a particular strategy.
For example, in-depth interviewing may be seen to be associated with the abduc-
tive research strategy, and as this method can be time-consuming, both the
method and the strategy may be rejected.

The possible influence of all these factors, and the difficulty involved in estab-
lishing the relative merits of the four research strategies, would seem to undermine
my case for a detailed knowledge of the strategies and the need to give careful

"7 Thave heard it said that some postgraduate students have even chosen their research topic, as well as
their research strategy, so that they could use such software.
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consideration to their selection. My concern is about making informed choices
based on adequate knowledge of what is being selected and rejected and on an
understanding of the ontological and cpistemological assumptions that go with
§|1ch choices. The fact that personal, social and practical factors may also Eave an
influence makes it necessary not only to be aware of these, but also of the
consequences of allowing them to influence the choices. ,

Research Design and Research Strategies

1 ht? selection of a research strategy does not predetermine the kind of research
demgn that is adopted. While some research strategies tend to be associated with
parncullar types of research, such as the inductive strategy and social surveys, the
deductwcf strategy and the experimental method, and the abductive strategy ’and
case Stl:ldlCS, there is no necessary connection. The logic of any of the four resiarch
strategies can be implemented using a variety of research designs.
Differencesexist between the research strategies in the kinds of objectives they are
:ixble to pursue (see table 4.2). Exploration and description are confined to the
inductive and abductive strategies. While the deductive and retroductive strategies
need description as their starting-point, they must rely on the other two strategies for
them. The major task of the deductive and retroductive strategies is explanation
all:hough inductivists also claim to be able to do it, and some al;dz:cti;;ists woulci
like to be able to do it. Prediction is confined to the inductive and deductive
§rraregies, again being achieved in different ways. Some abductivists may be
lnteresyed in prediction, based on ‘thick’ descriptions, but this is of minor congern
The objective of understanding is the exclusive preserve of the abductive strate \
Some users of the retroductive and abductive strategies are interested in chafzsz;

Table 4.2 Research strategies, objectives and questions

Research strategy

- ; Type of research
Objective Inductive Deductive Retroductive  Abductive  question
Exploration iy o What
Description e i What
Explanation Y ki b2 Wh
Predicrion e HER Whe);r
Understanding s Wh
Change ¥ e - Hm):/
Evaluation i i = A
= W

Assess impacts ~ ** b e B W:Z: j”j :ﬁ:y

afi y

PR T - "
Key: = major activity; ** = moderate activity; * = minor activity. These ‘weightings’ of
the connections between objectives and research strategies are indicative only,
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Strategies and the Role of the Researcher

particularly researchers concerned with emancipation. Evaluation research is
practised by followers of all four research strategics, with a common division
between positivist and constructivist approaches (Guba and Lincoln 1989) and
quantitative and qualitative methods. Social impact assessment can use the induc-
tive strategy, perhaps in combination with the deductive strategy, the retroductive
strategy or the abductive strategy.

As we shall see in chapter 7, while there may be conventions about quantitative
methods being used in some strategics, for example the inductive and deductive,
and qualitative methods being used in others, for example the abductive, there is
no necessary association, Methods can be used in the service of a number of
research strategies. However, they will need to be used, and can be used, with
different ontological assumptions. For example, observation can be used in
the service of all four research strategies, although just how it is used might
vary; the same is true in the case of interviewing. The critical issue is the need to
be aware of the ontological and epistemological assumptions within which the
method is used.

Research Strategies and the Role of the
Researcher

To conclude this discussion of the four research strategies, we need to return to an
issue raised in chapter 2 regarding the role of the researcher. Because of its
particular ontological and epistemological assumptions, each research strategy
entails a position with regard to objectivity and validity and, hence, affects the
choice of role.

In the inductive research strategy, it is argued that the researcher must take a
detached observer position and avoid allowing personal values or political com-
mitments to contaminate the research. If objectivity cannot be achieved, then the
generalizations produced cannot be trusted as representing the regularities in
social life; it would not be possible to achieve the aim of arriving at true state-
ments about the world.

While the aim of the deductive research strategy is also a search for the truth, it
is recognized that the culture, including language, together with knowledge and
previous experiences, make presuppositionless data collection impossible. How-
ever, even though ‘observation” may be theory-laden, it is still necessary to
endeavour to exclude personal values and political commitments from the
research process, Detachment remains the ideal, even though it is recognized
that its complete achievement is impossible.

The two branches of the retroductive research strategy, the ‘structuralist’ and
the ‘constructionist’, deal with this issue differently. The ‘structuralist’ version
essentially follows the role of the researcher adopted in the deductive strategy. The
aim is to establish the existence of real structures and mechanisms even in the face
of the ‘theory-dependence of observation’ (see Pawson 1989). In the ‘construc-
tionist’ version, the view of the role of the researcher is likely to be one of those
adopted in the abductive strategy.

.
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It is in the abductive research strategy that very different views of the role of the
researcher are adopted. These include the faithful reporter, the mediator of
languages, the reflective partner, the conscientizer, and the postmodern ‘narrative
dialogue’. The reflexive nature of this type of social research casts the researcher
in very different roles to that required by both the inductive and deductive
research strategies (see chapter 2, ‘Roles for Researchers’).

In spite of their sympathy for one or more of these latter roles, some writers
have expressed reservations about their implications for the social scientific
enterprise (e.g. Geertz 1988; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). The acceptance
of these roles can lead the researcher in a number of directions, including the
abandonment of any concern with the production of new social scientific know-
ledge. The fear is that research will just become a form of journalism or part of a
political programme, or will lead to ‘methodological paralysis’. While 1 sym-
pathize with the view that social science should include emancipatory concerns,
I am also committed to seeking better understanding of social life, preferably by
incorporating the social actors’ point of view. In any case, without sound under-
standing, emancipation becomes problematic. Of course, it is necessary to accept
the idea that such knowledge will be limited in its relevance in terms of both time
and space. However, accepting this degree of relativity in the nature of the know-
ledge \ie produce does not invalidate the social research enterprise. An example of
the adoption of a middle position can be found in Hammersley and Atkinson
(1995: 1-22).

|

| Conclusion

When 51ocia| researchers set out to answer their research questions, they are faced
with the task of choosing the best research strategy or strategies to answer them.
Four fundamentally different strategies are available, each with its particular
combination of ontological and epistemological assumptions, and its unique
logic of enquiry.

The research strategies differ in the types of research objectives and research
questions they can answer. The inductive and abductive strategies are the only
ones tl'ntlt are useful for exploration and description, although they each achieve
these objectives in different ways and with different outcomes. The deductive and
retroductive research strategies are the most suitable for pursuing the objective of
explanation. Likewise, they achieve this using different procedures based on
different assumptions. The abductive research strategy is the only one that can
pursue the objective of understanding because of its particular ontological and
epistemological assumption, and its peculiar logic of enquiry. The four research
strategies have different capacities with regard to the other research objectives and
types of research questions.

While the considerations in the previous paragraph are very important in the
choice of research strategy, other factors can have an influence. Although not
always recognized, chief among them is the researcher’s preference for certain
ontological and epistemological assumptions. However, there is also a range of
pragmatic and {small ‘p’) political factors that can play an important role.
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Conclusion

Before proceeding to a consideration of the research methods that may be
suitable for selecting, collecting and analysing data to answer research questions,
within a particular research strategy, we need to backtrack to consider a set of
fundamental issues. These are the roles of concepts, theories, hypotheses and
models in social research.
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Concepts, Theories,
Hypotheses and Models

To speak of a science without concepts suggests all sorts of analogies - a
carver without tools, a railroad without tracks, a mammal without bones, a
love story without love. (Blumer 1969)

Contemporary sociologists have been preoccupied with ‘theory,” yet have
seldon tried to make clear what theory is. (Homans 1964)

Research without theory is blind, and theory without research is empty.
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992)

Introduction

The social science literature is replete with ideas about the role of concepts,
theories, hypotheses and models in social research. Some of these ideas have
come to be accepted uncritically. For example, many textbooks on social research
methods regard the core of social research as being the definition and measure-
ment of concepts, with theories stating relationships berween concepts and mod-
els consisting of a network of such relationships. Hypotheses are regarded as
potential relationships between concepts that can be tested by measuring the key
concepts in them and analysing the data so produced. This view is attractive
because of its simplicity. However, while it is very common, it is only relevant
to two of the research strategies, the inductive and deductive, and then it is used
differently in each one. Other views also need to be considered.
This chapter will examine:

views on how concepts are used in social research;

ideas on the nature and use of theory;

classical and contemporary views on the relationship berween theory and
research;

the role of hypotheses and their connection with theory;

types of models and their uses; and

the role of concepts, theories, hypotheses and models in the four research
strategies (see figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1  Concepts, theories, hypotheses and models

The Role of Concepts

A concept is an idea that is expressed in words or as a symbol. Technical concepts
in any discipline form the language, or jargon, by means of which it deals with its
subject-matter. They range in generality from the very specific to the highly
abstract and from the simple to the complex. Concepts are regarded as the
building blocks of social theories. Theories, in turn, specify the relationships
between concepts and why these relationships exist. Good theories are supposed
to represent what happens in the social world.

Theory is of value in empirical science only to the extent to which it connects
fruitfully with the empirical world. Concepts are the means, and the only means of
establishing such connection, for it is the concept that points to the empirical
instances about which a theoretical proposal is made. If the concept is clear as to
what it refers, then sure identification of the empirical instances may be made. With
their identification, they can be studied carefully, used to test theoretical proposals
and exploited for suggestions as to new proposals. Thus, with clear concepts theore-
tical statements can be brought into close and self-correcting relations with the
empirical world. (Blumer 1969: 143)

In addition to this role of establishing some kind of link with the social world,
Blumer saw concepts as being important in the theoretical framework that sets a
context for the research, as being involved in the statement of the research
problem, as determining the data that will be collected and how they will be
categorized, and as being essential in describing the findings.

Throughout the act of scientific inquiry concepts play a central role. They are
significant elements in the prior scheme that the scholar has of the empirical world;
they are likely to be the terms in which his [sic] problem is cast; they are usually the
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.categories for which dara are sought and in which the data are grouped; they usually

become the chief means for establishing relations between data; and they are usually
the anchor points in interpretation of the findings. Because of such a decisive role in
scientific inquiry, concepts need especially to be subjected to methodological scru-
tiny. {Blumer 1969: 26)

Blumer’s depiction of the role of concepts is intended to represent their place in
the Positivist paradigm that dominated at the time of writing. However, he
proceeded to scrutinize this view, in particular, to question whether concepts
used in this paradigm actually match the empirical world to which they are
supposed to refer (Blumer 1969: 28). His solution was to use sensitizing rather
than definitive concepts. This distinction will be discussed shortly.

A concept consists of both a word (or symbol) and a definition. it is differences
in views about the sources of these words and their definitions that distinguish the
research strategies. For example, in the inductive and deductive research strate-
gies, it is the researcher’s responsibility to select the relevant concepts and to
define them before the research commences. However, in the abductive research
strategy, the concepts and their definiticns may be derived initially from those
used by social actors in the context of the topic under investigation. Technical
concepts are derived from these lay concepts by a process of abstraction during
the course of the research. Because of these different usages, we cannot set out
with just a single view of the role of concepts in social research.

In the inductive and deductive research strategies, concepts and their definitions
have various origins, For example, they may come from:

o a theoretical perspective that is dominant within a discipline or social scientific
community (e.g. conflict theory);

e a specific rescarch programme (e.g. social mobility);

e commonly used theoretical concepts that are given a new definition (e.g. social
class); or

e cveryday concepts that are given precise meanings.

All of these sources involve the researcher in deciding what concepts and defini-
tions are the most appropriate.

To explore these differences, four traditions in the use of concepts in the social
sciences will be discussed: the ontological, the operationalizing, the sensitizing and
the hermeneutic. The ontological tradition is concerned with establishing the main
features of social reality, the operationalizing tradition with specifying and measur-
ing concepts to produce variables for a particular research project, the sensitizing
tradition with refining an initial flexible concept in the course of the research, and
the hermeneutic tradition with deriving technical concepts from lay language.

The Ontological Tradition

The ontological tradition is concerned with establishing a set of concepts
that identify the basic features of the social world, and that are essential for
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Figure 5.2 Parsons's theory of the system of action

(Source: Waters 1994: 145)

understanding society, major social institutions or, perhaps, small.-scale socmkl
situations. Elements of the ontological tradition can be found in the wor
of classical and modern social theorists. Classical theorists, such as'l\'larx, '.\X/ebe{
and Durkheim, each developed a battery of key concepts that provndgd a vnev;f1 of
reality and were used in their theorizing. However, it is modern .theonsts, suc af
Parsons, who have turned the ontological analysis of concepts into ‘Tlmayor pre
occupation. A modification of part of Parsons’s conceptual scheme will serve as an
illustration of this tradition (see figure 5.2).
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Society
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Figure 5.3 Key concepts in Structuration Theory

Merton was critical of this type of theorizing. He argued that conceptual

analygns that deals 'w:'th the specification and clarification of key concepts, while
essential to theoretical work, does not itself constitute theory.

{)t is only when such concepts are interrelated in the form of a scheme that a theory
begins to emerge. Concepts, then, constitute the definitions (or prescriptions) of what
is to be observed; they are the variables between which empirical relationships are to

be SOUght. When prOpOSIIiOﬂS are ]0 Ci y a a y
21 all lIle!'[e] T d, he 1 i
< theor has befn lnS[]fUECd.

gI'ije recent attempts at theoretical synthesis, such as those of Habermas and
1ddens, also include a strong ontological emphasis. Giddens, for example, has
)

The Role of Concepts

reorganized and redefined some of the basic concepts used by Parsons and others
(e.g. society, social system, institution, structure), and has arranged them around
the concept of ‘structuration’. The foundation concepts in his scheme are ‘agency’
and ‘structure’, and the interplay of these leads to the process of structuration.
While it is not possible to elaborate Structuration Theory here (see Giddens 1979,
1984; Cohen 1989; Bryant and Jary 1991; Craib 1992; Blaikie 1993a; Layder
1994; Scott 1995), I have attempted to set out the relationships between the basic
concepts (see figure 5.3).

The Operationalizing Tradition

The operationalizing tradition is concerned with turning concepts into variables,
with identifying the key concepts to be used in a particular study in order to define
them and to develop ways of measuring them.

From Durkheim on, it has been argued that, as concepts are the basic building
blocks of theory, they must be defined precisely and consistently. The imprecision
of ordinary language must be superseded by a technical use of concepts. This has
led to the view that science has two languages (see e.g. Blalock 1968a; Babbie
1992; Sedlack and Stanley 1992; Neuman 1997): one is the language of concep-
tualization and the other is the language of empirical testing, or the language of
operationalization.

The language of conceptualization is the language which social scientists use to
communicate their theoretical ideas and research findings to each other; it is the
language of both abstract theoretical notions as well as a means of identifying
observable phenomena. In the context of a research project, this language is used
to identify key concepts and to state relationships between these concepts; it is the
language used to state research questions and hypotheses. Thus, some authors
refer to this language as ‘theory’. For example: ‘Theories are built from concepts
land]...concepts are constructed from definitions’ (Turner 1991: 5).

Researchers are required to define these concepts precisely in terms of how they
will be used in a particular research project. The aim is to produce a consistent
theoretical language, although this is unlikely to be achieved. Turner has certainly
adopted an optimistic view on this.

Hence the verbal symbols used to develop a concept must be defined as precisely as
possible in order that they point to the same phenomenon for all investigators.
Although perfect consensus may never be obtained with conventional language, a
body of theory rests on the premise that scholars will do their best to define concepts
ambiguously. (Turner 1991: §)

These meanings are usually referred to as formal definitions.

The second language, operationalization, is used to transform theoretical lan-
guage into empirical concepts. This is done by specifying the procedures by which
the ‘theoretical’ concept will be measured, by indicating what will count as an
example of, or what will have to change to produce different values for, the
theoretical concept, i.e. the indicators that will be used to measure the concept
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to produce data related to it. These are commonly called operational definitions,
‘Conceptualization is the refinement and specification of abstract concepts, and
operationalization is the development of specific research procedures (operations)
that will result in empirical observations tepresenting those concepts in the real
world’ (Babbie 1992. 137).

When a concept can have a number of values, the measurement of it produces a
variable. Stinchcombe (1968: 28-9) has defined a variable as ‘a concept which can
have various values, and which is defined in such a way that one can tell by means
of observations which value it bas in g particular occurrence’. Hence, he defined
variables as observational contrasts. Therefore, in research that stresses the
importance of operationalism, variables are the focus of research activity.

The concepr of ‘social class’ is an example of such an abstract concept. Social
class might be defined as ‘a category of individuals who occupy a similar position
in a structure resulting from the distribution of economic resources’, While there
may be other meanings, this is what social class could mean in a particular
research project. Thus defined, the concept might then be measured in terms of
the income a person receives from wages or salary. This operationalization relates
to only one part of the total economic resources to which an individual may have
access, such as interest on savings, dividends from shares, rental income from
property, capital gains from property or other assets, a pension or superannua-
tion. To faithfully measure the concept as defined, these and maybe other dara
would be required. However, the researcher might decide that some sources of
income (e.g. capital gains) are too difficult to measure reliably, or the individuals
in the study may have little or no idea how much of such income they recejve,
Hence, the operationalization may be kept to something thar is readily measured
(although experienced researchers will know that obtaining accurate information
about a person’s annual wages or salary is far from straightforward),

A great deal of attention has been given to the problems of operationalizing
some of the major concepts in social science. Debates about defining and opera-
tionalizing concepts have sometimes been regarded as a theoretical activity. For
example, some time ago, discussions on the appropriate meaning of the concept of
‘role” kept many writers busy. The purpose seems to have been to arrive at the
‘right’ definition and to somehow persuade others to use it.

Biddle (1979), for example, discussed what he called *role theory’, “a science
concerned with the study of behaviors that are characteristic of persons within
contexts’ (1979: 4), The theory consisted of identifying a set of concepts related to
‘role’, such as ‘social position’, ‘expectations’, ‘context’, ‘role playing’, ‘role
taking’, ‘role set’, ‘role conflict’, ‘role overload’, ‘role strain’, ‘role discontinuity’
and ‘role malintegration’. Roles were also set within ‘social systems’, and this
involved the elaboration and definition of another collection of concepts, mainly
within a functionalist framework. This scheme could be regarded as having an
onrological intention, but there is also a strong emphasis on definitions.

About as close as this book comes to any kind of theory is the specification of a
set of ‘underlying propositions’. However, these do nothing more than assert that
the behaviour of some persons within contexts is patterned, that these ‘roles’ are
associated with social positions and expectations, that they persist because they
have consequences and are embedded in social systems, and that people have to be
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socialized into them (Biddle 1979: 8). What theory there is? is at besr dett)en-'mu:;]sé
tic, and at worst trivial. What is missing is a theory of sgcxal ac;lon to :ulag

y : f :
‘role players’ to life, and to deal with social actors’ meanings and motives.

A major difficulty encountered in defining and operationalizing concepts is that

e-
they differ in their level of abstractness. Some condcepts r)e!:gehro concér(;ttes 3:;1]
ific ti ici . Other conce
i es (e.g. the suicide rate :
nomena in specific times and plac
with phenomena that span time and place, that are very gen'eral ({:.g. c}i]evmnt
behaviour). These latter concepts may be difficult to operationalize unless they are

translated into more specific concepts.

This tradition of two languages also identifies a'particular r.elang;ls»hxp l{)letweesr;
theory and research. Theoretical activity is essentially about identi }fllng the mho.S
useful concepts and finding the right formal meaning for them, wll;u e resear«;. i
about selecting the best method of operationalizing a conczpt&l/nd }t] el\rﬁlrso;(:nizg

i alyse them. As C. Wright Mi
to collect the appropriate data and thenl analys :
out many years ago, this is a very restricted view of both theory and research.

‘Theory' becomes the variables useful in interpretir?g statistical fldndn;gsl; ‘e;nap;rlac;ael
data’...are restricted to such statistically determined f'r'lcrs anc :ie anond i
numerous, repeatable, measurable,...Tht?re are 1o phtlosophaca‘ g?})}:; S;erms
certainly no grounds in the work of social science...so to restrict 3

(Mills 1959: 66)

The relationship between theory and research will b_e‘taken up lnFer in tlins chc:iip.ter.
Blumer was a major critic of the operational tradition. He depicted the tradition

thus.

‘Operational procedure’ rests on the idea .[hm. a theoretical assertion o‘;ii C:;nfji:;g
be given both empirical reference and Yahdnnon by deve}lopmg a sp;cn ;r f e
procedure for approaching the empirical world. The given procedurzl ; rﬁmde .
may be the use of a test, a scale, a measuring instrument, or standar lz::ce vl
inquiry. The procedure ‘operationali'z.es' the theorepca!’ prolfosmo.n (:)ru;(:j ins}:r.ummt
given operation meets tests of relizlxl;]h[y the topera;Lzzésdt:me:r:s;;’;ught e
i ing specific empirical data. In turn, : 4 .
i::p[ii:::ﬁgfergenfs of the cI:)ncepr or proposition that is operationalized. (Blumer

1969: 30-1)

He objected to the idea of measuring concepts b).f selecting only a limited _:li_sieecttl?:
the relevant phenomenon and assuming that it reﬂect'ed .ail ?lstpects. a Lo,
measurement of intelligence for example. In everyday life, intelligence man
itself in many ways and is

i ili i y al, the
present in such varied things as the skilful military planpmg of an army gen:;’re;tivE
ingenious exploitation of a market situation by a business entrepreneur,

"In 1969 1 attended a series of seminars at Melbourne’; Monas: U;wers‘:g.i; r}:l:;?;l:,}:;;u[fhﬁz
presented draft chapters of the book for discusmonv. At the time I, and ot e(r!;ilddl; S0, S5 B
author subsequently recognized that the ‘theoxty‘ is weak on nwtwatfw; bl .of 7 ’[unc[i0n~
unable to incorporate an adequate account of it; no doubt because of the

alist framework.
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merhods of survival by a disadvantaged slum dwelle, the clever meeting of the
. problems of his world by a peasant or a primitive [sic] tribesman, the cunning of
low-grade delinquent-girl morons in a detention home, and the construction of
telling verse by a poet. It should be immediately clear how ridiculous and unwar-
ranted it is to believe that the operationalizing of intelligence through a given
intelligence test yields a satisfactory picture of intelligence. To form an empirically
satisfactory picture of intelligence, a picture that may be taken as having empirical
validation, it is necessary to catch and study intelligence as it is in play in actual

empirical life instead of relying on a specialized and usually arbitrary selection of one
area of its presumed manifestation, (Blumer 1969: 31)

As a symbolic interactionist, Blumer argued that an adequare understanding of
social life requires recognition of the fact that individuals and groups find their

way about by defining and interpreting the objects, events and situations that they
encounter. The operational tradition ignores this.

When current variable analysis deals with matters or areas of human group life
which involve the process of interpretation, it is markedly disposed to ignore the
process. The conventional procedure is ro identify something which is presumed to
operate on group life and treat it as an independent variable, and then to select some
form of group activity as the dependent variable. The independent variable is pur at
the beginning part of the process of interpretation and the dependent variable at the
terminal part of the process. The intervening process is ignored or, what amounts ro

the same thing, taken for granted as something that need not be considered. (Blumer
1969: 133)

Blumer was not completely against the operational tradition as long as it was only
used *for those areas of social life and formation that are not mediated by an
interpretive process’ (Blumer 1969: 139). For Blumer, and fellow interpretivists, it
is necessary for a researcher to get as close as possible to the everyday world under
investigation and not to rely on procedures that are loaded with assumptions and
keep the social world at arm’s length. However, he was prepared to accepr that
even in areas where interpretation is involved, variable analysis might unearth
patterns that cannot be detected by the direct study of people as is required in the

interpretive approach to social enquiry. These patterns can then be investigated
for the interpretations that lie behind them.

The Sensitizing Tradition

Blumer’s major solution to the deficiencies of the operational tradition was to
suggest the use of sensitizing concepts.” He argued that in getting close to the
social world we discover what social phenomena have in common. However,
these similarities are usually expressed in a distinctive manner, with individual and
group variations. Therefore, concepts need to be sensitizing rather than definitive
in order for the researcher to be able to explore the nature of what is common.

* Writers in this tradition differ in terms of whether they regard sensitizing concepts as an alternative
to the operationalizing tradition or as a complement to it

o ilfﬁ‘fzg 4
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i i . The
Sensitizing concepts provide clues and suggestions about what to look fo‘:’irhin
task is to reshape the concept to identify the nature of Fhe. common aspects o
the diversity of other features. Until this is done, it is premature to imp
predefined (definitive) concepts on the phenomenon.

isti i i ur

It seeks to improve concepts by naturalistic research, that is, by d:te_cr study of fnd
natural social world wherein empirical instances are azc.;:fpted u; t|1en;hc0rn:l:1e§0.yed

istincti i dure is markedly different from tha
distinctive form. ... As such its proce sl =
in the effort to develop definitive concepts. Its success dle]p::nc:s on panentt, tﬂ\l’);;lji:e e
imaginative li ick shorrcuts or technical instruments.
imaginative life study, not on quick s : rument ;
progress may be slow and tedious, it has the virtue of rem:;m;né in close an
continuing relations with the natural social world. (Blumer 1969: 152)

In the sensitizing tradition, the researcher sets out with 9(;16 or a'fe:\;:;g:]h::;

general and vaguely defined concepts that ar_Tln!;:ed:i [t,?; sp}:g:lb ye ::p?)l;g:?on i
ic. Initially, their meaning will be e |

E{!lz;e;:fax]zi:x?ggn. Howe{;er, as the research proceedsi-,l t_he meameng of the con-
cepts will be refined to make them more relevant for their purpols: A -

Advocates of this tradition argue that, at the outset of a research proj b A S
not be possible to be definite about what concepts are ‘relevantpr to :SSM— E
about their meaning. While a researcher needs some guidance, it is ne;ic : ye(i
view the research itself as a process in whicl} meanings of concepts are 1:(:‘\re_ofpiom;
Goffman (1963) claimed to work this way in developing th.: conceptt: ls)';ngg 0%
Thus, this type of research develops concepts that can become t‘:[arit}ﬂ a
formal theory, i.e. theory that synthesizes the common‘allilis or s1m|k o
generically different phenomena into a coherent theoretical framewor
19I7no.th]esil exposition of grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss}El967)freferredci[;o
theoretical sensitivity as the continual development of theory romd fron;
Grounded theory combines ‘concepts and hypotheses that have grr}erfe o
the data with some existing ones that are clegrly L}seful. e Potenlna_ rleore s
sensitivity is lost when the sociologist commits hlmself [sxcl. ew: uls}w::c );etf(;rs x
specific preconceived theory’ (1967: 48). Thg notion of sensitivi yociss ey
openness on the part of the r;szarcher to different ideas, to a pr

i ical insights and dara.

re]la;:::‘\%/it:geogﬁttlfe ideags of Glaser and Strauss (1967) 'fxl.aolut grounded ;l;:%r‘{;
Denzin has taken the middle ground with rggard to sensitizing concefpts. 't'zi,;
argued that within his version of symbolic mteracnom.sm:jthe use 0 sc:s;;e tﬁ
concepts precedes operationalization. In fact, he defmhe sensntl??g’]nsformid
negatively: ‘By sensitizing concepts | refer to concepts tl a;are nio orr(ChECk 5
immediately into operational definitions chfqugh an attitude sca eh i
(Denzin 1970: 14). He illustrated his position with regard to the concep
‘intelligence’.

Thus if I offer an operational definition for ‘infclligence,‘ I m1g%§t.sFate IhaF m:;lltl‘;
gence is the score received on an 1.Q. test. But |f I cthose a sensitizing rl«lppfxlolad -
measuring intelligence, I will leave it nonoperar{c)'nallzed .unnl | en:erdt “e) i]{eb i
learn the processes representing it and the specific meanings attache y
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persons observed. It might be found, for example, tha in some settings intelli i

not measured by scores on a test but rather by knowledge and skills e[tﬂil’:;?ff =
important processes in the group under analysis. ... Once I have est[;blishedgrirln
meanings of a concept, I can then employ multiple methods to measure its charac .
istics. Thu§, closedlfended questions, direct participation in the group bein srTc;ireé-
and analys;s_of written documents might be the main strategies of operatioﬁal' i
concept. Ultimately, all concepts must be operationalized — must be measurelfi”;ij

observed. The sensitizing approach merely d i i
. clays th 5 ionali
s g y ys the point at which operationaliza-

Two points need to be noted here. First, Denzin included the meanings that social
actors give to the concept being investigated (although they might usi some ot;Ia
concept than, sy, ‘intelligence’ to refer to what the researcher is concerned w't:ir
in order to arrive at his meaning for it. Second, the subsequent operationali inl a)‘
.the concept may be looser and much more diverse that would normally be I: -
in the operationalizing tradition. yoe e e
Thg defining characteristic of the sensitizing tradition is that the researcher set
out with a concept that is loosely defined and then refines its meanin duri lehS
course of~ the research. While some help might be obtained fromgthe neg Ie
mvolved' in the study, the concept remains the researcher’s. Even if ago(t)ll1J "
concept is substituted, the concept and its ultimate meaning are based on tI:

kL :
reseax‘-cher s deCIS{OnS. The final conceptual tradition to be discussed here presents
a radical alternative to this view.

The Hermeneutic Tradition

The hermeneutic tradition differs from the sensitizing tradition in that conc
that t‘he researcher uses to describe and understand any social phenomenon ?Pfs
techmc_al concepts) have their origin in the everyday language of the social tl'e-
under investigation, not in the language of the discipline. e
- _A:dvocates of this tradition argue that accounts of social life need to be derived
initially, from the accounts that social actors give of their activities; i
used b)./ the social scientist must be derived from everyday langua’ e. As Schii
stach it, .second-order constructs must be derived from first-cordegr.construcuttsZ
This requires a hermeneutic process in which the researcher tries to gras thf.:
meaning of everyday language by becoming immersed in the relevamgsectf)r of
the socllal world (Giddens 1976). As the process advances, the researcher h
to meldlate between the particular everyday language and ;ome version of }';‘5
technical language of social science in order to produce concepts th1ot zra .
re[e(;ant to the res;a‘rch topic. The process of mediation is akin to theierme‘neurli-te:
;e;S;;a-g of a text; it is a matter of interpretation rather than translation (Gadamer
While a researcher may need sensitizing concepts at the outset, the search is fo

the everyday concepts that social actors use to discuss and rela’te to this ph 3
menon. For example, if the topic for investigation is the ‘care of the aged’ prheno.
researcher has to discover what language old people, their families gnd, efn :
sionals use to discuss the problem of what should be done about old peopll)er(\).visc;

the language

Concepts and Research Strategies

have lost the capacity to care for themselves. A range of concepts might be used by
different actors in different contexts, and none of these may correspond to the
ones a researcher has derived from the literature. The researcher’s task is to make
sense of this diversity of language by producing a typology, a set of categories
(types) that capture the different concepts and their meanings. The labels for the
types may be invented or borrowed from the literature, but their meaning will be
generalized from those used by the social actors (see Stacy 1983; see also Blaikie
and Stacy 1982, 1984).

Hence, the hermenentic tradition also differs from the operational tradition in
terms of the source of the concepts. The operational tradition works ‘top down’ in
the sense that it imposes the researcher’s concepts on everyday life, the assumption
being that the researcher is in a position to judge what concepts will be relevant
because of the theoretical model or perspective that has been adopted. In the
hermeneutic tradition, the researcher works ‘bottom up’ by adopting the position
of learner rather than expert. The social actors have to teach the researcher how
they understand their world, i.e. what everyday concepts and interpretations (lay
theories) they use to make sense of it. By a complex process, the researcher can use
these lay concepts and methods of understanding as the ingredients for their
account. From lay concepts technical concepts can be generated. This may require
the invention of new concepts, the adaptation of existing technical concepts, or the
borrowing of the latter. In the process, a more general and abstract account than
the individual accounts of social actors is produced.

To use concepts as advocated by this tradition is to be reflexive: to allow
concepts to evolve through a process of re-examination and reflection. The mean-
ing of a concept does not remain static; it changes as the concept evolves from
the data and is applied to them. Whether concepts developed in this way can
be applied in other contexts is a matter for investigation. Of course, a researcher
has to stop somewhere and freeze the meaning of a concept for a while. However,
this does not prevent other researchers from using such concepts in their
own work, and furthering their development. The aim of all this is to generate
concepts that fit the problem at hand and work to provide useful description and
understanding.

Concepts and Research Strategies

There are some connections worth noting between the research strategies outlined
in chapter 4 and these four conceptual traditions. The ontological tradition
provides a background to all research, although it is less relevant to, and may
be rejected by, researchers who use the abductive research strategy. While deduc-
tivists may find conceptual schemes very useful as a source of variables, abducti-
vists may resist the imposition of such ‘top down’ schemes and prefer to generate
their own concepts in a ‘bottom up’ manner.

As we have seen, the originators of the inductive strategy in the natural sciences
insisted that researchers begin with no preconceptions or prejudices. This means
that not only were hypotheses regarded as being inappropriate, but so also was
the conscious adoption of concepts. They considered that concepts were somehow
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revealed in the process of making observations; the world was regarded as being
already divided into discrete categories of things and events. These categories
must be used to avoid distorting reality. However, when Durkheim introduced this
research strategy into sociology, he recognized the need to have concepts at the
outset in order ro be able to make observations, to collect data. By insisting that
the researcher define these concepts, he opened up the possibility that a variety of
definitions of concepts might be used.

It was then an easy step from Durkheim’s ideas to the operationalizing
tradition, and to the idea of networks of relationships between variables.
However, in spite of the close connection between Positivism and Structural
Functionalism in American sociology, particularly in the decades following
World War II, and the strong ontological tradition in the latter, the operation-
alizing tradition has tended to develop independently of this theoretical perspect-
ive. In other words, concepts in conceptual schemes were not directly
operationalized, no doubt because they were too abstract. As we shall see later
in this chapter, there was a chasm at this time between abstract theorizing and
empirical research.

It is in the deductive research strategy thar the operationalizing tradition
has been most evident. In this strategy, hypotheses are deduced from a theory,
and the concepts in a hypothesis are measured in order to test whether or not a
hypothesized relationship exists. While it is possible to test hypotheses using
other methods, this research strategy has been dominated by the operationalizing
tradition. However, we need to note thar the sensitizing rradition might also be
used in the deductive strategy, for example, in an exploratory phase when relevant
concepts and their definitions are being sought.

The connection between the retroductive research strategy and the conceptual
traditions is rather complex. Strictly speaking, concepts are not operationalized in
this research strategy; structures and mechanisms are hypothesized and discovered
by direct and indirect observations and experiments. Of course, to hypothesize
the existence of a structure or mechanism requires the use of language; you
have to have some idea of what you are looking for. This may involve adapting
an existing concept, or inventing a new one, to identify it. In this regard, it
would be interesting to know how concepts such as ‘atom’ and ‘virus’ came to
be used.

These comments on the retroductive strategy apply particularly to the structural-
ist version. The situation is rather different in the constructivist version, and is
similar to that in the abductive research strategy. It is in this latter strategy that
both the sensitizing and hermeneutic traditions are used, but in different branches.
Nevertheless, it is the hermencutic tradition that is most appropriate for genuine
abductive research. This is because the generation of technical concepts from lay
concepts is a hermeneutic process.

Clearly, these four views of the role of concepts in social research are very
different. As a result, researchers have to make choices about which tradition or
traditions to use and, in the process, to make sure that their use is consistent with
other research design decisions. The choice of research strategy will have a big
influence on the way concepts are used. However, a researcher may use concepts
in more than one way in a particular research project.

a8

The Role of Theory

The Role of Theory

One of the most vexed problems for novice researchers is hm;; to use th:sc;iy :2
research. Athcoretical research is condemned; good research is suvpsws b
involve the use of theory in some way. However, thﬂ'? arel n:japy h| es,e;mh
much confusion, about where and how theory »should be_mvo-vel mft e :ha[ -
process. No doubt, part of the reason for thlls‘gncertamty c;s the fact

concept ‘theory” itself refers to a variety of activities and products.

i e
Like so many words that are bandied about, the v_vord :t.meory thrc':tensfto bec?lr)r
meaningless. Because its referents are so diverse — mcludu:jg everc)lrl |r;g nzmlar?mns
; i ecu
i hensive but vague and unordered sp! S
working hypotheses, through compre .
to 1xio§1atic systems of thought — use of the word often obscures rather than creates

understanding. (Merton 1968: 39)

The problem is what kind of theory to use, and_for what purpose. _The s!nlla:onr:s
further complicated by the existence of a diversity o_f perspectives in s?]aa t et?ez,
and differences in the ways in which theory is used in the four research strateges.

Some Definitions of Theory

In order to examine the role of theory in research., we must first behc'lem;l:i?;:
what constitutes social or sociological thegry. While .the answciiF? t 15;] i
may appear to be self-evident, an examination of the literature indicates that

are numerous uses of the concept.
The Shorter Oxford Dictionary defines theory as

nts held as an explanation or account of a

stem of ideas or stateme
o o f what are held to be general laws,

group of facts or phenomena...a statement O ;
principles, or causes of something known or observed.

At the more general end of the continuum are definitions that identify theory with
the current state of knowledge about why something happens.

Theories are nets cast to catch what we call ‘the world': to rationalise, to explain and
to master it. (Popper 1959: 59) ‘

A theory we take to be a heuristic device for organizmg What we know, or th|1jk we
know, at a particular time about some more or less explicitly posed question or issue.
(Inkeles 1964: 28) ' ‘
Theory is a ‘story’ about how and why events in the universe occur. (Turner 1991: 1)
A theory highlights and explains something which one would otherwise not see, or
would find puzzling. (Gilbert 1993: 21)

The next two definitions begin to move to the more speci.fic end of thgﬁo;tmuu;rz.
They introduce the idea that theories provide explanations by establishing ¢
nections between the subject of interest and other phenomena.

141




142 Concepts, Thearies, Hypotheses and Models

Explanations and predictions are p
why and how questions, Theorizin
tions and predicrions of social phe
(e.g., riots) to some other phenom

rovided by theories. Theories attem ptto answer the
g can be defined as the process of providing explana-
nomena, generally by relating the subject of interest
ena (e.g., hear and crowding). (Bailey 1994: 41)
[Theory| explains the relationships among observed activities. (Lin 1976: 15)

At the specific end of the continuum we can fi

concentrate on theory as a ser of proposition
concepts.

ind a collection of definitions that
s that state relationships between

A theory is an integrated set of re
1967: 9)

A scientific theory is a set of concepts and
concepts. (Land 1971: 180)

A theory is a general and more or Jess comprehensive set of statements relating
different aspects of some phenomenon. (Babbie 1975: 76)

A theory is a set of concepts plus the interrelationships that are assumed to exist
among these concepts. (Seltiz et al, 1976: 16)

lationships with a certain level of validity. (Willer

propositions asserting relationships among

Two further definitions take this idea a bit further, suggesting that a set of
propositions should form a deductive argument,

A theory is a deductively connected set of general statements, some of which, the
premises or axioms, logically imply others, the theorems. . ., [The| purpose is to show
whar else must be true if the premises are true. (Brodbeck 1968: 385-6)

Sociological theory refers to logically interconnected sers of propositions from which
empirical uniformities can be derived. (Merton 1968: 39)

Out of this diversity it is possible to identif;
activities engaged in by the practitioners:
theory (Menzies 1982). Theoreticians’ the
aim is to develop an understanding of so
ideas. These can be about macro-
and ideas are produced with little
research, and they are not systematic

Y two types of theory in terms of the
theoreticians’ theory and researchers’
ory is that produced by writers whose
cial life in terms of basic concepts and
or micro-social phenomena. Such concepts
or no direct reference to the findings of

ally tested by means of research. Their starus
may be so abstract that they constitute a broad perspective on social life rather

than explanatory accounts of it. The ontological conceptual tradition discussed
earlier in this chapter is an example of theoreticians’ theory, as is most of the work
usually discussed as classical and modern social/sociological theory. Various views
of theoreticians® theory will be outlined later in the chapter.

Researchers’ theory, on the other hand, is either theory that the researcher uses
as a source of hypotheses to be tested, or theory thar is generated in the course of
the research. From the definitions of theory discussed earlier, it is possible to
construct a composite definition of researchers’ theory as consisting of:

¢ arelated set of statements
* about relationships berween concepts

b i

The Role of Theory

e with a certain level of generality '
e which are empirically testable; and Whl.CI:I,
e when tested, have a certain level of validity.

These characteristics of a theory describe its forn.1. Itis nlsg)’ }I)Olfmble 'm‘:lc'::ki
theory in terms of its functions. An im'portant function of SSC['A r egziea‘;in s
things that were hidden visible, to 'deflne some patterns an ”glve sko o invegm-
the sorts of observations that social researche.rs contu}sla. y make w
gating society’ (Gilbert 1993: 11). Thus, theories provide:

e explanations .
¢ of some aspects of human experience
¢ that form non-random patterns.

In other words, social theories are explanations of recurrent patterns Ior reguf:lr-
i .

rities in social life. They are answers to questions or puzzles about w 1_ylp|f?;)p.e
behave in the way they do in particular social contexts, and why social life is
organized in the way it is. o "

'gl'he distinction between theoreticians’ theory anfi researchers theor})l' helps u(sl
to understand the common complaint that there lsla iapfbetween't esry an

1 tion between
i ial sci his gap refers to the lack of connec
research in the social sciences. T : ; i i
what theoreticians and researchers do, between the» ideas discussed in bool\r;1 :rs
social theory and the theoretical ideas that are usec_i in research. Spmle research
try to bridge this gap by setting their research within a.theorem.a pc.rspeccit‘;vc:
However, the connection is often very tenuous; a perspective may be rt;wewe “:15
theory chapter of a thesis and then largely ignored as the reseaic procee t
Alternatively, an attempt may be made at the end of the research to |nFerpref
k] 3 . 2 = I

the results within a theoretical perspective in the hope of staving off accm}satlct)}?soc:
the research being atheoretical. But, according to Merton (1968), post hoc the
izing i ] eory. -
izing is an unsatisfactory use of th . o .

lng the context of research design, a theory is an answer to a ‘why’ question; it is
an explanation of a pattern or regularity that has been observed, the cause or
reason for which needs to be understood.

Levels of Theory

Some writers have classified theoretical activity into a numlber Zfble‘;)ds'oazl:,ig

(1970), for example, has slightly elaborated the sche‘m’e deve opet ]3;. g:e st

Shils (1951) by proposing five levels: ad hoc class:ftcat'oriz syst::S',and egmpiri-

systems Or raxonomies; cor}:ccpn;:al frlamelworrkes;i;lzzﬁzecréciosy;w:e ,from e
- i tems. These five levels a

fiilr;ctill(;?:s;l,c:}llrz):;h patterns of r.eiati'onships, to explanatory schemes, and then

to empirical testing of the theoretical ideas.

; ] -
Ad hoc classificatory systems are used to summarize data. The classes o

i i abli lation-
categories are more or less arbitrary and no attempt is made to e'S[&thhdre[:tand
ships between them. They are just labels for particular observations or data,
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are normally not derived from any theory. For example, students might b
classified as ‘bright’, ‘serious’, ‘average’, ‘lazy’ and ‘dull’ u’s well as ‘oldegr‘ j
‘younger’, and ‘female’ and ‘male’. Such classifications are’no} theoretical b " /
later be incorporated into a theoretical scheme. e
A catcgorical System or taxonomy moves beyond the ad hoc classification
although it is still tied closely to a particular context or limited range of phenom ’
Now. Ehe relationships between the classes or categories are stated Forepxam | “-'“};’-
cJ.?ssmcario:_i .of gtudenrs into their level of ability and anirude. to their \503:(:(:
=m!xed c_lassnflcanon that would need to be refined into at least two separate
dimensions’) could be related to their age or gender. Research might then l15:.'1at h
the relationships with some data, but the activity remains at the level of descri tioC
Conceptual schemes take us to a higher level by presenting a systematic imz n.f
the world (as in the ontological tradition). These schemes lend themselves tgetl?
Fleve!opmenr of propositions about relationships between concepts, and :
intended to apply to a wide range of situations. Some conceptual scthe;nes claairrr‘le
to represent society and its constituent parts (see figures 5.2 and 5.3). A more
limited example might deal with concepts involved in predictin ; ‘;cader i
performance’: ‘level of ability’, ‘attitudes to study’, ‘age’, ‘gender’ g‘sc»cial cl-mc
gacklgr01lanI’, ‘typehof schcfyoling’ and ‘career aspirations’. 'I:hese conc’eprs coulddbsz
eveloped into a scheme o I ips, includi i
co,meciions_ relationships, including some assumptions about causal
Theoretical schemes bring together combinations of taxonomies and concep-
tual schemes into a theoretical argument. Now explanation is the aim. Howe :
these schemes are likely to be rather abstract and not in a form that C;m be u::f:l’
dxrectly. in research. This requires another step, the establishment of empirical
theoretical schemes that are formulated precisely and in such a way thar t}f)e :; -
be tested. Hence, only these last two levels in the list can be regarded as bein ); ln
theoretical, and only the last connects theory with research. =
Another .basis for differentiating between levels of theory is to consider their
scope. Again, Denzin (1970) has proposed four main levels: grand theori
middle-range theories, substantive theories and formal theories. Grand theor;:z,
or system theories, present a master conceptual scheme that is intended to re res-,
ent the important features of a total society, These are often referred to as mz?crn-

r::cnncs lbecause the?f apgly to large-scale social phenomena. Merton referred to
these as ‘general sociological orientations’ that

|nEoiV? broad postulates which indicate types of variables which are somehow to be
ta Jen into account rarher‘than specifying determinate relationships berween parti-
cular variables....The chief function of these orientations is to provide a general

context fOI' nq lliﬂl, they fﬂL”l['\[E [l e i P
d process ()f arrving a
N nving at determmate hypmhesv:‘s.

Mzddl.«‘z-f'ange theor.les, a notion coined by Merton, lie between grand theories
and empirical generalizations.

]\:'ddle range theories have not been logically derived from a single all-embracing
theory of social systems, though once developed they may be consistent with one

Furthermore, each theory is more than a mere empirical generalization - an isolated
proposition summarizing observed uniformities of relationships between two or
more variables. (Merton 1968: 41)

Nevertheless, these theories (e.g. a theory of reference groups — Merton’s example)
are intended to apply to a variety of contexts and research problems. I shall
elaborate Merton’s ideas on middle-range theories in the next section of this chapter.

The third level referred to by Denzin, substantive theories, does apply to
specific problem areas such as race relations and juvenile delinquency. Both
middle-range theories and substantive theories are stated at a level that a
researcher can use. They can also be combined, for example by using reference
group theory as part of a theory of race relations.

Finally, the development of formal theory is based on the now contested idea
that universal explanations of social life can be developed. While the content may
be different in different contexts, the form of these theories will be the same. They
constitute a synthesis of commonalities in different phenomena into a unified
theory: ‘Basic to formal theory will be universal interactive propositions that are
assumed to apply to all instances of the phenomenon studied. ... these proposi-
tions... describe relationships between processes that mutually influence one
another’ (Denzin 1970: 18). Simmel, Goffman and Homans were all committed
to the idea that the development of formal theory was possible. Homans, for
example, claimed that social behaviour could be explained in terms of a few
psychological principles. One of his principles was that: “The more rewarding
men [sic] find the results of an action, the more likely they are to take this action.’

These two examples of classifications of social theories into levels contain
suggestions about how theory can be used in research. I now want to examine
four examples of how this issue of the relationship between theory and research
has been dealt with. The first two, by Merton and Mills, are now regarded as
classical discussions, and still worthy of attention. The other two, by Turner and
Wallace, are examples of more recent contributions. They provide an interesting
contrast between linear and cyclical linkages.

Relationship between Theory and Research

The relationship between theory and research was a topic of considerable interest
in the United States during the 1950s and the 1960s, largely as a result of the
seminal work of Merton (1968, and earlier editions of the same work in 1949 and
1957), the provocative writings of C. Wright Mills (1959) and, later, the systema-
tic scheme developed by Willer (1967). Merton and Mills lamented the state of the
sociological enterprise at that time and proposed their own broad solutions,
‘middle-range theory’ and the ‘sociological imagination’ respectively. Later, Willer
elaborated a methodological framework in which the concepts of ‘theory’ and
‘model’” were given precise meanings. His work was followed immediately by a
spate of rather technical writing on theory construction by, for example, Stinch-
combe (1968), Dubin (1969), Blalock (1969), Reynolds (1971) and Hage (1972).
Later editions of some of these works (e.g. Dubin 1978), and other contributions
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(e.g. Chafetz 1978), followed a decade later to consolidate a particular view of the
relationship between theory and research.

More recent attempts to link theory and rescarch have done so either in a series
of linear steps or levels, or in a cyclical process used to construct and test theories.
Both approaches are used to move from abstract theory to the empirical products
of research, or from data to theory. Turner (1991) and Alexander (1982) have
discussed the linear view of the relationship, and Wallace (1971, 1983), Lin
(1976) and de Vaus (1995) the cyclical view.

I will limit the discussion here to a consideration of Merton’s advocacy of
middle-range theory, Mill’s use of the sociological imagination, Turner’s scheme

of levels, and Wallace’s proposal to integrate induction and deduction into a
cyclical process.

Merton: middle-range theory

Merton’s arguments were directed towards the two unsatisfactory extremes that
he had observed in the practices of sociologists about fifty years ago. This is
captured in his oft-quoted passage from the beginning of the chapter in which he
discusses the various uses of the concept of theory.

The recent history of sociological theory can in large measure be written in terms of
an alternation between two contrasting emphases. On the one hand, we observe
those sociologists who seek above all to generalize, to find their way as rapidly as
possible to the formulation of sociological laws. Tending to assess the significance of
sociological work in terms of scope rather than the demonstrability of generaliza-
tions, they eschew the ‘triviality’ of detailed, small-scale observation and seek the
grandeur of global summaries. At the other extreme stands a hardy band who do not
hunt too closely the implications of their research but who remain confident and
assured thar what they report is so. To be sure, their reports of facts are verifiable and
often verified, but they are somewhat at a loss to relate these facts to one another or
even to explain why these, rather than other, observations have been made. For the
first group the identifying motto would at times seem to be: “We do not know
whether what we say is true, but it is ar least significant.” And for the radical
empiricist the motto may read: *This is demonstrably so, but we cannor indicate its
significance.” (Merton 1968: 139)

Throughout his work on the narure of sociological theory, Merton’s main target
was theorists such as Marx, Parsons and Sorokin and their concern for all-
embracing theory. What he wanted was theories that were of use to the rescarcher
who was trying to deal with more practical problems, theories that could be part
of the research process.

A large part of what is now described as sociological theory consists of general
orientations toward data, suggesting types of variables which theories must some-
how take into account, rather than clearly formulated, verifiable statements of
relationships between specified variables. We have many concepts but fewer con-
firmed theories; many points of view, but few thearems; many ‘approaches’ but few
arrivals. (Merton 1968: 52)
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Merton’s solution to the excesses of these two contrasting positions was to
advocate what he called theories of the middle range,

theories that lie between the minor but necessary wor.king byporh:scs rhar evolve in
abundance during day-to-day research and the all inclusive systematic efffons !(;
develop a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities of socia
behavior, social organization and social change.ﬂ . TR

Middle-range theory is principally used in sociology to gmde empirical mqm;y. t
is intermediate to general theories of social systems which are too remote from
particular classes of social behavior, organization and change to account for what
is observed and to those detailed orderly descriptions lnf particulars that are not
generalized at all. Middle-range theory involves abstracnor&sz of course, but. they are
close enough to observed data to be incnrporatefi in propositions that. permit empiri-
cal testing. Middle-range theories deal with delimited aspects of social phenomena,
as is indicared by their labels. (Merton 1968: 39-40)

Merton’s examples of such labels are ‘reference group theory’, and thf':ories of
‘social mobility’ or ‘role-set’. He considered the core idea of these theories to be
basically simple, and from them theoretical problems and hypotheses could
be generated. '

While he was concerned with the gap between practical problems and compre-
hensive theories, Merton was not against the sociologist trying to develop general
theories or work on pressing problems. What he was most cgqceme@ about was
the retarding effect on the advancement of the discipline of giving primary atten-
tion to ‘developing total sociological systems’.

Sociological theory, if it is to advance significantly, must prpceed on Fhese intercon-
nected planes: (1) by developing special theories from which to derive hypot_heses
that can be empirically investigated and (2) by evolving, not suddenly‘rcvenimg, a
progressively more general conceptual scheme that is adequate to consolidate groups
of special theories. ' . 3

To concentrate entirely on special theories is to risk emerging w.uh 'SPEleIC
hypotheses that account for limited aspects of social behavior, organisation and
change but that remain mutually inconsistent. ' .

To concentrate entirely on a master conceptual scheme for deriving all subsidiary
theories is to risk producing twentieth-century sociological equivalents of the large
philosophical systems of the past. (Merton 1968: 51)

Merton summarized his arguments as follows:

1 Middle-range theories consist of limited sets of assumptions from which specific hypo-
theses are logically derived and confirmed by empirical investigation. .

2 These theories do not remain separate but are consolidated into wider networks of
theory... S ' '

3 These theories are sufficiently abstract to deal with differing spheres of social beha\flor
and social structure, so that they transcend sheer description or empirical generaliza-
tion. .. ) ' ”

4 This type of theory cuts across distinctions between micro...and macro socia
problems...
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5 Toral sociological systems of theory - such as Marx’s historical materialism, Parsons’
theory of social systems and Sorokin’s integral sociology - represent general theoretical
orientations rather than the rigorous and tightknit systems envisaged in the search for a
‘unified theory’ in physics.

6 Asa result, many theories of the middle range are consistent with a variety of systems of
sociological thoughr.

7 Theories of the middle range are typically in direct line of continuity with the work of
classical theoretical formulations . . .

8 The middle range orientation involves the specification of ignorance. Rather than pre-
tend to knowledge where it is in fact absent, it expressly recognizes what must still be
learned in order to lay the foundation for still more knowledge ... (Merton 1968: 68-9)

When Merton presented his ideas on middle-range theory, he was, understand-
ably, criticized by the grand theorists. In time, the notion of middle-range theory
has entered the consciousness of many sociologists and lip-service has been paid
to it by succeeding generations. It has become the flag under which many self-
respecting researchers would wish to be seen marching. However, it would appear
that many have neither read nor understood the full implications of what Merton
was saying. They are prepared to salute the flag but have not read the consti-
tution. Their research practice has fallen short of Merton’s ideal and has tended
to become ritualized in the testing of isolated or trivial hypotheses. The linking
of research to theory has tended to be achieved through theories being reduced
to simple and isolated statements of relationships. As Glaser and Strauss
(1967) lamented in the early part of this period, sociologists have become over-
concerned with the testing of theories and have neglected the process of gener-
ating them.,

A major critic of Merton’s idea of middle-range theory has argued that grand
theory and small-scale empirical research are not really at ends of a continuum,
and, even if they were, middle-range theory is not intermediate between them
(Willer 1967: p. xiv). Willer has suggested that Merton equated a middle range of
generality with the scientific adequacy and testability of a theory. For concepts to
be testable, they do not need to be at a middling level of generality, or modest in
scope; what they need to be is precise and measurable, and it must be possible to
connect them in a meaningful way. Willer supported Merton’s call for testable
theory but was critical of him for not providing a methodology for constructing
and testing theory (Willer 1967; xvi).

_This latter criticism seems to be rather unfair, as Merton had very clearly
advocated the use of the deductive research strategy; he constantly reiterated the
need to derive hypotheses from theory. While his ideas of theory testing are
consistent with those of Popper, as a practical researcher, and unlike Popper,
he paid attention to the process of theory generation. His ideas on this may
have been too ‘woolly’ for Willer as they reflect the rather messy process that
seems to be inevitable in most research.

What Merton clearly recognized was the complex interplay between theory and
data, and he saw research findings as being a major source of stimulus for theory

} He would have regarded Weber’s work on the Protestant Ethic, and Durkheim’s work on suicide and
his concepe of anomie as good examples of middle-range theory.
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development. His views were made clear in his paper entitled “The Be‘armg1 of
Empirical Research on Sociological Theory’, a paper that has been given es;
attention than his statements on middle-range theory. Mgrton has_suggestc’
that: “Under certain conditions, a research finding gives rise to social theory

(1968: 157). He called this the serendipity pattern, Fhe ‘experience of obsgrvmg
an unanticipated, anomalous and strategic datum .w}.uch becon}es the occasion Tfl(;,\r
developing a new theory or for extending an existing Fheory (1968: 158). e
observation of something that is inconsistent with existing Itheory provokes curi-
osity, stimulates the researcher to try to make sense of it in terms of a bro.adc?r
theoretical framework, and leads to new observations. 'The_ more he ISIF] 15;
steeped in the data, the greater the likelihood that he will hit upon a frultf:

direction of inquiry’ (1968: 159). However, Merton sug-gesfed that it is not the
data themselves that provide the stimulation but the appl_acanon by th:? researche:r
of some general theoretical ideas: ‘For it obviously requires a theoretically sensi-
tized observer to detect the universal in the particular’ (1968: 159). Therefore,
serendipity is not the discovery of a new idea accidentally, but the presence ofhan
unexpected anomaly which excites curiosity z_ind puts pressure on th(:_ researcher
to think creatively in new directions by matching dlfferer?t theoretical ideas to the
situation. This process is at the core of the theory generation use of the later stages
of the abductive research strategy. _

Another stimulus to theory construction which Merton discussed concerns data
overlooked by the conceptual framework being used. The repeated recording of
these data can stimulate the researcher to extend the conceptual.framework to
include other concepts. “Whereas the serendipity pattern centers in an apparent
inconsistency which presses for resolution, the reformulation pattern centers in
the hitherto neglected but relevant fact which presses for an extension of th(?
conceptual scheme’ (1968: 162). Merton gave the example of how Ma!ln(?wsk:
observed the differences in the way the Trobriand Islanders went abogt fishing in
the inner lagoon, compared to the open sea. This led Malinowski to incorporate
new elements into existing theories of magic. The theory was extgnfied by an
observant, curious and creative researcher recognizing _that the existing theory
had something missing, and using his observations to stimulate the filling of the
gap. . . . .. h ch

A third way in which empirical data affect theory occurs when new researc
procedures shift the foci of theoretical interest by providing previously unavail-
able data.

After all, sound theory thrives only on a rich diet of pertinem facts and newly
invented procedures help provide the ingredients of this diet. The new, and odften
previously unavailable, data stimulate fresh hypotheses. ... The flow of rele_vant ata
thus increases the tempo of advance in certain spheres of theory whereas in others,
theory stagnates for want of adequate observation. (Merton 1968: 166)

However, there is the danger that these new res_earch teqhniques will divert
attention to problems that are theoretically and socially 'less important.

Finally, Merton has suggested that the process of doing research can lead to
the clarification of concepts. He regarded a large part of theoretical work as
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involving such clarification. ‘For a basic requirement of research is that
the concepts, the variables, be defined with sufficient clarity to enable the
research to proceed, a requirement easily and unwittingly not met in the kind of
discursive exposition which is often miscalled social theory’ (1968: 169). He
argued that research stimulates this clarification as the result of the need to
establish indices of the variables being used, i.e. the need, in the kind of quantit-
ative research with which he was familiar, to find the best, the most precise
way to operationalize a concepr. It is this pressure to measure concepts that is
instrumental in clarifying them in a way that cannot occur in purely theoretical
activity.

In summarizing these four ways in which the process of research stimulates
theoretical development, Merton argued that

an explicitly formulated theory does not invariably precede empirical inquiry, that as
a matter of plain fact the theorist is not inevitably the lamp lighting the way to new
observations. The sequence is often reversed. Nor is it enough to say thar research
and theory must be married if sociology is ta bear legitimate fruit. They must not
only exchange solemn vows—they must know how to carry on from there. Their
reciprocal roles must be clearly defined. (Merton 1968: 171)

Given that Merton wrote some time ago (his work was first published in 1949
with a major revision in 1957), the reader may be curious as to why so much space
has been devoted to his three short articles. The reason is that not only have they
been common reference points over recent decades, but they have also provided
some practical methodelogical wisdom that is still very relevant today. The
problems with which Merton was wrestling, of how to relate theory and research,
and what kind of theory is relevant to research, are matters that still perplex
researchers and cause disputes among the proponents of the various theoretical,
methodological and research traditions. While Merton’s commitment was clearly
to the deductive rescarch strategy and quantitative methods, his view of theory
construction shares much in common with that used in the abductive research
strategy. His view of research is not that of axrigid, linear set of stages, but involves
the researcher as an active and creative agent in the complex interplay between
ideas and data. He was reflecting on his own research experience in attempting to
understand important and practical problems, and that is why he objected so
strongly to the work of the ‘armchair’ theorists.

Mills: sociological imagination

A slightly later attempt to discuss similarly conceptualized extremes in sociology
can be found in the writing of C. Wright Mills (1959). Mills lamented the state
of sociology in the 1950s because of the two extreme tendencies that had devel-
oped. On the one hand, there was the interest in what he called ‘grand theory’
and, on the other hand, there was the concern with research methods and
empirical studies, what he called ‘abstracted empiricism’. He acknowledged that
considerations of theory and method are essential to the task of the sociologist,
but he argued that these two dominant versions of them were a hindrance to
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understanding and resolving ‘the personal troubles of milieu” and ‘the public
issues of the social structure’ (Mills 1959: x).

Troubles occur within the character of the individual and within the range ofh_is [_sic]
immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self and with rhose limited
areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware. Accordingly, t.he
statement and the resolution of troubles properly lie within the indi‘vidunlvas a bio-
graphical entity and within the scope of his immediate mi]iCL.l - thc socm‘l setting thatis
directly open to his personal experience and to some extent his w1lf.ul activity. A trouble
is a private matter: values cherished by an individual are felt by him to be threatened.

Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments 9f the
individual and the range of his inner life. They have to do Iwith the organisation of
many such milieux into the institutions of an historical society as a whole, with the
ways in which various milieux overlap and interpenetrate to form the larger structure
of social and historical life. An issue is a public matter: some va[uc‘clhe.nsbed_ by
publics is felt to be threatened. ... An issue, in fact, often involves a crisis in institu-
tional arrangements. (Mills 1959: 8-9)

Mills divided grand theory into two types, both of which have been discussed
earlier in this chapter. The first, in the work of Comte, Marx, SPCI]CE[‘ gnd Weber,
tried to develop ‘a theory of man’s [sic] history’. He described this kind of
sociology as

an encyclopedic endeavor, concerned with the whole of man’s [sic| _social life. It is at
once historical and systematic — historical, because it deals W.lth and uses Ehff
materials of the past; systematic, because it does so in ordelj to discern ‘the stages
of the course of history and the regularities of social life. (Mills 1959: 22)

The second type of grand theory is concerned with producing a systematic
theory of the nature of man and society, as in the work of Simmel and von Weise.

Saciology comes to deal in conceptions intended to be of use ip ciassifyin‘g zfl[ social
relations and providing insight into their supposedly invariant features. Itis, in short,
concerned with a rather static and abstract view of the components of social struc-
ture on a quite high level of generality. (Mills 1959: 23)

Mills was critical of both of these traditions: the first because it can'become
distorted into ‘a trans-historical strait-jacket’ into which human history is forced
and which is used to predict the future; and the second because it can be_come ‘an
elaborate and arid formalism in which the splitting of Concepts and their endless
rearrangement becomes the central endeavour’ (1959: 23). B

Mills regarded Parsons as the leading exponent of the‘second tradition. To
illustrate how this kind of grand theory makes unnecessarily complex what are
essentially simple ideas, he reduced Parsons’s classic text, The Spcza[ .System, to
four paragraphs that take up no more than a page. In fact, he clglmed it could be
summarized in two sentences - ‘How is social order possible? Commonly
accepted values.” Mills was simply trying to illustfatc_\f\fhat he thought was the
limited value that such a theoretical endeavour has in aiding our understanding of
the human condition, of the intersection of ‘biography and history, and the
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connections of the two in a variety of social structures’ (1959: 32). Another aspect
of his criticism was thar grand theorists have attempted to produce one universal
scheme by which to understand the nature of society and social life. This, he
argued, is impossible.

It would be easy to conclude from his damning criticisms that Mills was
developing an argument for the use of systematic research rather than grand
theory as the central activity of sociology. However, this was not his intention,
as he was equally critical of the dominant kind of social research that was
conducted in his day. Both, he argued, are ways of avoiding the task of the social
sciences, dealing with personal troubles and public issues. The former he
described as producing a “fetishism of the Concept’ and the latter as leading to
‘methodological inhibition’.

For Mills, abstracted empiricism is equivalent to crude survey research,
atheoretical data gathered by interview or questionnaire from a sample of indivi-
duals. ‘As a style of social science, abstracted empiricism is not characterized by
any substantive propositions or theories, It is not based upon any new conception
of the nature of society or of man [sic] or upon any particular facts about them’
(Mills 1959: 55). It is an activity that can be done by administrators and research
technicians, although the practitioners like to regard themselves as scientists. The
problems selected for consideration, and the way they are formulated, are severely
limited by what the practitioners regard as ‘the scientific method’, which means
some version of Positivism. Mills regarded the work of Lazarsfeld (e.g. Lazarsfeld
and Rosenberg 1955) as being typical of this tradition of research. In it, theory is
equated with variables that help to interpret statistical findings, and data are
restricted to statistically determined facts and relations. This is the operationaliz-
ing conceptual tradition discussed earlier in this chapter.

According to Mills, the major characteristic of the abstracted empiricists is that

they are methodologically inhibited, and this is what accounts for the thinness of
their results.

Those in the grip of the methodological inhibition often refuse to say anything
about modern society unless it has been through the fine little mill of The Statistical
Ritual. It is usual to say that what they produce is true even if unimportant. | do
not agree with this; more and more 1 wonder how true it is. [ wonder how much
exactitude, or even pseudo-precision, is here confused with ‘truth’; and how

much abstracted empiricism is taken as the only ‘empirical’ manner of work. (Mills
1959: 71-2)

Mills did not deny the value of staristical procedures, when they are appropriate,
but he argued that there are also other ways of doing research,

What has happened in the methodological inhibition is that men [sic] have become
stuck, not so much in the empirical intake, as in what are essentially epistemological
problems of method. Since many of these men, especially the younger, do not know
very much about epistemology, they tend ro be quite dogmatic about the one set of
canons that dominate them.

What has happened in the fetishism of the Concept is that men have become stuck
way up ona very high level of gencralisation, usually of a syntactical nature, and they
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cannot get down to fact. Both of these tendencies or schl(:o!s gxist and I’l.ourish wntl}:m
what ought to be pauses in the working process qf social science. B.ut in thf‘:l{;ﬂ lw at
ought to be a little pause has become, if I may put it so, the entranice into hfmt u n;;s.

Intellectually these schools represent abdications qf classic socml‘ scwr:ce. e
vehicle of their abdication is pretentious over-elaboration of ‘method 'and theory’;
the main reason for it is their lack of firm connection with substantive problems.
(Mills 1959: 74-5)

In spite of the fact that it is now forty years since Mills expresse_d these concerns,
what he had to say can still be applied to a great deal of social research. The
techniques may have become more sophisticated, and there may !?e more eff.ort tﬁ
avoid the appellation of being atheoretical, .but methodologxc:'cl anhubmonv is shn
rampant. With the advent of postmodernism, ‘methodological paralysis’ has
VEr. g

tal;\jl?l;;’s solution to these extremes was rather different from Merton’s. qu Mll!s,
it was not a case of finding some middle grou.nd between the lofty heights of
theory and the mundane activities of data collection. Rther, he argued fogllhe uss
of the sociological imagination as a way of understanding personal troubles an
public issues.

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger hu;?oru:alf
scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the c_x;erna] career of a variety o
individuals. It enables him to take into account how indlvlf:luals,.m the 'w'elter of Eh:."
daily experiences, often become falsely conscious of their soc3allp05|tlofl15. Wit uk)
that welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within that ramewo;
the psychologies of a variety of men and women are fo.m}ulared. By SL:hhmgag_sﬂt e_
personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon'exphmt. trpubles and the indiffer
ence of publics is transformed into involvement .w1th public issues. o :

The first fruit of this imagination - and the first lesson of'zhe social science that
embodies it — is the idea that the individual can gndgrstanfi his own expenl:nce a;fj
gauge his own fate only by locating himself within his period, rha.r he; can know hfs
own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals i his
circumstances. In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent
one.... We have come to know that every individual lives...out a blogragh_y, and
that he lives it out within some historical sequence, By the fact of his lwmgf l"re
contributes, however minutely, to the shaping of !jis society and to the course of its
history, even as he is made by society and by its hxstor.ncal push and shove. i

The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and !Jlograpfl'y and ¢ le
relations between the two within society. That is the task and its promise. (Mills
1959: 5-6)

Turner: linear elements

According to Turner (1991), theory is construcn.ed froin several baSICheiememj:
concepts, variables, statements and formats (see figure 5.4). Concepts’, he argued,
are the basic building blocks of theory. They are the means by which we en &
eavour to identify phenomena in the social world, both in everyday Iapguagc anh
social scientific or technical language. In theory, but more particularly in researc (i
concepts need to be defined; we need to state what we mean by them and we nee
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/ Meta-theoretical schemes

~__—». Analytical schemes

Definitions ——~ Concepts — Statements —» Formats

Propositional schemes

Modeling schemes

Figure 5.4 Elements of theory
(Source: Turner 1991: 8)

to identify the phenomena to which we wish them to apply. This is supposed to
ensure that researchers will use a particular concept in the same wayj; that they
will refer to the same phenomenon (Turner 1991: 5). =

Th'eories consist of a set of statements of relationships. Turner (1991; 7-12)
described such a set of statements as a theoretical format, and used this concept
as a genera! term for a variety of ways in which theoretical statements are
organized: as meta-theoretical schemes, analytical schemes propositional
schemes, and modelling schemes. Each format can be deveiope&i in a variety of
ways, and they are not mutually exclusive; it is possible to move from one to
another. in the process of theory construction. However, as Turner has pointed
out, the proponents-of these formars have engaged in a great deal of debate about
which one is the best.

Meta-theory is concerned with discerning underlying ontological and epistemo-
logical assumptions thar a body of theory or a theoretical perspective uses.
However, as Turner has pointed out, some writers (e.g. Alexander 1982) have
argue'd.thm the ontological and epistemological issues should be settled before
theorizing commences. However, this reflection can become an end in itself and
may not get beyond long-standing philosophical debates; it may not contribute
very much to the explanation of specific puzzles or problems,

' By analytical schemes, Turner referred to conceptualizations of the key proper-
ties of and relationship in the social world; they give the social world a sense of
prdel'. This is equivalent to the ontological conceptual tradition discussed earlier
in the chapter. Turner has divided analytical schemes into two types: naturalistic
schemes and sensitizing schemes. Naturalistic schemes ‘try to develop a tightly
woven system of categories that is presumed to capture the way in which the
nvariant properties of the universe are ordered’ (e.g. the work of Parsons). They
assume that there are timeless and universal processes in the social world iust as
there are in the natural world. The aim is to produce an abstract conceptual
scheme thar corresponds to these processes. .

Sensi_!i_zing schemes are ‘more loosely assembled congeries of concepts intended
to sensitise and orient researchers and theorists to certain critical processes’
(Turner 1991: 10). Apart, perhaps, from some very general concepts, the
authors ‘ who advocate sensitizing schemes do not assume that they z;pply
across time and space. They accept that as social arrangements are subject to
change, concepts and their arrangements may also have to change; it must he
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possible to revise conceptual schemes over time. While the schemes can provide
ways of understanding events and social processes, this understanding is
always provisional.

Some writers have argued that analytical schemes are a prerequisite for the
development of theory to be used in research; they provide a framework and an
orientation to a research problem. Turner, on the other hand, has argued that the
naturalistic variety of concepts may be too rigid and elaborate to stimulate
theorizing, and that sensitizing schemes may be more useful.

Turner’s third type of format, propositional schemes, is more directly related
to the business of research. A proposition is a statement of a relationship between
two or more concepts; it claims that a variation in one concept is associated with
a variation in another concept. For example, as Durkheim might have argued,
an increase in the level of individualism among members of a group or society
is associated with a rise in the suicide rate, Propositional schemes vary along
two dimensions, in their level of abstraction and in the way the propositions
are organized. Some are highly abstract and do not relate to any empirical
instance, while others may simply summarize relations between observed
phenomena. Turner has suggested that these two dimensions lead to three
main types of propositional schemes: axiomatic, formal and empirical (Turner
1991: 11-15).

In an axiomatic organization of propositions, a theory is expressed in formal
language using strict logical argument. The propositions in the argument form a
hierarchical order, with axioms or highly abstract statements at the top, from
which lower-level statements are derived. There will also be one or more condi-
tional statements that indicate the scope of the conditions under which these
abstract statements apply, and they will influence the conclusions, or theorems,
that can be drawn. An axiomatic theory is the form used in the deductive research
strategy (see Homans’s (1964) reconstruction of Durkheim’s theory of anomic
suicide that was discussed in chapter 4).

According to Turner, formal theories are watered-down versions of axiomatic
theories.* Highly abstract and general propositions are used to explain observed
events or relationships, by viewing the latter as instances or examples of the
former. If deductions are made from these general propositions, they do not
conform to the strict rules of logic as in axiomatic theory. When extraneous
facts cannot be excluded, these theories will use the well-known disclaimer
‘other things being equal’. This is the more common form of theories in sociology.

Turner referred to his third type of propositional scheme as empirical general-
izations, although he has some reservations about calling them theories. They are
derived from specific events in particular social contexts. Such propositions are

usually not very abstract and are filled with empirical content. They may be
nothing more than statements of empirical regularities that need to be explained,

% Freese (1980) had a very different view of formal theories. He referred to them as deductive theories
that are expressed in the symbols and rules of formal logic or mathematics, either as translations of
theories expressed in ordinary language, or as theoretical expressions in their own right. In the former
case, the use of the language of logic or mathematics is designed to remove the vagueness and
imprecision from ordinary language. We shall discuss these views later in this chapter under ‘The
Role of Models'.
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and are therefore precursors to theoretical activity. However, Turner has acknow-
ledged that if the concepts are relatively abstract, if they relate to basic or
fundamental properties of the social world, and if they can be applied across a
number of substantive areas, they may be considered theoretical. This is the form
of theory used in the inductive research strategy.

Turner’s fourth type of scheme involves the use of diagrammatic or pictorial
representations of social events or processes. These have been labelled modelling
schemes and will be discussed later in this chapter.

Turner has expressed some strong views on the value to the researcher of the
various approaches to theorizing just reviewed. At one extreme, he regarded meta-
theory as interesting but counterproductive. At the other extreme, he regarded

empirical generalisations and causal models of empirically operationalized variables
as not theory at all. They are useful summaries of data that need a theory to explain
them. Some would argue that theory can be built from such summaries of empirical
regularities. Thar is, we can induce from the facts the more general properties that
these facts illustrate. I doubt this, but many disagree. I grant that familiarity with
empirical regularities is crucial to developing more abstract and comprehensive
theoretical statements, but I doubt if this process of mechanically raising the level
of abstraction from empirical findings will produce interesting theory. A much more
creative leap of insight is necessary, and so I do not suggest that theory building begin
with a total immersion in the empirical facts. I suspect that, once buried in the facts,
one rarely rises above them. (Turner 1991: 23-4)

Between the extremes of meta-theory and empirical generalization Turner has
placed six steps with gradations in the level of generality (see figure 5.5). He has
argued that the most productive area for theory building lies in the interchange
between formal propositions and analytical models, between translating proposi-
tions into diagrams and translating diagrams into propositions, This is the
level at which he wished theory to be stated. Middle-range propositions can
stimulate analytic models and these, in turn, can encourage the development of
more abstract propositions. However, he has argued that middle-range theorists
need abstract propositions to encourage them to raise their empirically laden
statements to a more abstract level. On the other hand, middle-range theories
and causal models can provide vehicles by means of which abstract propositions
can be empirically tested (Turner 1991: 27). In this way, Turner has regarded the
various components of theorizing as serving each other rather than being in
conflict.”

Schemes such as that of Turner imply a relationship between theory and
research that is facilitated by a series of levels or steps from data produced
by research, through theory at different levels of abstraction, to general ideas
and assumptions. Turner clearly saw the movement between these levels as
occurring in both directions, although his preference was for working from the
middle to the ends: ‘Start with sensitizing schemes, propositions and models, and

5 Alexander {1982) has presented a similac scheme to that of Turner, but uses a different array of

categories. However, his scheme adds little to our understanding of the relationship between theory
and research.
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Figure5.5 Relationsamong theoretical approachesa

(Source: After Turner 1991: 26)
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Wallace: ongoing cycles
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Induction Deduction

Empirical
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Data analysis

Testable
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Data collection

Figure 5.6 The cycle of theory construction and testing

(Source: Adapted from Wallace 1971, 1983; de Vays 1995)
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The Role of Theory

is a much too simplistic representation of the creative side of research. What
should oceur is a complex trial and error process, more akin to that used in the
abductive research strategy and by grounded theorists. The other major deficiency

* of the scheme is that it provides no place for the social actors” concepts and

meanings to enter into the process; it uses the ontology of both positivism and
critical rationalism, and a combination of their epistemologies.

Theoreticians’ Theory

As we have seen, theoreticians’ theory can be defined as the products of attempts
to understand social life, both at the macro- and micro-levels. This intellectual
activiry usually occurs with little or no reference to the findings of social research.
Rather, theoreticians feed off each other in the sense that much of their work
attempts to synthesize and/or build on earlier theorizing.

Theoreticians' theory can be examined from a number of points of view.

o The history of social thought: developments in the understanding of social life
and society (e.g. Becker and Barnes 1938; Bogardus 1940; Barnes 1948;
Martindale 1960).

o The work of great theorists: original works, plus reviews and commentaries
(e.g. Aron 1965, 1968; Raison 1969; Coser 1971; Giddens 1971; Beilharz
1991).

e Theoretical schools or perspectives: clustering of classical and contemporary
theorists into schools based on common ontological assumptions (e.g. Cuff and
Payne 1979; Ritzer 1980, 1996a, 1996b; Jones 1985; Giddens and Turner
1987; Turner 1991; Craib 1992, 1997; Scott 1995; Cuff et al. 1998; Wallace
and Wolf 1999).

o Theorizing strategies: the establishment of broad categories of theorizing in
terms of both ontological and epistemological assumptions (e.g. Johnson et al.
1984; Blaikie 1993a; Waters 1994; Ritzer 1996a).

As the most relevant aspect of theoreticians’ theory in the present context is
theoretical perspectives, only these will be discussed here,

Theoretical perspectives

In this approach to social theory, classical and contemporary theorists who share
common ontological assumptions and ways of understanding social life are
grouped together, and the common elements of their theories are abstracted. A
theoretical perspective provides a way of looking at the social world; it highlights
certain aspects while at the same time making other aspects less visible. A shift in
theoretical perspective changes the shape of the social world (Gilbert 1993: 11).
The concept of theoretical perspective (Cuff and Payne 1979) is equivalent to,
the notions of ‘general theoretical orientation’ (Merton 1968), ‘general model’
(Willer 1967), ‘meta-theory’ (Turner 1991), ‘foundationalist theory’ or ‘formal
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The Role of Theory

Theoretical perspectives have been categorized ina number of ways. A common
set of categories can be found in texts from the United States on social/sociological
theory (e.g. Turner 1991; Ritzer 1996a, 1996b; and Wallace and Wolf 1999), in

- more recent British texts (e.g. Craib 1992; Scott 1995), and in the North Atlantic

collaboration by Giddens and Turner (1987). These classifications include cate-
gories such as:

o functionalism (Durkheim, Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, Parsons, Merton);

o neo-functionalism (Luhmann, Alexander);

o conflict theory (Marx, Weber, Dahrendorf, Coser, Collins, Rex);

o rational choice and exchange theory (Frazer, Malinowski, Mauss, Weber,
Homans, Blau, Elster);

e phenomenology (Husserl, Schiitz, Tiryakian, Bruyn, Berger, Luckmann, Dou-
glas, Psathas);

o ethnometbodology (Garfinkel, Cicourel, Sacks, Schegloff, Zimmerman);’

o symbolic interactionism (Mead, Dewey, Cooley, Thomas, Blumer, Strauss,
Becker, Denzin);

o dramaturgy (Goffman);

o structuralism and post‘szmctumlism (Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, Lacan,
Althusser, Derrida);

e critical theory (Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, Habermas, Fay);

e structuration theory (Giddens); and

o feminist theory (Barnard, Smith, Harding).

The Role of Theoreticians’ Theory in Research

In spite of the division of labour between theoreticians’ theory and researchers’
theory, the former, and, particularly, theoretical perspectives, has much to offer
the researcher. It can provide:

e a way of viewing the social world, including ontological and epistemological
assumptions;

e a language with which to describe and explain aspects of the social world;

e general theoretical ideas to set the context and direction for research; and

e possible explanations or tentative hypotheses.

The first contribution, to provide a perspective or way of looking at the social
world, involves making a commitment to a set of ontological assumptions about
the nature of the social world and human nature. For example, social reality may
be viewed as either ‘material’ or ‘ideal’ (Johnson et al. 1984), or as either ‘sub-
jective’ or ‘objective’ (Waters 1994; Ritzer 1996a). People’s actions may be
regarded as the result of either choice or constraint (humanistic vs. deterministic
assumptions), and their relationships based either on agreement about norms and
values or on different interests (consensus vs. conflict assumptions). Perspectives
also include different epistemological assumptions about how the social world
can be known. Social reality can be approached from a nominalist or realist
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epistemology (Johnson et al. 1984), or explained in individualistic or holistic
_terms (Waters 1994).

While such ontological commitments are not always fully recognized, the
consequences of the paradigmatic disputes of the 1960s and 1970s now make it
essential that researchers be aware thar a choice of ontological assumptions is
needed. This choice should be made explicit.

The second role of theory in research, to provide a language, facilitates the
statement of research questions and the answers to them. Like everyday language,
theoretical language provides a vocabulary and meanings for concepts. While the
meanings may be more precise than in everyday language, they are still subject to
multiple definitions and disputes within and between paradigms. There are fash-
ions in theoretical perspectives, and, therefore, in theoretical language. Such
language both facilitates dialogue between adherents to a perspective and
excludes the outsider.

The adoption of a theoretical language is necessary to establish a way of
relating to the social world. However, while the relationship between a theoretical

icit connections in
much less clear. Certainly, there would appear to be few cxpllutrccc;‘e[ e
the literature. The exceptions are the rare cases where a resea s

theoretician {e.g. Bourdieu).

Researchers’ Theory
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language and everyday language is regarded as the most fundamental methodo-
logical issue in the social sciences (Bhaskar 1979; Blaikie 1993a), it is also a highly
contested one. All researchers need a language both to formulate a research
project and to report its outcomes. While the level of theoretical sophistication
of the language used may vary, that some technical language is necessary to
understand and explain any social phenomenon cannot really be disputed. Some
Interpretivists, for example ethnomethodologists, argue that all that is necessary
to achieve such understanding is to report social actors’ accounts in their lan-
guage. However, this is a minority view, and, in any case, is impossible to sustain.
Any discussion of such accounts needs a technical language, and the language of
ethnomethodology, for example, is certainly technical. Even in grounded theory,
with its aim of generating theory largely free of theoretical preconceptions and
language, it is necessary to borrow or invent technical concepts.

The third role of theory is an extension of the second. It provides a context of
ideas, or a theoretical framework, that is the source of the focus and direction for
the research. The review of a theorist’s ideas on an issue, such as Marx’s discus-
sion of ‘alienation’, can set the scene for the collection of particular types of data
from particular sources, for example from factory workers who were formerly
rural peasants in a developing country. While the theoretical ideas may not
suggest specific hypotheses, they provide the inspiration to pursue the research
in a particular way.

The final role of theory concerns the source of hypotheses. Theory can be used
either to provide general explanatory ideas to guide research, or, more specifically,
to provide answers to ‘why’ questions, i.e. as a source of hypotheses to be tested.
The deductive research strategy has taken the latter to the limit by requiring that
hypotheses be logically deduced from a set of theoretical propositions. In this
case, a hypothesis is the conclusion to a theoretical argument that provides a
tentative answer to a ‘why’ question. Of course, hypotheses can come from other
sources, including previous research.

It is clear that rescarchers must rely on theoreticians’ theory in a number of
ways. However, the extent to which theoreticians use the results of research is
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profession’ (Stinchcombe 1968: 13).

The Role of Hypotheses
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a set of circumstances. The assertion is the hypothesis. One then arranges a study of
a given empirical area that represents these circumstances. If the findings from such a
study verify the hypothesis one assumes that the scheme, the model, or the theory
from which the hypothesis has been drawn is empirically valid. Logically, this
view rests on an ‘as if’ notion; that is, one approaches the empirical world as if
it had such and such a makeup, deduces narrow specific consequences as to what
one would find if the empirical world had the makeup attributed to it, and then
sees if in fact such consequences are to be found in the empirical world. (Blumer

1969: 29)

If quantitative methods are being used, a hypothesis will be tested by operation-
alizing the conceprts in the hypothesis, collecting the appropriate data, and then
exploring the nature of the relationship berween the measures of the concept by
some form of statistical analysis, such as correlation or regression. For some kinds
of testing, it is a convention to express hypotheses in the null and alternative
forms. A null hypothesis states that there is no relationship between two variables,
i.e. that a position on, or a value for, one variable does not predict the position on
or the value for the other variable. Alternative hypotheses state that there is some
kind of relationship; it may be linear, either positive or negative, or curvilinear. In
a positive linear relationship, the values on the variables correspond; a high value
on one variable is associated with a high value on the other, and vice versa. In a
negative linear relationship, a high value on one variable is associated with a low
value on the other, and vice versa. A curvilinear relationship can be in the form of
a ‘hump’ or a ‘hollow’. In the former, a high value on one variable is associated
with a moderate value on the other, and a low value on the first variable is
associated with both high and low values on the second. In the latter, a low
value on one variable is associated with a moderate value on the other, and a
high value on the first variable is associated with both high and low values on the
second. A researcher will try to reject the null hypothesis in favour of one of the
alternatives. It is also common practice just to state the preferred alternative
hypothesis.

If qualitative methods are being used in the deductive research strategy — and
there is no reason why they should not be — the testing process will be less formal
and is likely to rely more on arguments from evidence and the manipulation of
concepts and categories in textual data.

Hypotheses also have a role in the abduictive research strategy, and in grounded
theory in particular. However, their use here is less formal and is an integral part
of the process of generating theory from data. Questions will arise from the
analysis of some of the data, and hypotheses may be used to explore these
questions, within the same body of data, or to stimulate further data collection.
This will not involve either the measurement of concepts or the statistical testing
of relationships.

To reiterate a point made in chapter 3, ‘what’ questions do not require hypothe-
ses to guide the data collection, and they may also not be necessary for ‘how’
questions. “What’ questions need concepts, but descriptions can be produced
using these concepts, with either quantitative or qualitative data, without the
need to guess at what the outcome might be. Such guessing of answers to ‘what’
questions adds nothing to the quality or sophistication of the research.

i el

The Role of Models

The Role of Models

Like theory, the concept of model has a variety c.>f nlear'lings_ and uses in tdhel
context of creating new knowledge and understandu?g‘ social life. U’smg a mode
seems to be regarded as adding sophistication or legmrpacy to one’s research. A
discussion of the role of models and theory in research is Comphcated by the f?ct
that the concepts are sometimes used interchangeably. Some writers even combine
them to produce ‘theoretical models’. , .

In this section of the chapter, I will review the major types of mod.els used in the
social sciences. However, before doing this, it is necessary to set aside £wo every-
day uses of model that are not relevant to our discussion: three-dimensional
representations of objects, and ideals of some kind. Examples of the representa-
tions include model aeroplanes, or an architect’s model of a proposed building.
The first is a model of an actual aeroplane, whilelthe second is a model for a new
building. If the model of is to scale, i.e. if there is a ‘one-to-one corres;.non(.ie?ce
between the elements of the model and the elements of the thing of Whl'Ch it is a
model’ (Brodbeck 1968: 80), then the thing .and the mosiell are §ald to be
isomorphic; the model is a smaller representation of the original thmg.llf.lt1 is
a working model, such as a steam engine, and if it works on the same princip TS
as the thing itself, then the isomorphism is cqmp!ete. quv§ver, this is rarely
achieved; working models frequently use different principles. Because of
this, such models have limited theoretical or research value and may even be
misleading. o

The other everyday use of model, again not relevant to research, is m'the
normative or ideal sense, for example a model parent or a rr_10del organization.
Such models may never exist in reality but are pres.ente.d as ideals for.whlch to
strive. This type of model is sometimes confused w1thl ideal types. This may be_]
due, in part, to Weber’s discussion of ideal types alnd his construction of an 1dlea
type of bureaucracy. What Weber intended by an ideal type was the accentuatxc];n
of particular features of a social phenomenon into a kind of model that can be
used to analyse and compare existing examples of the phenomenon. In this sense,
an ideal type is like a measurement standard. Beca.use Weber also argugd that a
bureaucratic form of organization is the most rational way to co-ordinate the
administrative activities of a large number of people, his ideal type of bureaucracy
has been regarded as the best form of large-scale administration. Even he was not
entirely innocent in perpetuating this view. The fact that the Gen?'\an has been
translated as ‘ideal’ type has not helped; the notion of ‘constructed’ type (Beclfer
1940, 1950) overcomes these connotations. The idea of'a model asa comparative
‘yardstick’ may be appropriate, but its use in the normative sense is not relevant to
social research.

Types of Models

Models have been used in social research in a variety of ways. They prov.ade
a conceptual or theoretical framework, they can represent a hypothetical
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explanatory structure or mechanism, perhaps derived by the use of analogies,

or they can be a method of organizing research results, and communicating
them.

Abstract descriptions

The most elementary but not trivial use of models in social research is as abstract
descriptions. While not usually thought of as models, abstract descriptions can be
regarded as models of some aspects of social reality. Casual or systematic obser-
vation and data may inform them, but their purpose is different from that of an
abstract model.

Two examples of models as abstract descriptions can be found in the work of
Schiitz and Harré. Schiitz elaborates how models are used in the abductive
research strategy and Harré how they are used in the constructivist version of
the retroductive strategy. Schiitz’s project (1963a, 1963b), like that of Weber and
Dilthey before him, was to find a way ‘to form objective concepts and objectively
verifiable theory of subjective meaning structures’ (Schiitz 1963a: 246). He
attempted to do this by establishing a bridge between the meanings social actors
use in everyday activities and the meaning the social scientist must attribute to
these activities in order to produce an ade-
quate theory. He argued that social life is
possible to the extent that social actors use
typifications. Typifications are everyday cate-
gorizations of typical persons, social actions
and social situations. They are socially
constructed and transmitted, and they are
refined and changed by processes of trial and
error in everyday activities. The typifications,
or everyday ideal types, that social actors
use are related to their biographically and
situationally determined system of interests
and circumstances (Schiitz 1963a: 243).
According to Schiitz, the intersubjective
meanings that social actors use — motives,
goals, choices and plans —can only be experi-
enced in their typicality (1963a: 244). Ir is these typical meanings that the social
scientist must discover, describe and use as the ingredients in sociological
ideal types.

As we saw in the discussion of the abductive research strategy in chapter 4,
Schiitz referred to everyday typifications as first-order constructs and to
sociological typifications, or ideal types, as second-order constructs. The critical
difference between first- and second-order constructs is that they are constructed
with different purposes in mind. First-order constructs are part of the social stock of
knowledge which, while often taken for granted, makes social life possible. Second-
order constructs are constructed by the social scientists to supersede first-order
constructs and to understand some aspects of social life (Schiitz 1963a: 246).

Types of Models

The Role of Models

Schiitz argued that all knowledge of the social world is i{ldirect; people cannot
be understood theoretically in their uniqueness but only as impersonal ideal types

existing in impersonal and anonymous time. He regarded these second-order

- constructs, his kind of ideal types, as models of typical social actors, typical social

action and typical social situations, not as descriptions of actual. humailndbemgbs,
actions and situations. The elements of Schiitz’s models of the socngl \.Norbl Ca{? e}
manipulated and the logical ou;cohmes cl:mpared. They are the building blocks 0
e source of testable hypotheses. .
thclgr?h:ir:’dvzlr)sion of social psychology, Harré and Secord (1972) hane emphasized
the use of ordinary language as a source of concepts to be used in any study.
However, they do not confine ordinary language to that used.by s.ogal la;.cltors,
as Schiitz does; they are willing to be guided by the work of linguistic philoso-
phers and psychologists. This broader approach to the source ‘of concepts is
tempered by their insistence, as in phenomenology and symbo}l(l: mtera,ctloming,f
that the explanation of behaviour should be made from the social actors’ poin

view.

Those who wish to study people as they really live_ their 1ives’ haw‘: a lrleady-made
conceptual scheme for expressing the results of :Pelr observations in the gccgu:;:
people ordinarily give of their behaviour. Thts is »why'we have efmp 21511?:-:1
essential rightness of the discoveries of the linguistic phllogophers. or“psyc f0 utghye.
And since one important feature of the conceptu.al scherT\e is that it a owshor -
explanation of behaviour of people from the point of view of thel acdtogs t e;n <
ves. ..some insights into the genesis of that behaviour can be ob’tame ¥ s:julgng.
the accounts that are given by the social actors themselves. (Harré and Secor :

152)

The focus of this social psychology is on ‘episodes’ mvplvmg !one or mO(l;f;
people, in which there is a beginning and an end aqd some interna hstrt;c:;lsr:()f
unity. ‘Everything of interest that occurs in human hfe,.happ’ens in the cd . Dm,!
or as the culmination of, or as the initi‘anon .of an episode’ (Harré an ecOdﬁl
1972: 153). In order to grasp such an epl;Ode it is necessary to 'CO[']Simcft a rlr; "
of it, a critical or abstract description of its structure apd its pm?cxp (61? ;:s g;en
the pattern of relationships and social processes. This type 0 moHe o
referred to as a homeomorph (Harré and Secord 1972 Harre 197'7)({; ?wevzr,l :
explanation of the episode requires the use of a different :m '?h‘ mlfined,of
paramorph, which identifies the mechamsm.(s) thaf produce lt.l is
model is based on the use of analogies and will be discussed shortly.

Synonym for theory

The concept of model has been used by some writers as a synonyin for th(f?\r;ly;rzﬁ
more particularly, for a particular view ofltheory. For exampllei{ ‘ ive an fsifon
(1975) regarded model as being not only interchangeable with °t e%ry ot
‘paradigm’, ‘hypothesis’ and even ‘idpas’. Another example‘ canl ed Lk
Inkeles’s (1964) discussion of evolutlonar){, stmct.ural.—fun.ctlm.la hand i
theories as models of society. The sociologist ‘carries in his [sic] head [m
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that] greatly influence what he looks for, what he sees, and what he does with his
observations by way of fitting them, along with other facts, into a larger scheme
of explanation” (Inkeles 1964: 28). However, he went on to suggest that a model is

a general theory with a strong ontological component, while a theory is an answer
to a specific research question.

It is not always possible to distinguish precisely between a scientific model and a
scientific theory, and the terms are sometimes used interchangeably. A model may
generate a host of theories but one theory may be so powerful as to become, in cffect,
a general model....we use model to refer to a rather general image of the main
outline of some major phenomenan, including certain leading ideas about the nature
of the units involved and the pattern of their relations. A theory we take 1o be a
heuristic device for organising what we know, or think we know, ata particular time
about some more or less explicitly posed question or issue. A theory would, there-
fore, be more limited and precise than a model. A theory can ordinarily be proved

wrong. In the case of a model, it can usually only be judged incomplete, misleading,
or unproductive. (Inkeles 1964: 28)

To use model and theory synonymously is to add confusion to concepts that
already have a variety of other uses. This practice is to be avoided.

Conceptual models

Model is also associated with the idea of a conceptual scheme. This usage is
closely related to both ‘theoretical perspectives’ and the ontological tradition in
the use of concepts in research, discussed earlier in this chaprer. A conceptual
model attempts to represent the social world in terms of an array of related
concepts, or a conceptual scheme (see e.g. Krausz and Miller 1974: 5). Further
examples of conceptual schemes will be discussed in the section ‘Diagrammatic
representations’ later in this chapter.

A conceptual model may be an important component of a theoretical perspec-
tive. However, theoretical perspectives tend to use different sets of concepts. If the
same concepts are used, they will usually be given different meanings. For exam-
ple, structural-functionalism uses concepts such as norms, values, roles, socializa-
tion, social control, equilibrium, adaptation and system, while the conflict
perspective uses concepts such as economic base, superstructure, alienation, con-
tradiction, interests, class, power and structure. These two theoretical perspec-
tives share some concepts, such as institution, and may use them in a similar way,
but, overall, the concepts in each perspective entail very different assumptions
about and ways of viewing the social world. The former is based on the idea that
consensus on norms and values is the basis of social order, and the latter that
conflict and power are characteristic of all social relationships, including those
between social classes. ‘Role’ is a good example of a concept that is used very
differently in two perspectives such as structural-functionalism and symbolic
interactionism. In the former, roles are occupied by social actors whose behaviour
is determined by the associated norms. In the latter, roles are negotiated and
renegotiated as social interaction proceeds; they are not predetermined.

The Role of Models

Theoretical models

‘Another common use of model is to combine the word with theory to form

theoretical model. Willer (1967) has atten?pted to use the con:jbmed C(incl:;i):
precisely in an elaboration of the relationship berween t.heory and research.
scheme falls within the deductive research strategy (sec f!gurZSiZ). —

Tn arguing that social theory needs to be develo{ped throug dt le’ usedo :;:“Ch,
Willer has placed ‘theoretical models’ between ggneral mol f:sh and r ‘miai
‘General models’ provide a background for ‘th_eorencal n:mde s' that are esic )
in theory construction and testing. A ‘theoretical model .coil:tams concfe;sj sedﬁc
explanatory ideas related to a particular phenomenon. IE\XI/S'J ego;rczc; ‘tﬁeore_
hypotheses that can be tested in the course of research. Willer define b
tical model’ as ‘a conceptualization of a group of Phcnomen'a, constructe 3;
means of a rationale, where the ultimate purpose 1s t0 furn_lsh rge I;erms an
relations, the propositions, of a formal system WhICh,.lf validate f, hecorr:lfesn:
theory’ (Willer 1967: 15). A ‘general model" refer.s to a wider range of p eno“ i
than do ‘theoretical models’. The former is equivalent to, what Merton ca e :
‘general theoretical orientation’ and Inkeles called ‘n_lodel ! For, examplf, gener;x
model” might refer to a total society while a ‘theoretical model T‘ay reler to onoyf
one subgroup. ‘General models’ may be a source, |?ut not the ongl,or_le, ;
‘theoretical models’. However, Willer argue(_i that a ‘theoretical mo ]i{ i lSlﬂg
equivalent to middle-range theory. The !atteI: is much br?ader (and wou include
what he called a ‘formal system’, an ‘operational system and ‘theory’. -

A ‘formal system’ is the simplest set of statements that‘regrese;tl the ﬁy
relationships within a phenomenon; it is a compact, systematized an dl_ntemslf y
consistent set of statements of relationships that ldent':fy Fhe core mgr‘e ients o a;
‘theoretical model’. It may be, but need not be, deductive in form. An operat;o?}::\e
system’ translates the nominally de'ﬁned concepts and Fhe lst.ate[;uents 0 o
relationships of the ‘formal system” into meas_urabl_e.relati(:jr_tsjlps etween
cepts. (See the earlier discussion on the 'opemttonahzmg Era mor-)‘)l R

As well as containing nominally defined concepts, a theprenca model” con
tains a rationale and a mechanism. The rationale is a point of view abou‘t a
phenomenon, a way of looking at the social world, an organizing idea, that
comes from the imagination of the researcher. an.d not fro.m dara. Th(;l sft‘ru‘c.rure
of the relationships between the concepts, whx;:h is determined b¥ the de 111111nlorr11§
used, forms the mechanism of the modcl.‘ The presenT:a g(/l“a m‘elc ztar:tSEd
distinguishes a ‘theoretical model’ from a gmlerz'x‘llmode . Willer i Zs rat :
this with reference to Durkheim’s theory of the division of labour and socia
solidarity.

To conceive of societies according to the extent of their division of labour anq tht;lr
solidarity, whether mechanical or organic, as Durkheim did, is to employ a rationale.

% This use of ‘mechanism’ needs to be distinguished from its use in the retr?dumw research strav:gy.f
The former is a much weaker method of establishing causation as it relies only on a[n:ltwo[ro [:e
relationships, while in the latter use, a mechanism is supposed to generate the regularity

s
explained.

.
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Very general ideas about society and social life,
Is a possible source of explanatory ideas.

General model
|
|
|
|

Y

Theorizing Theoretical model Concepts and explanatory ideas.

A Ideas are conceptualized by means of a rationale.
Relations between concepts constitute a mechanism,

Deduction '
: Concepts are formally defined.
|

Y

Formal system Precise statements of relations berween concepts.
| May be in the form of a deductive argument.

| Statements constitute hypothe
Yp ses,

Research Operational system  Concepts are operationally defined.
Relationships can be tested,

|

) |
Testing |
|

|

Theory A validated (corroborated) Formal system.

Figure 5.7 Willer’s scheme of theory and models

The relationship between the extent of division of labor and the type of solidarity, as

well as the f A L
il S]'/')e urther relations which are implied, compose the mechanism. (Willer

In s.hort-, ‘general models’ can be the source of ideas for the ‘theoretical model’
wluc_h, In turn, provides concepts and explanatory ideas that can be state?i ? S
relgtmnshlps between concepts. These relationships form the mechanism throu dl:
whagh an explanation is achieved, When these relationships are stared moé:‘-e
prec1s§ly and systematically, they constitute the ‘formal system’. When the con-
cepts in the relationships of the ‘formal system’ are operaric;naliy defined it
becqmes the “‘operational system’ and can be tested. If the ‘operational system’
survives the testing, the ‘formal system’ can be called a ‘theory’. e

A model contains a rationale and nominally defined concepts which are structured in
the _form ofa mechanism. A model is cumbersome and complex in com arison to th

purity and parsimony of a formal system.... There is a one-to-one coprres ondD .
between the relationships developed in the mechanism of the model and [hsse ofel:}:e
form-al system. It is the function of the model, through its mechanism, to furnish the
relationships _of the formal system. Since a theory is a validated forma; system, it "
be seen that it stands in direct logical relationship to its model, The rhyeory ’canc?)z

deduced i i
1;6t;fe18)from the model while the model can be induced from the theory, (Willer
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Willer argued that models are constructed on the basis of extensive knowledge
and through the use of imagination, in the context of discovery. They cannot be
deduced from data, nor by induction conceived as a process of generalizing from
data. It is, rather, a process of abduction involving imagination and creativity, not
logic in a narrow sense.

While this scheme of ‘general models’, ‘theoretical models’, ‘formal systems’,
‘operational systems’ and ‘theory’ may seem to be rather eccentric, Willer has
argued that it is consistent with many accepted ideas in philosophy (he has drawn
heavily on Braithwaite 1953) and practices in the social sciences. Certainly, the
idea contained in his use of ‘general models’ is well accepted, and operationalism
has a long history. What he has tried to do is to show how models are used in
theory construction, and to separate theoretical ideas and assumptions from the
empirical testing of specific statements of relationships. If ‘theory’ is restricted to
mean ‘an integrated set of relationships with a certain level of validity’ (Willer
1967: 9), then it can only get its meaning from the ‘theoretical model’ from which
it was deduced. However, as Inkeles has also argued, the testing of a theory does
not also test the model, It is not possible to establish whether models are true or
false, valid or invalid. The only judgement that can be made about models is
whether they are useful or productive.

Since models stand in an inductive relation to their theories it is incorrect to speak of
valid or invalid models. Models are never validated, even if their theories are
validated; nor can models be proven invalid, even when they result in invalid
theories. ... Since the validation of a formal system never implies the validation of
the model from which it was derived, it is best to speak of useful or ‘good’ models
when they produce valid formal systems or when it is felt probable that they will
produce valid formal systems. (Willer 1967: 20-1)°

Clearly, Willer’s view of theory construction and testing is consistent with, and
provides an elaboration of, the deductive research strategy.

Some time ago, I attempted to apply Willer’s scheme in a study on the occupa-
tional choices of university students (Blaikie 1971). The theoretical model used is

as follows:

(1) Individuals have goals and seek means to realize themy; action is goal oriented.

(2) The values which an individual holds determine the relative importance given to
these goals; individuals give highest priority to those goals which accord with the
values they hold.

(3) Values are internalized, initially, during primary socialization as part of an
individual's symbolic universe, and are subsequently either modified by processes
of secondary socialization, or largely replaced by re-socialization.

(4) Individuals choose an occupation in which they perceive they can realize the
occupational goals which they give the highest priority.

(5) When individuals perceive restrictions related to their possible employment in
occupations which are seen to accord best with their high priority occupational

? As the arguments behind these claims are rather complex, they have not been included here. See
Willer {1967: 20~1) for derails.
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E;::)(i:r?hegf ::11[;[' chQOSC a;rlloccu]parjon which they perceive will be least likely to
. alization of their high priority occupati ill mini
bk i ey Bh priority occupational goals; they will mini-
f(g; IS)rSfent:leqter L.miversjry as inhabitants of diverse symbolic universes
Ing their university course secondary socializar ;
‘ e ary socialization, >-sociali
tion occurs, entailing a change in goal priorities. it
(8) Thercf{)rc, changes in occupational choice berw
sity may be determined by:
(g) changes in goal priorities;
(b) changes in the percepti ibility of
ption of the possibilit izing hi iori i
. t:e ot o p ity of realizing high priority goals in
¢) changes in the perception of the ibili ini
; ossibilir 2 / i
wocupation: (Bl4kie Jng, p ity of obtaining employment in an

cen entering and leaving univer-

Som i i
W-”e hyllalorheses‘werc derived from this theoretical model to form part of wh
er called the ‘formal system’. Here are two examples ’ N

e The goal prioriti i
Simﬂfﬁ)evepno;mes of 'stu‘denrs choosing a particular occupation tend to be
e N when restrictions relared to entry and necessary qualifications
Eercewe by them, are taken into account '
e Compared wi i i g
pared with restricted choice conditions, when restrictions are set aside

there is a greater similarity ; i
tarity in the goal prioritie i
. 5 ¥ ‘
el goal p of students choosing a parrti-

Analogues of mechanisms

I o
d[;ﬂl\):ﬂ; rzs ri:;ler:;a}rsnd soctil sciences, many theories have been developed by
o Whem a}r]mt_ er flel-d of science. An example from the narural
They devammd idnvp gsslmsts tried to understand the structure of the atom.
i ey e Ofiho T ectrons and neutrons by drawing from astronomy
o i i veate: e‘_p]anets aroux_ld the sun. In sociology, Spencer’s (1891)
b L A uy(;d th:‘.oua chgnge viewed society as being like an evolving
" Srruc[urégandf at @olunonary growth i_s accompanied by changes in
e uncnlons, that anincrease in size produces an increase in
s o ar:?tur‘a complezury Hls theory has employed wha is com-
ot Wrin_ngS }jmlc anak;gy an |df::| thar can be traced back to ancient
e undersi;]d‘cnce,fai the dlsup!lng of sociology developed to provide
b e ing of human socleties, it drew on familiar and well-

ideas from the discipline of biology. A theory in biology was used as

developed fi in a fi

=i pi)oi:';eli(: ajnin;(;dre;kfpr a t}I;)eory in a field where knowledge is still limited.

ettty b |:‘eumgdt ¢ concepts, and the established relationships

e statemem; e hIer-_cve!o}'u:d fl'eld and translating them into concepts

b nships in the new f:gld. For the model to be most useful a
correspondence has to be established between the concepts and srat,e~

The Role of Models

ments of relationship in both fields. If this is achieved, then hypotheses can be
developed and tested in the new field. For example, in order to understand how
rumours spread, it is possible to use as a model a theory about the spread of
diseases. If the resulting hypotheses are corroborated, theories in the two fields
will have the same form. In fact, as theories of the spread of rumours are
advanced, the reverse process might then be useful, i.e. to use a theory developed
about the spread of rumours as a model to advance knowledge about the spread
of disease.

Representations of real or imagined things have been referred to as iconic
models (Harré and Secord 1972: 74). Harré’s second type of model, the iconic
paramorph, relies on the use of analogies. Their function is to hypothesize
plausible generative mechanisms, i.e. explanations, for the observed patterns

identified by a honteomorph.

The most important function of iconic models in science is as plausible analogies of
the unknown causal, generative mechanisms of the non-random patterns discovered
in critical explorations of fields of natural phenomena. In this role they serve as a
basis both for existential hypotheses as to the reality of certain classes of entities, and
further hypotheses as to their nature and behaviour. In this role they are indispen-
sable, since if we depend only upon formal criteria for explanation, such as the
deductibility from a theory of what is to be explained, then there will be indefinitely
many theories which satisfy that criterion for any given set of facts. (Harré and

Secord 1972: 76)

Some writers (e.g. Black 1962; Brodbeck 1968) have argued that analogies are
the only genuine kinds of models in science. They considered all other uses of the
term are unnecessary, because there are perfectly good alternative concepts avail-
able; other uses simply create ambiguity and confusion.

Diagrammatic representations

Models of this type are designed to indicate patterns of relations, time sequences,
or causal connections between aspects of social life. Concepts are arranged in a
visual space to reflect their ordering in the social world, and symbols, such as lines
and arrows, are used to represent the form and direction of the relationships.
These models include arrangements of abstract concepts about generic aspects of
the social world, and more specific summaries of relations among a number
of variables. The former have been described as abstract-analytical models
and the latter as empirical-causal models (Turner 1987: 164-5; 1991: 17) (see
figure 5.8).

Abstract-analytical models deal with generic properties of the social world, and
depict a complex set of connections among context-free concepts. Explanation is
achieved by the ability of the model to map the crucial connections (perhaps
weighted) among basic properties of some social process or phenomenon. Empiri-
cal-causal models are designed to represent the influence, in a temporal sequence,
of a set of independent variables on a dependent variable. Explanation is achieved
by tracing the causal connections among measured variables that are assumed to
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Figure 5.8 Types of modelling schemes
(Source: Turner 1991:| 9)
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The Role of Madels

and processes of structuring (Turner 1987). These figures attempt to integrate
systematically the work of many theorists. One example, on interpersonal moti-
vation, will serve as an illustration: see figure 5.9.

Mathematical representations

While this is not the place for a detailed discussion of the role of mathematics in
the social sciences, a few comments are in order. The use of mathematics is well
accepted in physics, and to a certain extent in biology, but social scientists are very
divided about the extent and manner in which it should be used in the social
sciences. Of course, the application of mathematics to the social sciences is not
completely new: economics is very dependent on the use of mathematical models,
and psychologists have applied mathematics to certain aspects of their work,
particularly in psychometrics. It is in the areas of social psychology, sociology
and political science that the use of mathematics is a more recent and controver-
sial development.

At a very basic level, however, whenever we count some aspect of the social
world, and then apply some form of statistical analysis to the data, we are
assuming that regularities in the social world conform to the rules of arithmetic.
However, this kind of mathematical modelling is largely taken for granted.

It is other activities to which the label of mathematical modelling is usually

applied, such as:

o formalizing theories by providing a language that clarifies assumptions and
consequences embedded in the use of ordinary language;
organizing, sifting through and finding systematic patterns in data;
proving substitutes for theories from which consequences can be drawn and

tested; and
e playing ‘what if’ games with sociological ideas (Lazarsfeld and Henry 1966;

Leik and Meeker 1975).

The first of these activities is concerned with developing a precise language for
social theory. However, this has not been the major use of mathematics in
sociology (Sorensen 1978). The second use is the more common. It includes
descriptive, correlational and inferential statistics at one extreme, and, at the
other extreme, attempts to achieve causal explanations. The latter includes the
use of regression and other forms of structural equation modelling (e.g. path
analysis). In this activity, the aim is either to find a line or curve that represents
a relationship in data, or to establish the extent to which a network of relation-
ships conforms to a perfect model of them. The third and fourth uses involve
constructing a theory in the form of a set of mathematical (algebraic) equations,
exploring its implications by substituting parameters (possible values for the
variables), and seeing what the model would predict.

From the time of its enthusiastic application in sociology in the 1970s, math-
ematical modelling has had its advocates and critics. The advocates claim that if
there are regularities in social phenomena, and if these can be described precisely
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in abstract terms, then mathematical analysis is possible. The critics claim that it is
not appropriate to impose mathematical principles on social life, as the two fields
are unrelated. Some critics have decried the excessive concern with all techniques
of quantitative measurement and analysis, while for others, mathematical model-
ling is seen as a fetish that is both far removed from the reality of social life and is
an inadequate representation of it. The fascination with sophisticated data manip-
ulation, including model building, is seen to remove the researcher from real-
world concerns,

In a polemical presidential address to the American Sociological Association,
Coser (1975) offered a critique of this tradition of research in particular, and of
the sectarian enthusiasm for new tools of research in general. He was concerned

about the excessive fascination with techniques of measurement and analysis, to
the neglect of theoretical concerns.

The fallacy of misplaced precision consists in believing that one can compensate for
theoretical weakness by methodological strength. Concern with precision in meas-
urement before theoretical clarification of what is worth measuring and what is not,

and before one clearly knows what one is measuring, is a roadblock to progress in
sociological analysis. (Coser 1975: 695)

The editor of The American Sociologist invited responses from two of the major

exponents of path analysis in social stratification research. Featherman (1976)
and Treiman (1976) both mounted a strong defence.

Iam of the conviction that structural equation models are helpful instruments in the
systemization and formalization of theory, in the explication of concepts and their
measurement, and in the representation of collateral hypotheses and their derivative
implications....In my view, path analysis, as an adjunct to an array of other
quantitative research instruments, is an example of properly placed precision and
has removed many of the barriers to our theoretic thinking by helping to organize
it.... path analysis and its genre of statistical analysis . ... force their users to precision

of thought and explicitness of meaning in ways which other analytic tools and strictly
verbal constructions do not. (Featherman 1976: 25)

First, that from being a substitute for theoretical analysis, path analysis and other
sophisticated procedures increasingly utilized in sociological research constitute
powerful aids to theorizing; second, that our substantive understanding of social
stratification has been furthered by these procedures in a way quite impossible
without their use...It does no good to formulate hypotheses about, for example,
differences in the rate and pattern of social mobility in capitalist and socialist
societies if we do not have a clear idea about exactly what we mean by social
mobility and precisely how we can measure it. (Treiman 1976: 28)

Responses to these arguments will depend on the reader’s preferences in onto-
logical and epistemological assumptions and research strategies. '°

It is hard to find an article in any issue of The American Sociologieal Review
over recent years that does not use some form of structural equation modelling,

" For another debate on the same kind of issue see Blaikie (1977) and the replies by Jones et al.
(1978), Cass and Resler (1978), Daniel (1978) and Blaikie (1978).
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im i i i ariables

articularly regression. Generally, the aim is to f1nd‘ a set cl)Jf mdﬁ:pfﬁgizéz i

E‘hat can best predict variations in a dependent varilable. sually . ndepm 'y
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combination being described as a mode.I. The orhe.r don?lrzinnt. fo;’tiréigf Toogdri::;gr
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?rrllvol\?eggti: rational ’choice theory) or the relations among dependent and inde-
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into account as well as the paradign‘{s that are reEgrde ?Se;:ﬂr%h pt;ly]e B
one’s discipline or research community. In some kinds of rr o d;ta g
ment of a mathematical model may only be relevant ‘g te b K
collected. In other kinds of research, such as most qualitative s 3
tical models will be completely irrelevant.

Theories, Models and Research Strategies

i i nd
To summarize the discussion in this chapter, I _shall review tgz.e role (:; t'?ﬁ:rf)i(r:t :
models in each of the research strategies. Two issues will be discussed.

Table 5.1 Research strategies, theory and models

1
Research strategy Nature of theory Use of models

izati Abstract descriptions
1 rm:  Generalizations/laws ' _
frductive o Nerworks of propositions Mathematical representation
Process: Generated by induction from data Conceptual frameworks
ive i odels
Deductive  Form:  Deductive argument Theoretical m

Diagrammatic representation

uces hypotheses . ;
prod 54 Mathematical representation

Process: Hyportheses tested by
matching against data

Abstract descriptions of
episodes (homeomorphs)

May involve use of
analogies (paramorphs)

Generative structures or
mechanisms

Process: Modelling mechanisms

Establishing their existence

Retroductive Form:

Social scientific accounts
Ideal types

Process: Generated from everyday
concepts/meaningsfaccounts

Abductive  Form:

Abstract descriptions
(ideal types)
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the contrast between theory development and theory testing; whether research

sets out with a well-developed theory or whether theory is the end product of
research. The second is concerned with the way explanartion or understanding is

achieved. The four research strategies present us with contrasting positions on
these issues (see table 5.1).

Inductive and Deductive Strategies

The relationship between theory and research is viewed differently in the inductive
and deductive research strategies. In the inductive research strategy, theory consists
of generalizations derived by induction from data. Hence, research is about theory
development, starting with the collection of data and, hopefully, ending up with
abstract descriptions of patterns in the dara, i.e. with generalizations. If sufficient
support is achieved for a generalization from many studies, its status as a ‘true’
representation of social reality is enhanced. Inductivistssearch for universal ‘laws’ of
social life, Such propositions are regarded as both describing the essential ch
istics of the social world and providing the basis for expl
instances of a particular phenomenon can be expl
of such universal regularities, i.c, they are seen to fir the pattern. Hence the idea of
pattern explanations. In short, research within the inductive strategy involves col-
lecting data by operationalizing concepts, and then searching for patternsin the data.
Patterns become generalizations, and nerworks of generalizations become a theory.

aracter-
anations of it. Specific
ained by regarding it asan instance

further support for them. However, the possibility of establishing universal regula-
rities in the social sciences is a contested issue and is now widely rejected.

The use of models in the inductive research strategy is confined to abstract
descriptions and mathematical representations. The former consists of relatively
low-level generalizations and possible networks of such generalizations, while the
latter involves the mathematical modelling of data. This modelling can range from
basic statistical summaries, such as measures of cenrral tendency, dispersion and
association, to more complex mathematical simplifications of patterns of relation-
ships.

In the deductive research strategy, theory not only has a different form, but it is
also arrived at in a very different wa y- The logic of the deductive research strategy
is the reverse of the inductive strategy. Rather than theory being the outcome of
research, it has to be produced, borrowed or invented, at the outset, Theory takes
the form of a deductive argument. Theoretical ideas are connected in such a way
that, from one or more very general propositions that state relationships between
abstract concepts, plus some conditions under which they apply, and, perhaps,
some descriptive statements, a specific conclusion can be drawn, Depending on
the purpose ar hand, the conclusion to the argument can be a hypothesis, a
prediction, or the regularity that is to be explained. Hence, this strategy requires
a great deal of theoretical work before data are collected.

The task of research using the deductive rese

arch strategy is to put theories to the
test, to establish whether or not what the the

ory proposes matches the available

Theories, Models and Research Strategies

data. In order to do this, it is necessary to deduce one or more hypothc::ls f;;omf
the theory and to collect data relevant to the hypothesis or hypothcses.. acb 0t
match between the data and the hypothesis meanshtha: the the(;ryl lsdat ese
‘ s tch lends som
i i i ably false. On the other hand, a ma
inappropriate, and is proba e sitlie: b tc
sup}:)%rt to the theory but it can never establish conclusively that it is the 9!1[|y 05
1 n
true explanation for the regularity. Therefore, theory developm'ent is a tria a.th
error process of proposing theories and rejecting those rhgt are mconsnstentlm :
data; theories that survive this process will be retained until they mayhbe lrep aci
: .
with,a better theory. Again, as we have seen, this process match.es the nkeory 0
data, not to social reality. The theory dependence of observations ma ;:s z:?;
marc,hing between data and reality impossible. For the same reason, theori
cannot be rejected conclusively. . o
A deductive theory can come from many sources, of a_coln1h|nat|ogc?i2t::jer?r.o?nn
isti y Id be used in its original or a m ;
existing researchers’ theory cou . ! ¢t
i i structed using elements from
Alternatively, theory might be con : _
indi i rly requires a
f previous research. The latter clea
theory and/or the findings o he : i
great deal of knowledge of the field, as well as creativity. Hoyvever, accor'dmg rg
Popper, it matters not whence a theory comes; it is the logic of its construction an
3
i & i important.
the rigour of its testing that are imp . ‘ —
In the deductive strategy, the theory provides ahverI}; cleakr) fouj; f((!); Ct:j ;f:,m e
i i hypotheses that have been de
The concepts in the hypothesis or hy h e
theses will also
i need to be collected. These hypo |
theory determine the data that : d. Ti ‘ . -
state relationships between concepts, and their testing is zu:hllehve:li1 b};;:'r]nzzfmthi
i i ures of the concepts with the
the relationships between the meas . : ! _
relationship that was hypothesized. While the inductive strategy requires the
! kit i ncepts
collection of large quantities of data, perhaps the measurement of]many ci(;es :)he
in order to justify a generalization, the deductive strategy only requ
ific : in the hypotheses.
measurement of specific concepts in ‘ .
']“he deductive strategy lends itself to the use nif vanousl. typgsliof Su:deslfs:t
s ' ‘ ‘ -
i i : ment as a ‘theoretical model’ an
It is possible to regard a deductive argu gk -
it i ! del’, a ‘formal system’ and an ‘opera
it in the context of a ‘general mo Iy _ i
system’ (Willer 1967). Alternatively, it is possible to represent t’hed{elanons:;t[ivc
between the concepts contained in the propositions of the argumentin mng‘?Mivs
and/or mathematical form. This is now common practice among quanti
researchers. o
As we have seen earlier, the claims made about the status of the theo:es in these
i v e
two research strategies are very different. Inductively prodzced e gprleshjic
yretic epti and prejudices ha
long as theoretical preconceptions
supposed to be true as e P e
i esearc d so-called objective methods
not contaminated the research, an . it g
iti cither of these requirements can y
However, critics have argued that as n e
izati imited in
inducti zations must be regarded not only as :
met, inductively produced gencrall_zd i -
scol;e but also as subject to modification by subsequent Eesearchi)Th‘e pr'agd i
i i ‘subjectivity’ must be involved, :
iti reconceptions and ‘subjec :
smrillsindpinger. i he selection of concepts, and
: t concepts. The selectio ,
research cannot get started withou i b e B
isi i | measured, will ‘prejudice’ the findings.
decisions on how they are defined and ; e -
However, as an advocate of inductivism, Durkheim (1951, 1962) insisted tha
A 7
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concepts must be defined at the outset. While this is clearly necessary, it i
. devnanop from the earlier arguments about the need to start with a L.O)l":’l Icrs la
open mind and to simply describe the world as it ‘really’ is. Neverrﬁe]eisy
researchers have no option but to compromise the ideals of this strate i
answering ‘what’ questions, and then to recognize the consequent limimtior%sy "

The d.eductwg strategy, on the other hand, accepts that all theories are tenm;'
and subject to either revision or replacement. While the aim is to produce th s
that‘ match reality, the researcher can never know when the I;narch hase?)r‘lfs
aC‘th\:’Cd. According to Popper, all that can be achieved with confidence i tan
rejection of theory that does not match reality. As we have seen in chapter 4lS tth1‘L
;Emm cannot be made in the way that Popper insisted. The result is thatp ra r; t'ls
judgements must be made about when to keep or dispose of a the : [ i 7 “C
words, all theories are under-determined by data. S

Retroductive and Abductive Strategies

The retroductive and abductive research strategies do not lend themselves t
conceptual or logical ways of linking theory and research. In the retrodu st' v
strategy, a theory or explanation is achieved by establishing the existence 0; :;e
hypoth.esmcd structure or mechanism that is responsible for producing an observ 3
regullanty. Alternatively, and probably more commonly in the social sciences lc"l
task is one of establishing which one of a number of possible known struct r’ -
mechamsms is responsible, and the conditions under which it operates Wh:ﬂfs Oi
is a structure or a mechanism on which the researcher focuses will. de de“
whether the structuralist or the constructionist version is used e
Models pla)_r a vital role in the retroductive strategy. They .are used to id
abstract descriptions of the regularities or episodes under consideration (Emw .
morphs), and they are then used to construct ‘images’ of mechanism L(’”‘TCO'
morphs).. It is in this latter use that analogies may be employed as a st'ns IP‘“ﬂ'
the creative process involved in discovering unknown mechanisms B
The process of constructing a model of a possible structure lor mechani
can be extrs‘n?ely demanding, requiring extensive knowledge and involvin mtSI:n
use of creativity and imagination. The process of establishing the existencegof -e
structure or meghanism is demanding in a different way, in this case requiri -
ingenuity and skill. In the end, the connection between a h’ypotherical modqllrmﬁ
the process of gstablishing its existence, is more a matter of arguing from ev?d, -
than of engaging in the statistical testing of hypotheses (as ir;OI the d dl e
sshstiml eductive
in‘:[;civ;iegmnstrate_ the existence .of a particular structure, for example, may
lve documenting many possible consequences of its existence, and th
z}l::iu;ng for1 the plausl;tl).il;]ty:f the connection between the evidence and,the theo:f;l
xample, to establish the existence of a parti .
explanaFion for patterns of alienated behavilZ)urlsrb;;lzp;i(l)lfrilca]zsirset;f:i're e
of the kind that connects evidence other than the work behaviour in que;gt‘ilcr)?me?(;

both th avi i
; at behaviour an.d a possible class structure. Such arguments will obvious!
e a matter of persuasion and contention. ’

Theories, Models and Research Strategies

The relationship between theory and research in the abductive research strategy
is very different from that in the other three strategies. In this case, the two are
intimately intertwined; data and theoretical ideas are played off against one
another in a developmental and creative process. Regularities that are discovered
at the beginning or in the course of the research will stimulate the researcher to
ask questions and look for answers. The data will then be reinterpreted in the light
of emerging theoretical ideas, and this may lead to further questioning, the
entertainment of tentative hypotheses, and a search for answers. Research
becomes a dialogue between data and theory mediated by the researcher. Data
are interpreted and reinterpreted in the light of the emerging theory, and, as a
result, change in the process. The emerging theory is tested and refined as the
research proceeds. While this dialogue could continue forever, a satisfactory
explanation will have been produced when theoretical saturation is achieved
and satisfying answers to the research questions have been arrived at.

The process used to generate theory in the abductive research strategy is some-
times described as inductive. However, this is misleading for a number of reasons.
Abduction is a process by means of which the researcher assembles lay accounts of
the phenomenon in question, with all their gaps and deficiencies, and, in an
terative manner, begins to construct their own account. The central characteristic
of this process is that it is iterative; it involves the researcher in alternating periods
of immersion in the relevant social world, and periods of withdrawal for reflec-
tion and analysis. This alternating process means that theory is generated as an
intimate part of the research process; it is not invented at the beginning nor is it
just produced at the end. The form of this theory can vary, depending on the
particular branch of interpretivism within which the researcher is working. Fol-
lowing Weber, Schiitz and Becker, my preference is for the construction of
ideal types as the abstract second-order descriptions. The rich detail in ideal
types can then be used to produce theoretical propositions, which, in turn, may
be tested by the further use of the abductive strategy, or, possibly, within
the deductive strategy. The latter case does not necessarily entail the use of
quantitative methods; it is possible to test deductively derived hypotheses using
any type of data.

Ideal types can be regarded as models of social actors, social situations or social
processes; Schiitz certainly viewed them this way. They are a particular kind of
abstract description that is derived from the everyday, tacit knowledge that social
actors use to find their way about in their social world, and to communicate and
interact with other social actors. Ideal types as models can look very much like the
models of mechanisms developed in the constructionist version of the retroductive
research strategy. 1 have argued (Blaikie 1994) that Weber’s ideal type of the
Protestant work ethic, particulatly the typical meaning given to work by
the early Calvinists, is equivalent to a model of a mechanism. In this case, the
mechanism explains the relationship between religion and occupation that
Weber claimed existed in Germany about a hundred years ago. However, it is

not clear whether Weber arrived at this ideal type cum model by abduction
or retroduction. Given the historical nature of his study, his ability to use abduc-
tion was rather restricted; perhaps he used a combination of both, thus reinforcing
the idea of the possible close association between these two research strategies.
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Summary and Conclusion

This excursion into the diverse and complex roles of concepts, theories, hypo-
theses and models in research has taken us down many paths. Just how any
researcher decides to deal with these issues will, no doubt, be the result of many
influences at work. What is clear is that it is not possible to avoid dealing with
them.

In addition to the need to achieve consistency between the elements of a
research design, there are other possible influences on the way concepts, theories
and models are used. Commitment to a particular paradigm or approach to social
enquiry, with its accompanying ontological and epistemological assumptions and
theoretical preferences, will lead to some uses being regarded as legitimate and
others as inappropriate. Such commitments are sanctioned by academic peer
groups and other audiences.

To a large extent, the nature of the research questions, and the choice of
research strategy or strategies, will determine how concepts are used, whether
hypotheses are used, and the role of theory and models. “What* questions will be
much less demanding theoretically than ‘why’ or ‘*how’. questions. It may be
possible to use the inductive or abductive research strategies to produce descrip-
tions that have little theoretical content. However, when ‘why’ questions are
entertained, there is no escaping theory. The research strategy selected largely
determines how theory will be dealt with, i.e. what kind of researchers’ theory will
be used. Nevertheless, the process of generating or testing theory also requires
knowledge of theoreticians’ theory. To achieve this knowledge may be a daunting
task for the uninitiated, and a potentially distracting one for others.

This discussion of the use of theory and models in the four research strategies
needs to be viewed in the light of the methodological criticisms that have been
made of all four of them. Among many other considerations, to be of practical
value to the social researcher, the following modifications need to be adopted.

e The inductive strategy needs to begin with specific concepts that are defined by
the rescarcher. Whether concepts are operationalized or used to sensitize will
depend on the researcher’s preferences.

e It is necessary to recognize that in the deductive strategy it may not be possible
to conclusively reject hypotheses just as it is not possible to conclusively prove
them.

e In using the retroductive strategy, it may be necessary to establish the relevance
of one of a number of possible known mechanisms rather than be searching for
a unique unknown mechanism.

o The abductive strategy may be extended beyond ideal types and ‘thick’ descrip-
tions to testable theoretical propositions. Whether these propositions are tested

by use of the deductive strategy, or by the further use of the abductive strategy,
is a matter of choice.

6

Sources and Selection of Data

A common error has been to equate sampling with survey re.s.eard;- and to
assume that field research does not involve any form of sampling. (Burgess
1982b)

Introduction

Before decisions can be made about how to collect the data r.eqmrefd dro answ;r
rescarch questions, consideration needs to be given to the kind of data to h.e
collected, where they will come from, and how they will be selected. Hence, this
chapter discusses:

e types of data used by social researchers, i.e. primfnry, secgnd:ary .and temz:jry;
o forms in which data are produced in the social sciences, i.e. in either words or
numbers; 4 . ‘ . .

e sources of data in terms of the settings from WI_“f:h they \'M“ be obtair'leld, Le.
natural social settings, semi-natural settings, artificial settings, and social arte-
facts; . i g
selection of data, with particular reference to sampling; an

e the role of case studies in social research.

Types of Data

Data used in social rescarch can be of three main types: prima.ry, secondqgljz afnd
tertiary. Primary data are generated b_y a researf:her who is Irespofns}: ed : :lr
the design of the study, and the collection, analysis and reporting of t :' a.
This is ‘new’ data, used to answer specific research questions. The reseagc er chan
describe why and how they were collécted. Secondﬂry data are raw data that
have already been collected by someone else, either for some genf.jra_l mform;itlon
purpose, such as a government census or other official statistics, or for a
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Contexts

Semi-natural settings

and models Artificial settings

Abrd' e b Bt B

Forms of Data

constitute the purest form of secondary data. Most substantial surveys have

Core elements Choices . : i b
ey potential for further analysis because they can be interrogated with different
epts, F
theories, = T research questions.
hypotheses awural social settings

Secondary information consists of sources of data and other information collected by

Restrictions: 7| ; b 5 . =
audiences, y Social artefacts others and archived in some form. These sources include government reports, indus-
P;';‘s‘fb’m‘"d TeSS— Primary __ try studies, archiv’ed data sets, aqd slyndiFnted informati.un serviges as well as rfadi»
B types and forms Secondary tional books and journals found in libraries. Secondary information offers relatively
" T Tertiary e quick and inexpensive answers to many questions and is almost always the point of
Paradigms and 1 : -
approaches ] e departure for primary research. (Stewart and Kamis 1984: 1)
; opulation
wauiry Ay Single-stage probatiley sample : ; _ -
= ’:’“"e’ Sinala.go E-Sage sample While there are obvious advantages in using secondary data, such as savings in
ingle- - ili . .
; gle-stage non-probability sample time and costs, there are also disadvantages. The most fundamental drawback
Data collection stems from the fact that this previous research was inevitably done with‘different
and timing aims and research questions. It may also have been based on assumptions, and

Figure 6.1 Data sources and selection

specnflc ‘research project. In both cases, the original purpose in collecting such
data is likely to be different from that of the secondary user, particularl gin the
case of a previous research project. Tertiary data have been, analysed ei};her by
the re;earcher who generated them or by an analyst of secondary data. In thi’s
Ez;s;r; ee,1r)‘,1w data may not be available, only the results of this analysis (see

Itis important to note that in the discipline of history, ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’
have quite different meanings from those being used here. Primary sources are r}re
original social artefacts, while secondary
sources are the result of someone having
worked on or from the primary sources, or

Types of Data

even prejudices, which are not readily discernible, or which are inconsistent with
those of the current research. Secondly, there is the possibility that not all the areas
of interest to the current researcher may have been included. Thirdly, the data may
be coded in an inconvenient form. Fourthly, it may be difficult to judge the quality
of secondary data; a great deal has to be taken on faith. A fifth disadvantage for
some research stems from the fact that the data may be old. There is always a time
lag between collection and reporting of results, and even longer before researchers
are prepared to archive their data set. Even some census data may not be pub-
lished until at least two years after they were collected. However, this time lag
may not be a problem in some research, such as historical, comparative or
theoretical studies.

With tertiary data, the researcher is two steps removed from the original
primary data. Published reports of research and officially collected ‘statistics’
invariably include tables of data that have summarized, categorized or otherwise
manipulated raw data. Strictly speaking, most government censuses report data of
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even from someone else’s secondary sources.
However, the concern in this usage is the same
as in the social sciences, i.e. how far the
researcher is removed from the ‘original’

Primary
Generated by the researcher

these kinds, and access to the original data set may not be possible. When
government agencies or other bodies do their own analysis on a census, they
produce genuine tertiary data. Because control of the steps involved in moving
source, and the possible consequences of this from the original primary dar:la to terti‘ary data is out of the hand} ofa resca;cher,
for the quality of the data. | such dat.a must be treated with caution. Some sources _of tertiary data v«{ﬂ]. be
While primary data can come from —-— . more reliable than others. Ar}aly§ts can aldopt an orientation t'owards thf.: original

Y data, and they can be selective in what is reported. In addition, there is always

Secondary
Generated by another researcher

Tertiary
Analysed by another researcher

sgurces, rllweyf are characterized by the fact that
they result from direct ¢
researcher and the source, and that they have been gen:atzgnl:;c:h:)?wiccl;ti[:s
of partxcular. methods by the researcher. The rescarcher, therefore, has Egntrol of
Fhe producpon and analysis, and is in a position to judge thei,r quality. This
judgement is much more difficult with secondary and tertiary types of dar);
Secondar.y ‘data can come from the same kind of sources as primary date;- the
researcher is just one step removed from these data. The use of secondar da’ta is
ofre{: referred to as secondary analysis. It is now common for data se)tls to be
archived and made available for analysis by other researchers. Such dara sets

the possibility of academic fraud. The further a researcher is removed from the
original primary data, the greater the risk of unintentional or deliberate

distortion.

Forms of Data

Data are produced in two main forms, as numbers or words. There seems to be
a common belief among researchers, and the consumers of their products,
that numerical data are needed in scientific research to ensure objective and
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accurate results. Somehow, data in words te
only less precise but also less reliable.
although non-numerical data are
see later in this chapter, the distinc

nd to be regarded as being not
These views still persist in many circles,
now more widely accepted. As we shall
tion between words and numbers, between
qualitative and quantitative data, is not a simple one (see
figure 6.1).

It can be argued that al| primary data start out as words,
Some data are recorded in words, they remain in words
throughout the analysis, and the findings are reported in
words. The original words will be transformed and manipu-
lated into other words, and these processes may be repeated
more than once. While the leve] of the language may change,
say from lay language to technical language, throughout the
research the medium is always words.

In other research, the initial communication will be trang-
formed into numbers immediately, or prior to the analysis.
The former involves the use of pre-coded response categories,
and the latrer the post-coding of answers provided in words,
as in the case of open-ended qQuestions. Numbers are artached 1o both sets of
categories and the subsequent analysis will be numerical, The findings of the
research will be presented in numerical summaries and tables, However, words
will have to be introduced to interpret and elaborate the numerical findings.

i » data normally begin in words, are transformed

s of statistical manipulation, and are

3 words to numbers and back to words.

The interesting point here is whose words were used in the first place and what

? In the case where responses are made to a

, the questions and the categories will be in the

researcher’s words; the respondent only has to interpret both. However, this is a

big ‘only’. As Foddy (1993) and Pawson (1995, 1996) have pointed out, this is a

complex process that requires much more attention and understanding than it has
normally been given.

Sophisticated numerical transformations can occur at the data reduction stage
of analysis. For example, responses to a set of attitude statements, in categories
ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’, can be numbered, say, from 1
to 5. Subject to some test of unidimensionality, these scores can be combined to
produce a total score for an attitude scale. Such scores are well removed from the
respondent’s original reading of the words in the statements and the recording of a
response in a category with a label in words,

In studies that deal with large qu
transcribed in-depth interviews, m
the generation of categories in whi
theory); or in the abstraction of te
case of Schiitz’s and Giddens’s vers;

Forms of Data

Words

At source
During analysis
For reporting

Numbers

Soon after source
For analysis

For reporting

antities of textual data, as in the case of
anipulation can occur in two main ways: in
ch segments of text are coded (as in grounded
chnical language from lay language (as in the
ons of the abductive research strategy). In both
of these forms of analysis, it is possible to do simple counting, for example to

establish the number of times a category occurs in a body of text, or the number of
respondents who can be located in each of a set of ideal types.

Sources of Data

So far, this discussion of the use of words and numbers has. been Fonfmed t(;' the
1l ;i(:n of primary data. However, these kinds of manipulations may ave
collec : « i . :
L(I)eldy occurred in secondary data, and will certainly have occurred in tertiary
alrea
ata. o _ -
dﬂ'tl"hc controversial issue in all of this is the effect that any forhm qf r‘na.mpulz:.t.:hle
i t that it 15 1mpossi
i We need to be clear at the outse
has on the original data. b o i
i z n influence. Perhap
: thout the researcher having a
to produce any data wi he ' : : Yoe
mo‘r)c fundamental question is, is it possible to collect ‘pure’ data? l-f aII[ tq:neiq
vation is interpretation, and all concepts are theory-lad-cn, icn mijmé)u a lbm,.
involved from the very beginning. Even if a conversation is recor ; uno o
i : :
sively, any attempt to understand what went on requ:res'the researcher :(;t?;r o
interp’retations and to use concepts. How much mampulatlﬁn ociursuls z: n g
i itati all stage
i fer to remain qualitative throug
choice. Researchers who pre o . : .
:esearch project may argue that it is bad enough mafm};ulanr.)g layhlanlgl:l;i
i i i them into the langu-
i i ithout translating either o
into technical language w . e e .
i islations is that they p
. A common fear about such trat
ey iti ith the result that research
i i i d out of all recognition, wi ‘
distorting the social worl : : i s
e either meaningless or, possibly, :
orts based on them becom ‘ ssibly
;T:Ft)ed on. We shall encounter arguments in favour of quantification later in the

chapter.

Sources of Data

Regﬂrdles S Of Wlletl er data are P[l“lal Ys Seccllddly or tertia y, fhey can come i om
y g 5 - se g 3
r 5 naﬂﬂﬂi SOClﬂ'! setlings,  sen-natu
fDU dlffereﬂt t pES Of Settlngs. t ?ai ttings
. F I
T tin cla f ( lg re 6. ). o
a t'ﬁflai setti gs ﬂnd from $0C! i artefacts (see u 6 l ]{CSCHIC CcO Ct tl
natuy I soctal setiin IIIVOIVCS the ltseﬂrcher in en[e“ng an area ol soc :il
in a na a . I g
o y y S -naiura
vity )’ €0 |e go”lg |b < 1ve!
actvit and Stud lng p P out dleu ever dl l ves II! a semi-natur I
g d that rinn

4 .” illdlvl‘du ll are asked to ICpOll‘ on tflElr activities Ila occCu anual

seltt 5 S ;
SEItlngS, Wl“le Inanar tifIC]a[ SEItlng, SUCla[ aC[lV“y 1S C()ntrl‘(ed fof experlment:ll
or |eal’ning purpOSCS. Ihe iOuIt]! kl‘“d 0‘ SOClal settlr g 1S In l'he paSt and anOlVCS
amina OI rec (JldS Or traces le L hy lldIVIdu ups. naamenta

i I f als or g 0
the €Xa 1 ton f!‘ I A [u d t I
(llS{l‘ECtl()H hexe 1S Wilefhe{ SOCIa‘ dCflVlty 1S Studled as It occurs Sltll, or
Y i y ay. 18
w I W rel l 15LO onstructe 1 S
hethe It lll bc a flCla[ or h t “CH” rec d n some w lll

four[h type Of 1eseafCh Settlng |nl'['0duces a nme dlmcnSlon, and l‘hlS Wl” bc

examined shortly.
Natural Social Settings
1 ings i ai analysis: micro-social phenom-
Natural social settings involve rh;ee mm; :Z‘éiﬁ gfheson);ena e
i acro- ‘
ena, meso-social phenomena, and m ] hese -
scale from individuals and small social groups, through organizations and com

i i 1 C l ieS ﬂnd
ml]l]ities to institutions Zlnd 1arg€-scale SOCIal S][Llatlons, SuLh as cit
>

s 11993) seratif f society.
! These categories closcly resemble Layder's (1993) stratified model of society
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Sources of Data regions, nations and multi/transnational bodies. How-
ever, 1t is very difficult to use ‘naturalistic’ methods in
Natural social settings large-scale social_ units. In these cases, it may be possible
e zz;zgn;t;cril the i{n;t of»apa]ysis as social, i.e. as involving
N s iy rg soc:ia activity, Fmr accept that it may not be
ol ;n>m ] study this activiry directly; indirect methods
y have to be used
Social episodes .
Meso ;
A e Micro-social phenomena
Communities :
Crowds Micro-social phenomena begin wich individuals in their
S pe— everyday social setting. There are many reasons for
Macri focusing ~on individuals, for example because the
Sockl ettt have a significant or typical role. However, unlike :)1,
N great d‘ea_l of research in psychology, this i’ntcresr in
daies the individual is more a matter of focus within some
Meldiadioed s field of everyday social life, rather than a study of an

individual per se. Then follow other basic social units
3

Quasi-experiments h
such as the dyad, and small primary social groups.?

Semi-natural settings These micro-social relations are normally characterized
e heieiitis by face-to-.face social interaction in which social actors
micomealbued weinn give meam'ng to their own actions, and the actions of
riisition Wik the others involved, and take these others into account
e Hiktrkes when making decisions about their own actions
s cob i ﬁml)rher impprtal]t feature of these small groups is;
T r;ﬁ::ivceclmtmuny; they have a h!story and, usually, a
y permanent membership, and they develop
ety and reproduce patterns, structures and institutions.

The cher major type of micro-social phenomenon is
it‘he.soula[ episode, those social interactions that are
lmltEC% in time and space, such as crowds and social
gatherings. Most of the participants in these situations

Categories of individuals
Groups
Simulation and games

Social artefacts may not meet again, or certainly not in the same cir-
Official statistics cumstances or with the same membership. The inter-
- SUb]CCtlYE meanings develop and then dissipate, and the
P e structuring of social relations is fleeting. The msmber of

pEFplfe involved in social episodes can vary consider-
a dy, rohrp two to hundreds, thus making their inclusion
. under this category of soci
TR . gory social phenomenon somewhat
A processes involved in understanding such phenomena

are likely to be social-psychological i s
Poisiann) psychological in nature and similar to those used for small

Personal records

2
n using su h distir as micro, n a macro. w n ondary so roups,
1 suc Istncrions as micro, meso and i p
) n 1ac as well as d lgro
I 5 primary and sec d ysocial g S
We encounter pl()b]C“ s of defin tion and buundancs | no l'!(‘ i fion nere to to be de ninve
: ) ris t intention he o ry i
about such dist nctions. bU[, ratl €L, o dlelllgllJSll broad y bcl\vcr:n a range of social phE nomena.

Sources of Data

Meso-sacial phenomena

Meso-social phenomena include organizations, communities, crowds and social
movements. Organizations are relatively permanent, large social groups which are
established to achieve goals. The organizations can be public or private, for
business or pleasure, legal or illegal. The social relationships in organizations
are largely secondary in nature, with membership that may be compulsory (e.g.
in a prison) or voluntary (e.g. in a sporting club), full-time or part-time, paid
or unpaid, long-term or short-term. While organizations change, at times rapidly,
the structure of relations and forms of authority and leadership are likely to be
relatively enduring.

‘Community’ has been included to refer to a diverse range of social phenomena.
Like ‘society’, this concept has many uses; for example, we refer to ‘local’ com-
munities, ‘the’ community, ‘ethnic’ communities, ‘regional’ communities and ‘the
world’ community, all of which are very different. The notion of community being
used here refers to looser forms of social organization in which either space or
common interests are the defining characteristics. These social collectivities are
different from organizations, and remove us one step further from primary and
even secondary relationships.

Within the broad field of collective behaviour are two important types of
social settings, ‘crowds’ and ‘social movements’. A crowd is a reasonably
large collection of people gathered together in a public place. Four types of
crowds have been identified: casual, conventional, expressive and active (Goode
1992), Casual crowds are loosely structured and are made up of people who
just happen to be in the same place at the same time. Members are united by
physical proximity, and they can enter and leave at any time. Such crowds
are only marginally examples of collective behaviour. A conventional crowd
comes together for a specific purpose, for example for a lecture or a concert. It is
governed by normative rules. Members of an expressive crowd gather for
the specific purpose of belonging to the crowd itself, to cheer, clap, scream
or stomp. Membership is an end in itself. An acting crowd engages in overt
behaviour, such as a demonstration or a riot. While a crowd can be regarded
as a type of group, it is frequently characterized by emergent behaviour that
can spread rapidly from one person to another, and from one situation to
another. Even though crowds form and change suddenly and unexpectedly, their
members may have a high degree of personal engagement (Marx and McAdam
1994).

Social movements' lie somewhere between crowds and organizations or
institutions. They are reasonably organized collectivities, fairly long-lasting and
stable, with emerging rules and traditions, and with an indefinite and shifting
membership. Leadership positions are ‘determined more by the informal response
of the members than by formal procedures for legitimating authority’ (Turner
and Killian 1972: 246). Social movements are ‘organized efforts by a substantial
number of people to change, or to resist change, in some major aspect of
society’ (Goode 1992: 399). They are collective attempts to pursue a common
interest, or achieve a common goal, outside established institutions. Four types
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of social movements have been proposed (Aberle 1966): transformative
movements that seek major and violent changes (e.g. revolutionary and radical
religious movements; reformative movements that try to alter some aspects of
the social order (e.g. social justice movements); redemptive movements that
try to rescue people from what are seen as corrupting ways of life (e.g.
many religious movements); and alternative movements that try to change

an aspect of an individual’s life (e.g. Alcoholics Anonymous) (Giddens 1997:
511-13).

Macro-social phenomena

Macro-social phenomena are either very abstract and/or much larger social
entities than those already discussed. Examples of such abstract phenomena are
social institutions and social structures, both of which are the products of the
theorizing by experts about the social world. While institutions and structures
are usually discussed in the context of some society, or nation,” it is also possible
to use them in the analysis of cross/inter/multinational bodies, such as transna-
tional corporations, international non-government organizations, and the United
Narions.

At the macro level, it is becoming increasingly necessary in social science to
move beyond nations, or even comparisons between nations, to deal with social
phenomena that span the globe. We are witnessing a developing paradox in which
national and regional boundaries are becoming both less important and more
important at the same time. In terms of world economics and migration, national
boundaries have become less significant, but in terms of politics and social
identity, national and regional boundaries are assuming greater significance.
Ethnic identity provides an interesting illustration. The fragmentation of the
Soviet Union and the former Yugoslavia are examples of the desire of ethnic
communities to assert their independence. At the same time, migration since the
discovery of the New World, and particularly since World War II, has created
worldwide ethnic communities, or potential communities, of groups such as the
Chinese, Irish, Jews, Greeks, Italians and Vietnamese. Nations and multinational
bodies have been included as social phenomena to reinforce, firstly, that societies
are not coincident with nations, and secondly, that social analysis must also go
beyond national boundaries. It is now desirable to both engage in cross-national
comparative research, and to deal with the growing phenomenon of regional and
multi/transnational bodies and organizations.

The boundaries berween micro, meso, and macro social settings are not rigid;
the three categories are intended to indicate a range of possible research sites that

3 The concept of ‘society” is not included here as a social phenomenon, partly because of the diversity
of its uses and the vagueness of its meaning, but also because it adds nothing to the range of concepts
being discussed, i.e. organizations, communities, social movements and nations. Differences between
‘socicty” and ‘nation’ hinge on both political and geographical criteria. However, the details of these
differences need not concern us here. Some writers, perhaps economists, use ‘economy’ instead of
‘nation’. While an ‘economy’ may be a large social unit with relatively autonomous political and legal
institutions, globalization and regional trading blocks are reducing this autonomy.

Sources of Data

vary in terms of the number of people involved, _the nature of Fheir social relation-
ships and their relative geographical concentration or dispersion. , _

The category of quasi-experiment is included under natural social f;ttml.g‘s
to identify research in which experimentgl procedures are used outside the
laboratory. Rather than contriving an experiment, the researcher may use oppfor-
tunities as they arise in natural settings. An example comes from a before-after
study of a town in which a change of circumstances was .mtrodu'ced that was;
outside the researcher’s control. Many years ago, | participated in a stud'y.o
an isolated town on the west coast of the South Island of New Zealand. A thriving
gold-mining centre in the late nineteenth century, the town was loczueddo:mf a
narrow plane between mountains and the sea. It was nsolar.ed at the en 01 a
road. A decision was made to extend the road across a mountain pass to a popuiar
tourist resort area, thus creating the potential for the town to be included in a
tourist route. A project was designed to study the town before Iand some time
after the road was constructed to assess the impact of tourism. thle the desngn of
this study did not satisfy experimentallideals, the natu.ral setting and fortultousf
timing made a quasi-experiment possible. Many social impact studies are 0
this kind.

Semi-natural Settings

Probably the most common form of research in the social sciences involves asking

: y st 3
individuals to report either on their own or other people’s activities, attitudes and
motives, or on social processes and institutionalized practices.

Individuals’ characteristics

Three main kinds of data are collected in these studies: demographic character-
istics; orientations to the world; and reported l_)ehavmur. Demogr:fphlc char-
acteristics are an essential part of data collected in censuses and sogal surveys:f
These include age, gender, marital status, educa[.ion, income, occupation, p!a(lze 0
residence, ethnic background and religion. Whlle_ these characteristics may 1?1ve
social origins and social consequences, the analysis uqdertaken on thcm searches
for connections between such variables and other variables. The social processes
or structures on which these connections might depend are left very much in the
background, although assumptions about tberq may belmade.. ‘ . )

The second common focus in studies of individuals is thmr orientation to the
world or, more narrowly, their perceptions, knowledg;, attitudes, bellef§, vaitliles,
etc. The aim is usually to use this information to c;cplam rep().rted behaviour. bot
only are such data taken out of the context in wlych they might be relevant, but
the connection berween attitudes and behaviour is often exFrerpgly tenuous.

The third feature of this type of research is to ask individuals to report
behaviour. This is either the individual’s own behaviour (e.g. the number oé
times they make a call on the telephone, orlthe number of hours they Lvatgf
television in a particular week), or the behaviour of others (e.g. the number o
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times particular categories of
cs pa people telephoned them, or the
of pec num
th;:r chllldren watched television in a particular week) ’ e
ma iffi in aski ;
E Sa;(ﬁ}j}:ffcjicultydm ‘;skmﬁ people about themselves is the gap between what
0 and what they actually do (D iti
 they eutscher 1973). In add
. : ctua ; ition, the
rrgfcr{;sdlir;?mduais give about their views and behaviour are likely to be i;ucr
Eamml slerfifmlg by the rTsearcher if they had studied the social actors in their
g- For example, a respondent may b i
ural e asked about th i
which is then used by the ! s
researcher to establish i ,
e ‘ ; Stablish a status hierarchy. In everyda
» social actors might use occupation quite differently to structure their relarion)-’

Ships. at g S on in th I t i ly e rrec l)
W]l 0€es 0 € natural se tin d I i i y
- g m e][hcr lgnored or dlStO te

Individuals as informants or representatives

L?(c)ix\;;dl;?ls can aiso.he studied as special persons (e.g. in the case of political
: gg‘jifdl;tl:si, as' beu:ng ‘represgnrarive of a particular type of social actor
on. [.)c“efs gv:lt parent’ or rebc_llious teenager’), or are used as informants to report
ek "rhe ues, nlorms, sccn'a] activities and, possibly, the motives of the par-
b work.,'ng c);;:Sn at];ct)i::ys::j:i:::ra;)categon’es l(e.g. youth, pensioners, members of
and over living in the city ofMontrzal,oxalslpl(\Jsuuasimlr;;(Se-g. i uep ey
time students at the University of London il? ’ i nerY_ e
samples from a population (either probability o[:]I:olnS‘-zfr’;izbilci?j;mlc R

Individuals as case studies

The stu i ¥
of sociac;ys(c)'f single persons, per_haps as in-depth case studies, lies on the boundary
ey P?l‘i’lCu]arly if the person’s social context is given little or no

cople. How is i
gsyfhoanaly\::esrt, v&fhen tfhe c!mph?ialts is placed more on cognitive processes, as in
udies of political leaders, the i ;
he : 2 research might be more ¢
classified as psychological or behavioural rather than socialg e

Artificial Settings

A limited i
range of social research places people in experimental or simulated

conditions in order to st .
: udy some form o : :
environment, f social behaviour in controlled

Experiments

Some social scienti
4l resscn:r;]ns‘ts whp prefer to use the inductive and, particularly, the
carch strategies may regard experiments as the ultimare wz:y of
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establishing causation, and, hence, of answering ‘why’ questions.* To be able to
hold some variables constant while others are manipulated, and then to observe
the outcome, is considered to be the only way to explain any social phenomenon
conclusively. These social scientists regard all other research designs as deviations.
However, in practice, very little social research involves the use of genuine
experiments. Rather, pseudo-experimental language is used in other types of
research such that ‘independent’ and ‘dependent’ variables have become almost
universally adopted in survey research.

In view of the limited use of experiments, they will be given only a brief
treatment here. It is in psychological research that their use is most common,

The purpose of the simple experiment is to test whether a treatment causes an
effect. ... To determine that a treatment causes an effect, you must create a situation
where you show that the treatment comes before the effect, that the effect occurs
after the treatment is introduced, and that nothing but the treatment is responsible
for the effect....The ideal for doing a psychological experiment to demonstrate
causality would be to find two identical groups of subjects, treat them identically
except that only one group gets the treatment, test them under identical conditions,
and then compare the behavior of the two groups. (Mitchell and Jolley 1988: 112)

Simple experiments are particularly suitable where a single cause is assumed to
produce an effect. However, it is possible to extend an experimental design to deal
with different levels of treatment, and with more than one kind of treatment.

All experiments with human subjects are attempts to approximate these ideal
conditions and to try to determine the influence of deviations from them. The use
of random assignment to groups, instead of trying to match the members of the
groups, is such a compromise that lends itself to statistical interpretation. Quasi-
experiments ‘have treatments, outcome measures, and experimental units, but do
not use random assignment to create the comparisons from which treatment-
caused change is inferred’ (Cook and Campbell 1979: 6). Another way has to be
found to demonstrate that other variables have not produced the relationship
between the treatment and the effect.

There are a number of possible threats to the validity of this relationship,

commonly referred to as internal validity.
1 Selection bias: without random assignment, there is a risk that groups will not

be equivalent,

2 History: specific events that occur during the experiment may influence the
experimental variable.

3 Maturation: biological, psychological or emotional changes, like growing older,
or becoming hungry, tired or bored, can occur if experiments extend over long
periods.

4 Testing: the effects of taking a test on the scores on a second test.

5 Instrumentation: changes in the calibration of a measuring instrument, or in the

observers or scorers used.

* See Campbell and Stanley (1963a) and Cook and Campbell (1979) for classic discussions of experi-
ments in social research, and Kidder and Judd (1986: chs 4 and 5) and Neuman (1997: ch. 8) for useful

reviews.
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6 Statistical regression: the tendency of subj
the pre-test to receive less extreme scores
results towards the average.

7 Selection: comparing groups that are different.

8 Mortglity: subjects dropping out of the study.

9 .;zlcecnont-'matumtign ‘iute]fmlctr'rm: groups naturally maturing at different rates

ause they scored similarly at the beginnine .
they would have scored ider{rically at fhenelgs lc))l:: [tﬁzssttl:ifyydh?f; I:}?t i
not been applied to one group. e reament

10 Diffusion of treatment: subjects in different groups ma ic
learn about the other’s treatment. g SRS
11 Compensatory bebaviour: a specific ex
occurs if one group receives something o
this becomes known, resentment may
12 Experimenter expectancy: unintention
between the experimenter and the s

ample of the diffusion of treatment
f greater value than another group; if
lead to a distortion in responses.

alz perhaps non-verbal, communication
ubjects can give clues about what the

The effects of the experimental process on the su
representativeness (external validity) of the results.
threat to the possibility of general
comes from the fact that people may
than they do in natural situations. T
the use of experiments,

bjects can also threaten the
i1 However, the most serious
1zing results obtained in social experiments
b.ehave differently in experimental situations
his threat is the greatest concern of critics of

Simulation and games

Social life has been simulated for a nu

being for educational purposes. Such
to:

n-nber of reasons, perhaps the most common
simulations or games allow the participants

experience features of social life under controll
¢ cexperience and be involved in initiating co-operation and conflict:
3

i : i) ;
exp«;r}l]ence what it is like to be a particular type of person, for example to be
wealthy or poor, to have high status or low status; and

¢ learn about how power is acquired and used.

ed conditions;

However, it is the use of simulation and
of social life and as a research techniqu

Games can be used to model some as
They put together not only a limired

games as a way of modelling some aspect
e that is of interest here,
pects of social life in terms of a set of rules,

. set of factors or variables, b
o . : ; s, but they also
pecify relationships between some of these, and allow other relationships to be

explo i
thf ;t:fi.‘_Whlle some factors are held constant by the controller of the activity,
participants are able to manipulate others in the course of their acrivir):

ects who receive extreme scores on
on the post-test, and thus move the
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rogether. The effects of changing what is controlled and what can be manipulated
can be observed and analysed. Therefore, games are a form of experimentation in
artificial settings. However, they differ from experiments in that they attempt to
replicate some real social situation; they may be less concerned with establishing
causation and more concerned with recognizing and understanding the complex-
ities of social processes.

Some games involve just two persons and explore the dilemmas of decision-
making. A commonly used example is the Prisoner’s Dilemma in which two
prisoners who are accused of being accomplices in a crime have to separately,
without the knowledge of the other’s responses, decide whether or not to confess.
They have been promised a lenient sentence if they do confess. The four different
combinations of decisions the prisoners can make have different consequences
for the way they will be treated by the courts: whether both might receive
the minimum sentence (neither confesses); whether one receives a maximum
sentence and the other a minimum sentence (one confesses and the other does
not); or whether both receive a moderate sentence (both confess). The logic of
this game has been used in a number of studies reported in the Journal of
Conflict Resolution. (See e.g. Baxter 1973; Behr 1981; Murnigham and Roth
1983; Lindskold et al. 1983; Carment and Alcock 1984; Diekmann 1985; Levy
1985; Thomas and Feldman 1988; Lichbach 1990; Bendor et al. 1991; and
Marinoff 1992. See also Axelrod 1984 for the use of a computerized version
of the game.)

Games for more than two players explore such issues as the conditions under
which co-operation rather than conflict is likely to develop (see e.g. Oliver 1980,
1984; Michener, et al. 1980; Michener and Yuen 1983; Michener et al. 1989;
Ward 1990; McDaniel and Sistrunk 1991; and Michener 1992).

The use of simulation as a method for investigating social phenomena has been
stimulated in recent years by the advent of small powerful computers and devel-
opments in computer science and information technology. Now people need not
be involved; social processes that are not directly accessible, or are of too large a
scale to be observed directly, can be modelled. The logical possibilities of a set of
specifications or assumptions can be explored when the values of certain variables
are changed. An early example of such a simulation was conducted by Markley
(1964) in which he simulated Caplow’s theory of organizational behaviour to test
the claim that the system would reach a stable equilibrium. Through a series of
iterations Markley discovered the reverse.

Another form of computer simulation involves a theoretically informed selec-
tion of aspects of some social phenomenon that are then manipulated by means of
a selected computer language. Simulations are run and the output compared with
data from such a social situation. The model of the phenomenon can be modified
gradually by running a series of simulations to provide the best approximation to
the data. Unlike statistical analysis, where the data are manipulated, computer
simulation is a process by which a simplified and abstract representation of some
part of the social world is developed to fit the data as closely as possible. A recent
development in computer modelling of relevance to the social sciences is the
simulation of cognitive processes and communication between people using tech-
niques drawn from artificial intelligence. (See also Gullahorn and Gullahorn
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1963; Inbar and Stoll 1972; Hanneman 1988; Ragin and Becker 1989; Brent and

) Anderson 1990; Garson 1990; Anderson 1992; Gilbert and Doran 1993; Lee
1995; Gilbert 1995.)

Social Artefacts

The fourth main source of data, social artefacts, involves neither natural nor
artificial situations. Rather, it involves the traces of social activities left
behind by the participants. Records of past social activities can be found in
various places. Some are kept officially, such as censuses, publicly available
minutes of meetings, or biographies and autobiographies, while others have
been kept for private purposes, such as internal reports and correspondence of a
company or organization, and diaries, private letters or family photographs
and genealogies. Unlike public records, these latter records are defined as “private’
because there is no legal obligation to provide open access to them. In addition,
some individuals keep personal records, such as diaries or journals, which, during
their lifetime, are intended for no one else’s eyes but the author’s. It is usually
only after their death, or by special permission, that access to them can be gained.
Typically, these are the sources on which the historian has to rely, but they can

also be invaluable, and, in some cases, the only data available to other social
scientists.

A Dilemma

A major dilemma which researchers face in studying any social phenomenon is the
assumptions that are to be made about its ontological status. As we have seen,
there are essentially two choices here. One is for the researcher to define the
phenomenon in terms of the technical concepts and ideas of some theoretical
perspective within a discipline. The other is to adoprt the social actors’ construc-
tion of reality, at least as the starting-point in the investigation. For example, what
constitutes a social episode or a social group is not simply a matter of observation;
it is either a product of the way social actors consider their social world to be
organized, or it is the result of a social scientist’s way of organizing the social
world; it is either a social construction or a sociological construction. In both
cases, information may be sought from the social actors; the difference is how that
information is regarded.

More abstract social entities, such as social institutions and social structures,
are sociological constructions, the inventions of social scientists. Nevertheless, as
with social groups and social processes, data can be obtained both from the
researcher’s observations and experience, as well as from the social participants’
knowledge, perceptions and experiences. However, there is no guarantee that
social actors will see their world in the same way as the social scientist. In fact,
their views are invariably different because they are coming from different direc-
tions and have different purposes. For example, social scientists have conceptual-
ized structures of inequality in various ways, for example as three social classes

il
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(upper, middle and lower), or as a hierarchy of occupations, but theds.?fcml actors
coﬂier,ned may not share these conceptions. They iy hz;we e erent way;
of ‘structuring’ their world (e.g. in terms of “insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, or as a set 0

atric circles around their own position in society). Differences berween
‘conce

ocial constructions and sociological constructions pose a fundamental method‘o-
i ical problem for researchers. It s on this issue that the four research strateg;_es
! R A £
0dgopt gifferent positions. In short, the issue is whose fconstructlon of reality
a . . . .
should provide the foundation for understanding social li e?.

Selection of Data

All social research involves decisions about how to s;lectbdatg frorélf\:/h:a;:::;rtci;le
source or sources may be. This is true 'regardless of t ;: 0 ]'eclnv;is il be'mé
the research setting, the time dimension, the type o soc}x}a dp efd A ke
studied, the type of data, the form of the data, fmd the met (l) Sfo a et 0;
i nd analysis. When data are obrained separately from a numbe g
E:\?:l?\?it(;:rall: social units or social artefacts, the researcher has a c}}oncc of either
taking a w’hole population, or sel‘ect‘mg a samplf: from abpopiﬁléxol?.sa};lnm);;i;e{;
whether a population or a sample is used, a sellecuo? mu;t desm ’ p
used, then a choice must be made from a varflety o mfet oiai. T
Sampling is a common but not universal eature 0 '![;FC e S,uCh " the,
even if sampling is used, other forms of selectllqn v»r pl;ece e 1(1 T S
research site and the population. When a decision _1§s heentha e oo
sampling in the selection process, the concern is with the choice o pling
me;:r?::)'ling is frequently the weakest and leasthurédersfjood dpart ocfEl ;els:i’recl;
designs. The type of sample selected, and the metho du;e t(()i ?is;ol;S i I
bearing on many other parts of a research design, and t es; ecisio
mine the kind of conclusions that can be drawn from a study. . o
This section begins with a discussion of some of the key ccmc;p‘rs in s;amrpn’ gq,nd
particular, distinguishing between the teghmcal meanings 0 por_u atio th‘ds
; le’. This will be followed by a review of the major samp ing me lch) l,
csc?rr:rionly referred to as random and non—{apdom method;, but which fu{nroéc.
identified here as probability and non-pmb;ablllty m,ethzd‘s. The codncegztsn?org il
ability” and ‘non-probability’, rather than random an non-fran 0;1'1 ! iini
ly identify the differences between the two major types of sampling 10ds.
feC; & to them as ‘random’ methods has the disadvantage of being associated
&Eit}e\r‘zzlc;idgntal’ sampling rather than_with the idea. o.f reFresentative?ess and the
ability to statistically estimate popu‘lanon. chara_ctensnc; ro;n.f:f{ Sae:tp;éthods .
As parr of this review, consideration will be given to l;}vh |d elr e
be combined, and how the size of a sarpple can be establis ef .Ina o nificance
comments will be made on the connection between thehuse 0 tests(f : Sl%he ot s
and probability sampling methods. Details of th_e tes mqt;:es use mwill nOt]be
methods of probability sampling, and the associated mat §manc§,‘ D
borated here. (See e.g. Kish 1965 and Scheaffer et a‘l. 1996 or technical deta d
;IZI:}?er, an overview will be provided of the major sampling methods, an

197




198 Sources and Selection of Data

consideration will be given to the implications th

at the choice of sampling method
can have for other research design decisions. i

Populations and Samples

First, it is necessary to clarify the concepts of population and sample. In order to
apply a sampling technique, it is necessary to define the population (al.so called the
target population, universe or sampling frame) from which the sample is to be
drawn. A population is an aggregate of all cases that conform to some designated
set of criteria. Population elements are single members or units of a populnttion'
they can be such things as people, social actions, events, places, time or thin s,
The researcher is free to define a population in whatever w:;y is consider%r(i

appropriate to address the research question i i
[ s. For example, a po
Ligh sl ple, a population might

‘e the citizens of a country at a particular time;

first-year university students at a particular university;

telephone subscribers in a particular city; ’

people of a particular age;

all the issues of a newspaper published over a twelve-month period,;
only the Saturday issues of this newspaper during this period; or ,
only articles in these newspapers that report domestic violenc.?e.

A census is a count of all population elements and is used to describe the
characteristics of the population.

A sample is a selection of elements (members or units) from a population; it is
used.ro make statements about the whole population. The ideal sample is one, that
provides a p'erfect representation of a population, with all the relevant features of
Fhe pgpulanon included in the sample in the same proportions. However, this
ideal is seldom achieved. In a probability sample, every population elem.ent,must
haue‘ a knqwn and non-zero chance of being selected. Most types of probability
samples will also give every element an equal chance of being selected. Non-
probability samples do not give every population eleme .
The relationship between the size of the sam
the sampling ratio.

nt a chance of selection,
ple and the size of the population is

While sampling can introduce many complexities into the analysis of data, it is
use_d for a variety of reasons. Studying a whole population may be slow, and
tedious; it can be expensive and is sometimes impossible; it m ‘
sary. inen limited resources, sampling can not only red,uce t
but, given a fixed budget, it can also increase the breadth of

ay also be unneces-
he costs of a study,
coverage.

Methods of Sampling

i)range of tyEes or metl_mds of drawing a sample is available. Some methods aim
represent the population from which the sample is drawn, while other methods

Selection of Data

involve a compromise on this ideal. The nature of the research, the availability of
information, and the cost will determine the selection of a particular method.
Sampling methods have been divided along two dimensions: probability versus

* non-probability, and single-stage versus multi-stage.

Single-stage probability sampling

One of the major sampling design choices is between probability and non-prob-
ability sampling. If a decision is made to use probability sampling, then a choice of
methods must be made.’ Simple random sampling
is the standard against which all other methods
are judged. It involves a selection process that
gives every possible sample of a particular size
the same chance of selection. Formally defined,

Sampling Methods

Single-stage probability
Simple random

‘simple random sampling is a sample scheme with Systematic
the property that any of the possible subsets of n Stratified
distinct elements from the population of N Clisstes

elements is equally likely to be the chosen sample’
(Kalton 1983: 8). In other words, every combina-
tion of population elements that can be drawn by
this method has an equal chance of being selected. Accidental/Convenlence
However, even simple random sampling does Quota

not guarantee that a sample drawn by such Judgemental/Purposive
procedures will be an exact representation of the Snowball

population; it is possible to draw very ‘biased’

samples. What simple random sampling does is

to allow the use of probability theory to provide an estimate of the likelihood of
such ‘deviant’ samples being drawn. The other probability sampling methods
provide different kinds of compromises with simple random sampling, each
with its own advantages in terms of cost or convenience. However, each one
also entails some sacrifice in terms of accuracy.

Simple random samples require that each element of a population be identified
and, usually, numbered. Once the size of the sample has been determined, a list of
computer-generated columns of random numbers can be used to make the selec-
tion from the population.® For samples between 10 and 99, two columns of
numbers will be used; between 100 and 999, three columns; between 1,000 and
9,999, four columns, and so on. Not all combinations of digits in the selected
columns will be relevant as they may lie outside the range of the desired sample
size. However, by scanning the column, the numbers that are relevant can be
noted until the desired sample size is reached. These numbers then determine the
population elements to be selected.

Muiti-stage

5 In addition to Kish (1965) and Scheaffer et al. (1996), Moser and Kalton (1971: chs 3-7) provide a
comprehensive discussion, and Hoinville and Jowell (1977), Kalton (1983), Henry (1990), Arber

{1993) and de Vaus (1995) have brief, readable overviews.
& Textbooks on sacial research methods often include a table of random numbers. See, for example, de

Vaus (1995) and Neuman (1997).
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Systemati } i
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in each zone. T i
he only strictly random aspect to this method of selection is

determining which ele i cted. The a matte
lement in the fir i e Then

; st zone will be sel it is

of counting down the list in inter m—" Yy -

' vals i i i
slssec the size of the denominator (e.g. five or
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AU b rE cf)uses dlffereptly than.others in the block. There are
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o dc;uble . Elmg the. selection within the zones from time to time.
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Pruiifnd gl use:; gfreater degrf:e of randomness into the selection.
B bt e or two main purposes. Firstly, when the researcher
sl mens cular categories in Eht? population are represented in the
np  san portion as in the population, for exam
rehgnlou§ affiliation. In order to do this ;
opu i
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Pocementle, Bomples te ;ample from gll categories that are to be examined.
o partic;llar o s ret} .eco.mp:nre(-i in terms of_their religious background,
it e samplingy Eln(1jgmn is _consndere.d to l?e important for this purpose,
S o, o pméu‘ _stranfte:d sampling with the same sampling ratio in
il Assgming - th%c Imsufﬁcnenr numbers from this category for later
i e ra:§ Lsf the gnly underrepresented stratum, one solution
4 o e 1 so]u:l'o or this stratum (say, 1:3 rather than 1:15 for the
e et K())n is to draw equal numbers from each stratum, by
g s s dem;gmina?(s). ?ce the nun?ber thm is required from each stratum
whiea b; ‘e v :ho the sampling ratio is arrived at by dividing that
Pl St e stratum. For ex.a'mple, if there are four strata of
: » 1,000, 1, and 100, and 50 are required from each stratum, th -
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it e s annot be combined for analysis, as every member of the
| ave an equal chance of being selected. This can be overcome

: ple age categories, or
» It must be possible to identify the
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by weighting each stratum in the sample to restore it to the original relative
proportions of the population strata. In the example just used, as the ratios
between the population strata are 50:15:10:1, the numbers on which the data
in each stratum are based would need to be multiplied by its respective ratio
figure, or some multiple of it. Thus, the ‘reconstituted’ sample could have
weighted strata of 2,500, 750, 500 and 50. If the original numbers are required,
the ratios of 100:30:20:2, multiplied by the stratum sample size of 50, will
produce them. The main disadvantage with this procedure is that any lack of
representativeness in the initial sample will be magnified in the ‘reconstituted’
sample, particularly in the cases where large weights are used. This kind of
weighting procedure can also be used in simple random sampling when the
population proportions on some variable are known, and the sampling propor-
tions differ considerably from these.

All other forms of probability sampling will use one or a combination of
simple random sampling, systematic sampling or stratified sampling. The fourth
common sampling method is cluster sampling, one version of which is known
as area sampling. A cluster is a unit that contains a collection of population
elements. Cluster sampling selects more than one population element at a time,
for example a classroom of students, a city suburb of households, a street or block
of residences, a year of issues of a newspaper, or a month of applications for
citizenship. Cluster sampling is generally used when it is impossible or very
difficult to list all population elements. It also has the advantage that it can reduce
the cost of data collection by concentrating this activity in a number of areas,
rather than being scattered over a wide area. However, as clusters are unlikely to
be identical in their distribution of population characteristics, cluster sampling
will normally be less accurate than simple random sampling; it is not difficult
to select a very biased set of clusters, and this problem is exacerbated if only a
few are selected.

Before leaving the discussion of probability sampling methods, it is necessary to
refer to the practical issue of response rate. Ultimately, the usefulness of any
sampling design will be determined by the extent to which all sampling units
can be included in the study. A poor response rate can destroy all the careful work
that has gone into devising an appropriate sampling design. Many years ago a
statistician colleague advised me that there is no point in trying to estimate
population parameters from sample statistics if the response rate is below about
85 per cent. Lower response rates, he suggested, make nonsense of the application
of probability theory because of the possible biases that can be introduced. When I
have quoted this figure to my students, they usually reel in horror as they have
little confidence in achieving anything like this response. A casual reading of
research reports will show that this level of response is very rarely achieved.”
What my colleague was claiming was that it is pointless to apply tests of sig-
nificance to sample data that are based on poor response rates. Nevertheless, this
statistical ritual is applied to samples with response rates of well below 50 per

7 1 once managed an 87 per cent response rate in a survey using mailed questionnaires, a method
renowned for low response rates. In this case, a population was studied, thus eliminating the need for
estimation procedures. This was achieved by the use of very elaborate and time-consuming procedures
with a very particular population.
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cent. To use probability sampling is one thing; to achieve a high response rate is
another. Both are needed to estimate population parameters from samples. It is
therefore essential that every effort be made to achieve as high a response rate as
possible, wherher the study is based on a sample or a population, but particularly
for samples.

As human populations have become saturated with social surveys and opinion
polling, low response rates have become increasingly common. What can a practis-
ing social researcher do? The problem with low response rates is the risk of
unrepresentativeness. If data are available on population distributions on critical
variables {e.g. as from the census), sample distributions can be compared with
them. If the distributions are similar, then tests of significance can be used with some
confidence. When a very poor response rate is anticipated, it may be better to use a
carefully designed non-probability quota sample (to be discussed shortly). This will
at least ensure that sample distributions will be similar to those in the population,
even if representativeness cannot be guaranteed.

Multi-stage sampling

Cluster sampling is often the first stage, or perhaps one of the stages, of multi-
stage sampling designs. The selection of the clusters themselves, and later selec-
tions within clusters, can use any of the three probability sampling methods. It is
preferable that clusters are of equal size, otherwise each population element will
not have an equal chance of being selected. However, this is not always achievable
as natural clusters may vary considerably in size. One rather complex method for
overcoming this is to stratify the clusters roughly according to size, and use a
sampling ratio in each cluster that will give each population element a more or Jess
equal chance of selection. Weighting can also be used, although this makes make
multi-stage sampling rather complex,

Multi-stage sampling is commonly used in surveys of householders. For exam-
ple, if householders of a large metropolitan area have been defined as the popula-
tion, the first stage could be a random selection of administrative areas (e.g. local
city councils), perhaps stratified by size, and/or mean socio-economic status of the
residents. The second stage could be based on subdivisions that are used in census
collection (perhaps using simple random procedures, -or stratified procedures if
the areas vary considerably in size). This could be followed by a random sample of
households (perhaps using the systematic method while walking along each
street). Finally, a member of the household could be selected by a random
procedure. This sampling design does not require the identification of households
and householders until the very last stages, and even then they need not be listed.
Efficiencies in data gathering can be achieved as interviewers can concentrate
their efforts and save a great deal of time and money in travelling. However, at
each stage in this sampling design sampling errors can creep in. In order to
compensate for this, a larger than the minimum desirable sample could be used.
Nevertheless, this design represents an example of how practical problems (e.g.

not having access to lists of householders) can be overcome, and how a compro-
mise can be struck between precision and cost.
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It is possible to combine probability and.npp-probability methods in a mul_u-
stage sample. For example, the selection of initial clqsters, such as areas of a city
based on the demographic characteristics of the residents, could be based‘ on a
judgement of how typical each area is of the range of Fl}ese characteristics.
Subsequent sampling in each cluster could then use probability methods. Judge-
mental sampling will be discussed shortly.

Single-stage non-probability sampling

So far 1 have concentrated on issues related to prgbability sampling. Sgch sam-
pling may be necessary in order to answer certain kinds of researc‘h questlﬁns \al:lth
large populations. However, in addition to the use of populanogs rather than
samples, some studies either do not need to gelnerz‘:hze to a population, or clannot
adequately identify the members of a populatlon‘ in order to draw a sample. For
example, research on people who are infecrgd with HIV/AIDS faces the problem
that lists of such people are unlikely to be ayallable. To insist on the use oif raqdom
sampling would make the research impossible. Therefore, in such cases, it WI]:‘bE
necessary to compromise with the ideal and use a ngn—probablhty sampling
method. This research design decision can be justified in the terms of it being
better to have some knowledge that is restricted because of the type of sample
than to have no knowledge of the topic at all. .

However, having said this, it must be stressed that sqcml researchers usually
hope that what they find in a sample or group‘has some kind (_)f rclev;mce or ‘value
further afield. This issue will be taken up in the next main section on ‘Case
Studies’. Therefore, even when non-probability samples are used, they can be
selected in such a way that it is possible to make a judgement about the extent to
which they represent some population or group. What the researcher hopes to
achieve is a sound basis for making such a judgement. _

Decisions about whether or not to use a probability sample, and how it
should be done, are not confined to quantitative studies; they are also necessary
in studies that intend to gather qualitative data.” Invariably, because qualitative
methods are resource-intensive, smaller samples must be used. Here the com-
promise is between having data that can be applied to large pf)pulatmns, or havmg
in-depth and detailed data on, perhaps, an unrepresentative sample or )ulst 3
single case. Qualitative researchers may argue that they are not really mvod‘{e
in a compromise, and that their methods Can.produce a richer understa'n ing
of social life than is possible by more superficial methm‘is gsed by quantitative
researchers. The relative merits of qualitative and quantitative methods will be
discussed in chapter 7. In the meantime, we need to confine our attention to the
role of sampling in both types of data gathering and analysis.

There is no necessary connection between the type of rese.arch methpd used
(quantitative or qualitative) and the type of sample that is Iappropn?te‘. As
in quantitative studies, qualitative studies can also work with populations,

¥ See Burgess (1982b) and Honigmann {1982) for useful reviews of the use of sampling in field
research.
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although they are likely to be much smaller. For example, it would be possible
to study neighbouring behaviour through participant observation in a ciry street
(block) in a middle-class suburb. Defining a population in this way may
restrict the statistical generalizability of the results, but the richness of the data
may allow generalizations, based on a judgement about how typical the chosen
research site is, or whether other suburbs in other cities are similar in important
respects. If the research also included a variety of sites in the same city (e.g.
working-class, upper-class, ethnically homogeneous, etc.), the generalizability
may be enhanced. Here the sampling issue becomes one of which city, and
which streets/blocks, to select, The method of selection may be judgemental rather
than being based on probability, although probability sampling should not be
overlooked.

The idea of randomness in sample selection should not be confused with the
selection of respondents by accident. The method of accidental or convenience
sampling is the most extreme and unsatisfactory form of non-probability sam-
pling; it is likely to produce very unrepresentative samples. The use of such
methods may be an indication of laziness or naivety on the part of the researcher,
or may be used in ‘quick and dirty’ research. A typical convenience sample is
obtained when an interviewer stands on a street and selects people accidentally as
they pass. Such respondents are representative of no particular population, not
even of people who passed that spot during a particular period of a particular day.
The views obtained in such a study do not even represent the mythical ‘person in
the street’. Doing accidental interviews ar a random selection of spots in a city is
no help; the population can neither be defined adequately nor its members be
given an equal or known chance of selection.

A similar kind of accidental sample is obtained when readers of a newspaper or
magazine are asked to complete a short questionnaire that is then cut out and
mailed in. While the population might be defined as the readers of that particular
issue of the newspaper or magazine, the self-selection process gives no guarantee
that the respondents are representative. A similar process can occur when a
researcher advertises in the print media for people with particular characteristics
to volunteer to parricipate in a study; there is no way of knowing how represen-
tative they might be of that population. However, in some circumstances a
researcher may have to use such a sampling method as a last resort. Results
from such a study would need to be heavily qualified.

A commonly used non-probability method is quota sampling. It is certainly an
improvement on accidental sampling and is commonly practised when it is
impossible, difficult or costly to identify members of a population. This method
has the advantage that it can produce a sample with a similar distribution of
characteristics to those that are considered to be important in the population
that it is supposed to represent. A set of selection criteria is identified because
of their relevance to the research topic, although the establishment of these
criteria may not be a simple matter, For example, in a study of undergraduate
university students, three selection criteria mighr be used: gender (male and
temale), year at university (e.g. 1, 2, 3 and 4 or more), and degree being under-
taken (e.g. arts, social science, science, engineering, medicine, law, economics/
business, or education). These three criteria would produce sixty-four selection

categories.” The researcher would then have to decide how many respondents are
to be selected in each category. There are two main possibilities: equgl nul‘n‘ber‘s in
each category, or numbers proportional to incidence in the population (if this is

“known). The first option can ensure sufficient numbers for analysis, while the

second option has some of the advantages of Rroportional §tr.atifled rfmdorz
sampling. However, in neither case can the popula_tlon chargctensu;:s be estimate
statistically, as the selection into each category \_wll be a_cc1denta|; in an |qterv1§\;
survey, for example, interviewers are only re_qulreFi to fill up the categon?s wit
the quota of respondents who meet the selectlop criteria. The_advantag'es (; qft‘:(;;a
sampling are that it is economical, easy to administer and qmck to do in thff ield.
It can also produce adequate results, although thg degree to which it does t is may
not be known. As has already been mentioned, it may be no worse than using a
probability sample with a poor response rate. P e
Judgemental or purposive sampling is angther commc_mly used non-probability
method with a number of uses. One use is to deal Wl.th situations whercvlt is
impossible or very costly to identify a particular population, i.e. \_'vhere there is no
available list of the population elements. For example, a study of intravenous drug
users could find respondents by a number of means: by contacting users in the
field, through police and prisons, and through publ_lc and private agencies such. as
drug rehabilitation centres. Depending on the pafnc_u!ar research questions being
investigated, it would be possible to contact a significant number of drug users
from a variety of contexts, and to include at least some of most types of s.uch drug
users. A second use of the judgemental sampling meth(_:-d is for selecn‘ng some
cases of a particular type. For example, a study of prganazatlonal beh'awou.r may
use a few cases of organizations that have been particularly successfu? in achieving
what the researcher is interested in. The selection will be a matter of |u'dgement as
to which organizations would be most appropriate. A variation on this would be
to select cases that contrast in some way, for example' successful and unsuccessful
organizations. Another use would be to sclect‘a varlety’ of types of cases for l}r:-
depth investigation. For example, a study of problem_famnll-es coulq seek the
assistance of experts in a social welfare agency to Provnde a list that lmclludes a
variety of such families, or, perhaps, families that differ on a set of criteria. The
expert, with directions from the researcher, w:?[ make a |udgemeqt aboutdtge
appropriateness of families for the study. These judgements may be informed by
theoretical considerations. ‘ '

A fourth type of non-probability method is §nowball saznp!xrzg, also known alsl
network, chain referral or reputational samglmg. The analogy is of a sno‘wlba
growing in size as it is rolled in the snow. This method has two related uses. ‘Illla
difficult to identify population, such as intravenous drug users, it may be possible
to contact one or two respondents who can then be asked for names and address;:s
of other users, and so on. Another example would be i_n.al study of }?EOPlC V\; O'
regard themselves as social equals; the respondents’ definitions of social equa Ityl
can be used to build up a sample. Snowballing can also be usecli to locate natura
social nerworks, such as friendship networks. Once contact is made with one

. v b : —
? I have used a similar set of categories, but such a large number can crearc_dlfflculues for mrcrv'ml:’i %
A simpler set could be based on gender and age.(say, four categories) which would create only eig
quota categories.
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member of the network, that person can be asked to identify other members and
- their relationships. In this way a sociogram can be built up and, perhaps, the

members of the network interviewed.

Finally, a common sampling method used in qualitative research is theoretical

sampling. When the researcher collects, codes and analyses data in a continuous

process, as in grounded theory, decisions abo
sively. Glaser and Strauss defined theoretical
collection for generating theory whereby th

ut sample size arc made progres-
sampling as ‘the process of data
e analyst jointly collects, codes

and analyzes his [sic] data and decides what data to collect next and where to
find them, in order to develop his theory as it emerges’ (1967: 45). The initial

case or cases will be selected according to the th

eoretical purposes that they serve,

and further cases will be added in order to facilitate the development of the
emerging theory. As theory development relies on comparison, cases will be
added to facilitate this. An important concept in this process is ‘theoretical

saturation’. Cases are added until no further

insights are obtained; until the

researcher considers that nothing new is being discovered, Another grounded

theory concept related to sampling is ‘slices of

data’, defined as “different kinds

of data [that] give the analyst different views or vantage points from which

to understand a category and to develop its

properties’ (Glaser and Strauss

1967: 65). A variety of slices is desirable to stimulate theory development. Just
what slices are selected, and how many, is a matter of judgement. An important

point about this method of sampling is that
is irrelevant,

Accuracy, Precision

Three important sampling concepts need to

any notion of representativeness

and Bias

be discussed briefly.'® They are

concerned with the ability of a particular sample, and a particular method of

sampling, to be able to estimate a population pa
A population parameter is the actual value of a

rameter from a sampling statistic.
particular characteristic, such as

the percentage of females, or the mean age. A sample statistic is the value of such

characteristics obtained from the sample. The ai
in which the value of the characteristic is the sa

m, of course, is to draw a sample
me as that in the population,

The concept of accuracy refers to the degree to which a particular sample is able

to estimate the true population parameter. A s

ample value is inaccurate to the

extent that it deviates from the population value. This is sometimes referred to as
the sampling error. While it is usually not possible to establish the level of

accuracy of an estimate, it is possible to caleu
the likely distribution of all possible sample v
indicates the fluctuations in sample values that
other words, the probable acecuracy or precisios
basis for estimating the population paramerter,

late from any one sample value
alues. This possible distribution
result from random selection, In
1 can be calculated and used as a

Sampling bias refers to the systematic errors of a particular sampling method.
These errors affect the capacity of the method to estimate population parameters,

% See Moser and Kalton (1971: 63-9) or Kish (1965: chs 1

and 13) for more details.
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Here we are dealing with not just one sample estimate, but with all pos'sd')le
samples that the method can produce. The mean value of all sample smnsnc]s;
produced by a particular method is compared with the populgnon pammeter.l
this mean corresponds to the population parameter, the samplang merhcf can be
regarded as being unbiased. Some of the merh.ods we have discus_sej:l arle )ett:?jr at
this than others; the compromises made against the method of simple random

i he responsible. .
Sm’?li);‘::g:::,ytlheref(frc, two important considerati(_ms in selecting a sampil?g
method. The first is the likely bias of the method itself, and the second is the
possible acciracy of its estimates of population parameters, The res.earchelr can
deal with the former by selecting a method that minimizes bias, and WIthl'the atrl:r
by making sure that the sample sizle is appropriate. In gen(iral, thed Erger zh:
sample, the narrower is the distribut?un of posml?le sample va fu.es, and hence
more precise the estimates. Sample size will be discussed shortly.

Sampling and Tests of Significance

Tests of significance are designed to apply probabi‘lity thegry to sample c:atfa in
order to make judgements as to whether characteristics, differences olx; relanon-
ships found in the sample can be expected to have occurred, other tk}llan yc l‘ar.lcei
in the population from which the sample was drawn. Of course, t es(;e s}t]ansncla
tests are only relevant when probability sampling has been used, and then only
i ood response rate.

wﬁgetze;;;z:r:(tzgybi a greatpdeal of misundersrapding about the use ;)f tests .o:'
significance with populations and samples. It is not uncommon orh soml?
researchers to call whatever units they are studying a sample., even when tAe
units constitute a population. This can lead to the use of certain stansnc.:aldtlestj
(e.g. the chi-square test for nominal data and the ¢ test for mtervalht?r ratl(l) ;tfﬂ
with population data (parameters) when they are only necessgr‘y i _safnpl,e. :hc
(statistics) are being analysed. The fact that thesel tests a_re‘cal]c statistical’ is
clue that they should be applied only to sample statistics’, s

It is because tests of significance are frequently mlsmlterp'reteld as in |Latlmg
whether there is any difference or relationship worth Con.51dcnng in t%}(-f: ;data, t 1(:)1:
they are applied inappropriately to data from populations. Any fll creqn;::ssr Of
relationships found in a population are what the data tel_l you; a};p ytl)ngf o
significance is meaningless. The rcscar;he‘r has to decide on the asn;[ =
evidence if the difference or rclationshlplls worthy of conmderatl(l)n.l b
strength of association between variables, in both s‘fnmp!es and popu at}:c’?}-fér o
is relevant to this decision, and then it is a matter of judgement about whe

relationship is important.

ifi f ch findi ichi mined in

Unfortunately, the statistical significance of research Eimd:_ngs (VIVhICh incigel;erregularly
i in the study) is, quite wr 7
large part by the size of the sample used in s, ¢ s v
: ce of rescarc
l i tance or practical importan :

confused and conflated with the subs \ Bk
results, which is a matter for judgement and cannot be determined mechanically by

statistical techniques. (Hakim 1987: 7)
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A critical research design decision for the researcher is whether to use a
population or sample. This decision will be influenced by the need to strike a
compromise between what would be ideal in order to answer the research ques-
tions, and what is possible in terms of available resources and other practical
considerations, such as accessibility of population elements. The decision will
then have a big bearing on the kinds of analysis that will be necessary.

Sample Size

This brings us to the research design question that I have been asked more than
any other: ‘How big should my sample be?” Of course, the question might mean,
‘How big should my population be?’ There is no easy answer to this question, as
many factors have to be considered, In addition, the answer will vary depending
on whether probability or non-probability samples are being used.

Probability sample size

There are three important factors to be con

sidered in deciding the size of prob-
ability samples:

e the degree of accuracy that is required, or, to put this differently, the con-
sequences of being wrong in estimating the population parameters;

¢ how much variation there is in the population on the key characteristics being
studied;

o the levels of measurement being used (nominal, ordinal, interval or ratio) and,
hence, the types of analysis that can be applied; and

o the extent to which subgroups in the sample will be analysed.

A common misunderstanding in sampling is that a sample must be some fixed
proportion of a population, such as 10 per cent.!? In fact, it is possible to study very
large populations with relatively small samples. While large populations may need
larger samples than smaller populations, the ratio of population size to an appro-
priate sample size is not constant. For example: for populations around 1,000, the
ratio might be about 1: 3 (a sample of about 300); for populations around 10,000,
the ratio may be about 1:10 (1,000); for populations around 150,000, the ratio
may be 1:100 (1,500); and, for very large populations (say over 10 million),
the ratio could be as low as 1:4,000 (2,500) (Neuman 1997: 221-2). It is not
uncommon for opinion pollsters to use samples of 1,000 with populations of 5
10 million. For such populations, increases beyond 1,000 produce only small gains
in the accuracy with which generalizations can be made from sample to population,
and beyond 2,000 the gains are very small. However, the analysis undertaken in
opinion polls is usually very simple. The factors mentioned in the previous para-
graph may require larger samples. It is in small populations that care must be taken
in calculating the sample size, as small increases in size can produce big increases in

"' T have no idea why 10 per cent is regarded as some magical figure to determine sample size. It is
quoted to me ad nauseam by colleagues and studens,
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accuracy, or alternatively, samples that are too small ca1.-1 Produ;;e macclu:'?;ez
generalizations. [t is the absolute size of a sample{ not some ratio to the populati
size, which is important in determining sample size. o "
In any attempt to generalize from a sample to a popu,ianon, 1th|.s necessa‘rythe
decide on what is technically called a ‘level of confudence.. What this me:ns ‘Zeen
degree to which we want to be sure that. the population .parametfer aslation
accurately estimated from the sampling statistic. All such esnma;es 0 polpu e
parameters have to be made within a range of valugs arlm'md t el§a1;1p e vd n
This is known as the ‘confidence limits’, Just how big this interval is 1z:apen s 0l
the level of confidence set. If you want to have a 95 per centlchagce (')f correcatnyé
estimating the population parameter, the mterw{al‘wdl be smlal e; t1 "1851 y0l_il :Zred
to have a 99 per cent chance. For example, if in a sample od‘d, retig.l: o
voters, 33 per cent said they would vote for a pamc_ular c?)n [; ate at ol
election, we can estimate the percentage in the population tof» ; n:tweer:i be.t X
35.8 (a range of 5.6 per cent) at the 95 per cent level of con 112e;;e, a;*. o
29.4 and 36.6 (a range of 7.2 per cent) at the 99 per cent level. bere oreiise 5
the level of confidence high will reduce t'he chance of bemg wrong but, a'fli }f san:o
time, will reduce the accuracy of the estimate as the .conflde:?ce'hm:ts \cilw : Zvethe
be wider. The reverse is also true. If narrower conﬁdemA:e limits lare esn:eb, =
level of confidence will have to be lowered. For exz.imple, if you only want to h§
per cent sure of correctly estimating thc? population parameter, you cam1 acblevee
this with very narrow confidence limits, i.e. very accurately. In the examp <(: a o: é
the confidence intervals would be between 31.2 per cent and 348 pzrcexfr ara ‘fse
of 3.6 per cent). However, this more accurate estimate has limite lkva uet,) alznce
cannot be very confident about it. Hepce, there is a need to Sfmhe a ba :
between the risk of making a wrong estimate and_ the accuracy o bt [S']C'S“ma e.le
Unfortunately, there is no other way of generahzmg frgm a p1}']o ability san‘;ﬁ]
to a population than to set a level of confidence and. estimate t9§ corresp??o 0?
confidence limits. The commonly used levels of confidence are 1 per cen ua.”
level) or 99 per cent (0.01 level), but these are convenn:ns that Iaresrjd ])t/
used without giving consideration to the consequences fqr the partif:u ar ; ilf -
is worth noting again that these problems of estimation are e |r?ijnate b,
population is studied; as no estimates are I’(.qu.llred no levels of confidence
to be set. The data obtained are the population parameters. - Howeve
Various formulae are available to calculate a suitable samp;le size. egtioneci
they are limited in their ability to take into account all tbel‘a.ctorsr(r‘znmges )
above. One approach in studies that work wu:bh s‘an;giet}s]reaz]aslté:sl;zf: DML
imate the likely critical percentage as a basis . ation. xam
;?efsitf we have an izea that the voting between two canlddlda]testatsz?nelicectt;ogni‘::
going to be very close, then a poll prior to the'e|€Cthn cousose ec :m of%he 5
the best estimate assuming each candidate w?!l get about 50 per ¢
Foddy (1988) has provided a formula for this. X
pqz
Ez

Sample size =

.

i ling
They can vary depending on the samp
- (see Kish 1965).

g = 1 vals.
'2 Formulae are available for calculating these inter et Al
method used and the type of data, for example means or p
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Table 6.1 Sample size based on population homogeneity and desired accuracy

Per cent of population expected to give particular answer
Acceprable

sampling
error* Sor95 100r9 200r80 300r70 400r60 50/50

1% 1,200 3,600 6,400 8,400 9,600 10,000
2% 479 900 1,600 2,100 2,400 2,500
3% 211 400 711 933 1,066 1,100
4% 119 225 400 525 600 625
5% 76 144 256 336 370 400
6% et 100 178 233 267 277
7% = 73 131 171 192 204
8% = — 100 131 150 156
9% = = 79 104 117 123
10% s — — 84 96 100

* At the 95 per cent level of confidence.

** Samples smaller than this would normally be too small to allow meaningful
analysis.

Source: de Vaus 1995: 72.

where p is the expected percentage (say 50), g is p subtracted from 100 {in
this case 30), Z is the ¢ value for the chosen confidence level (say 95 per cent),
and E is the maximum error desired in estimating the population parameter (say
5 per cent). In this example the sample would need to be 384, say 400. Table 6.1
gives a range of such calculations, given different acceptable levels of error
in estimating the population parameter (sampling error) and different proportions
of the population expected to answer a particular question. While this table
provides a useful guideline, it deals with only some of the factors being considered
here.

The second factor that has a bearing on the decision about sample size is the
dispersion of the population on the characteristics being studied. The parameters
of a homogeneous population can be estimated with much smaller samples than
one in which there is a wide dispersion. Take age for example. If the population is
all the same age, it is possible to estimate that age from a sample of one. However,
if a population has a wide age distribution, a relatively large sample will be
required. Similarly, if a population is likely to equally support two political parries
(i.e., 50 per cent vote for each party), the sample size needed to estimate this at an
acceptable level of error will be larger than that required in the case where most
people are likely to support one party. This is also illustrated in table 6.1 in terms
of expected answers to a survey question.

The third factor is the effect of the level of measurement, and the associated

method of analysis. In general, the more precise or higher the level of measure-
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ment, the smaller the sample required, and vice versa. Interval and ratio'mc?asures
require smaller samples than nominal measures. The reason for this is that
nominal measures have to use cumbersome forms of analysis and, the.ref_ore,
usually need larger samples to achieve satisfactory results. However, the distribu-
tion of population characteristics affects all levels of measurelment,.bm they are
more difficult to deal with when lower levels are used. There is no simple rule of
thumb for making chis decision. What is necessary is to know before the study
commences what levels of measurement are going to be used arfd V\.fhat methods of
analysis can be applied to them (assuming they are both quam.ltatlve). _Most goold
statistics textbooks will indicate what the minimum number is for using a parti-
cular statistical procedure, particularly for parametric statistics. When non-para-
metric statistics are applied to nominal and ordinal data, and the rlesults are
presented in tabular form (usually cross—tabulations.), a rule of thu.mb is Fhat the
sample size needs to be ten times the number of cells in the table. Tln_s rgle is béllsed
on the requirement for chi-square analysis and the measures of association derived
from chi-square. The number of cells will be determlned both by the number of
categories on each variable, and the need to meet chi-square requirements in terms
of minimum expected frequencies. Other method.s CJf: analysis v_vnll have d}ff.erent
implications for sample size. However, the complicating factor in gil of this is the
possibility that in any study a variety of levels of measurement will be used. The
sample size will have to meet the requirements of the Iowe;t level. of measurement.
The fourth factor is partly related to the second and third. If it is intended thz.u
analysis will be undertaken on a sub-sample, then the tota! sample must b.e big
enough to make this possible. For example, if a .study is conducted with a
population of ethnic communities whose members migrated to the country before
the age of 18, and if analysis is to be done on each group separately, Fhen there
must be a sufficient number of people from each group to do the analysis. Clearly,
the size of the smallest community becomes important. The actual numbers
required in this group will depend on the levels of measurement to be gsed and
on the kind of analysis to be undertaken. If some of the variables are nominal, and
three of these are to be used in a three-way cross-tabulation, the size of the group
would need to be about ten times the number of cells i this table. For example, if
country of birth (coded into three categorie;) is to be crgss—tabu[ated with pl)lolci
itical party preference (three categories), and if Fhe first variable is to be controlle
by year of migration (coded into three time periods), then a table of twenty-seven
cells will be produced requiring a sub-sample of 270, If the smallest ethm(;
community makes up 10 per cent of the population, then a total sample 0
2,700 would be required. Of course, one way to reduce the tptal sample size
would be to use a stratified sample by ethnic community, and d]fferem‘samplmg
ratios in each stratum, to make all sub-samples of 270. If there were five EFhl]lC
communities, the total sample would be exactly half (1,35'0), thus Producmgba
considerable reduction in the cost of the study. However, if the variables tlo }‘
analysed are interval or ratio, much smaller numbers can be used. One mh? o
thumb is to have a minimum of fifty in each subgroup, but, clearly, many things
should be considered in making this decision. o 1
It will be clear from this discussion that a decision on sample Sizef is rather
complex. The best a researcher can do is to be aware of the effects of accuracy
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requirements, population characteristics, levels of measurement, and the types of
analysis to be used. The latter consideration reinforces the need to include in any
research design decisions about how the data will be analysed. In my experience,
researchers resist pushing their design decisions this far. It is easy to think that this
can be put off until later, but it cannot. Failure to make the decision is likely to
lead to samples that are the wrong size, and to data that cannot be sensibly
analysed. In some studies, it is not possible to know in advance how the popula-
tion is distributed on the characteristics being studied. Even rough estimates may
be impossible to make. In this case, the researcher must be conservative and use a
sample that will cope with the worst possible situation, which means making it
larger.

Having said all this, one other major consideration enters into the equation. It is
the practical issue of resources. The ideal sample needed to answer a set of
research questions may be beyond the scope of the available resources, both
time and materials. Sample size decisions are always a compromise between the
ideal and the practical, between the size needed to meet technical requirements
and the size that can be achieved with the available resources. In the end, the
researcher must be able to defend the decision as being appropriate for answering
the research questions, given the particular conditions. If resources require that
the sample size be reduced beyond minimum practical limits, then the design of
the study would need to be radically changed, or the project postponed until
sufficient resources are available.

Itis always important to discover what conventions are used for your kind of
research in your discipline or sub-discipline, in your university or research organ-
ization, and what the consumers of the research, including thesis examiners, find
acceptable. These conventions do not always fit well with the technical require-
ments, but, in the end, may be politically more important. I have a few conven-
tions of my own which I use when students ask me about sample size for surveys.
After going through the points that have just been discussed, T may say something
like: ‘A sample of 1,000 would be ideal, or 2,000 if you can manage it, but 500
might be enough and even 300 if your resources are very limited.” Students are
invariably horrified by the idea of having to work with samples of this size.
However, if resources are nor available to achieve samples of this size, then a
different kind of research design will be required, or the research questions may
have to be changed.

Non-probability sample size

As it is not possible to estimate population parameters from the data acquired
using a non-probability sample, the discussion in the previous section on con-
fidence levels and acceptable errors in estimates is not relevant. If, however,
quantitative analysis is to be undertaken, then sample size will be influenced by
the requirements of the type of analysis to be undertaken.

When a research project involves the use of time-intensive, in-depth methods,
particularly when directed towards theory development, the issue of sample size
takes on a very different complexion. As we saw in the case of theoretical
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sampling, sampling decisions evolve along with the theory. It is not possible to
determine in advance what the size should be. However, time and resource
limitations will inevitably put some restrictions on sample size. In this kind of
research, it may be more useful to think of selecting cases for intensive study,
rather than getting distracted by sampling concerns that are irrelevant. It is to the
discussion of case studies that we now turn.

Case Studies

Throughout the history of social research, case studies have been regarded in a
variety of ways:

e as a particular kind of research design; ;

¢ as involving the use of particular kinds of research methods, usually qualitat-
ive; and

& as being a method of selecting the source of data.

Their discussion has been included here because their role in data selection will be
emphasized.

The idea of a case study has some relationship to the notions of both clinical
studies in medicine and psychology, and to case histories as used in the helping
professions, such as social work. However, there are some important differences
that should become evident as this discussion proceeds.

The case study has a long history. It has been used extensively in social anthro-
pology, and it is now used in political science (e.g. policy and public administration
research), sociology (e.g. community studies), management (e.g. organizational
studies), and planning (e.g. research on cities, regions and neighbourhoods).
A large number of theses in the social sciences have used case studies (Yin
1989: 13).

Some writers have suggested that case studies are suitable for single-person
research on a limited budget, and that the study of one case provides a manage-
able opportunity for a researcher to study one aspect of a problem in some depth
within a limited time-scale (e.g. Bell 1993; Blaxter et al. 1996). It is implied that
they -are appropriate for student research, particularly for postgraduate theses,
and that most researchers are capable of doing a case study. However, according
to Yin (1989: 22), good case studies are very difficult to do.

Case studies have been used for various purposes: exploratory, descripti.ve: gnd
explanatory research (Yin 1989: 15-16), and to generate theory and initiate
change (Gummesson 1991). These uses will depend on the research questions
asked, and the extent to which the researcher has control over the events being
studied (Yin 1989). .

It has become a common practice in many textbooks on soqal research met}}—
ods to include case studies as a type of research design, glongS'de surveys, exPel’l;
ments, and ethnography or field research. As we saw In chapter 2, this way o
classifying research designs is completely inappropriate.
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Background

The case study has had a chequered career in the social sciences. We need to
go back to the 1920s, to the period prior to the social survey becoming the
dominant style of social research in the United States, to find the case study
being used as an acceptable way of doing research. This occurred mainly in
the Chicago tradition of sociology (e.g. Thomas, Znaniecki, Cooley, Park and
Burgess, Zorbaugh, and Blumer). There followed a period in which case studies
were contrasted with the social survey, as the latter became the dominant social
research method. The arguments centred on which of the two ‘methods’ was the
most scientific, i.e. came closest to the methods used in the natural sciences.
Hence, the late 1920s and the 1930s saw a period of defence of the case study
(e.g. Shaw 1927; Jocher, 1928; Queen 1928; Znaniecki 1934; Young 1939)
and debates abour the relative merits of ‘statistical methods’ and ‘case studies’
(e.g. Burgess 1927).

Following World War II, debates continued between advocates of ‘surveys’ (and
sometimes ‘experiments’) and ‘participant observation’, essentially between sup-
porters of quantitative and qualitative methods. In the eyes of many, the former
were scientific, but not the latter (Lundberg 1929; reviewed by Hammersley
1992). By the 1950s, the discussion of case studies had all but disappeared from
textbooks on social research methods, although considerable attention was still
given to specific techniques, such as participant observation. This decline in
interest was no doubt due to the expansion in the use of quantitative and
statistical methods, and the increasing availability of computers to speed up this
type of analysis (Mitchell 1983).

Thirty years later, as a result of a revival of interest in qualitative methods,
particularly in educational and evaluation research, and in much British sociology,
the discussion of case studies re-emerged (e.g. Mitchell 1983; Yin 1989; Platt
1988). Case studies were now identified with methods that had been commonly
used in anthropological research, with techniques of data collection such as
participant observation, the use of informants, interviewing, and the study of
personal documents and records. The general tenor of the discussion of such
qualitative methods was that they were inferior to quantitative methods, that
they were only really useful in the exploratory stages of research, and that
researchers were unfortunate if they had no alternative but to use them as major
methods (Goode and Hatt 1952; Platt 1988).

A major deficiency of the early discussions of case studies was that an approach
to research design was confused with techniques of data collection and analysis.
Any research using qualitative methods and data was assumed to be a case study.
This view may have been derived from the conjunction in early social anthropo-
logy between the study of single small-scale societies and the use of a variety of
qualitative methods. Here is an example of this view.

The case study uses a mixture of methods: personal observation, which for some
periods or events may develop into participation; the use of informants for current
and historical darta; straightforward interviewing; and the tracing and study of
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relevant documents and records from local and central governments, travellers, etc.
(Cosley and Lury 1987: 65)

However, the case study is not one or a number of specific techniques.

Definitions

The literature abounds with various definitions of the case study. It is still
common to use the concept as ‘an umbrella term for a family of research methods
having in common the decision to focus on inquiry around an instance’ (Adelman
et al. 1977). While some methods may be used frequently, such as observation and
interviewing, any method is regarded as being legitimate. Even a survey may be
used in a case study. Whar, then, is peculiar about case studies?

Goode and Hatt focused their definition on the notion of a social unit and the
manner in which it is studied.

The case study, then, is not a specific technique. It is a way of organizing social
data so as to preserve the unitary character of the social object being studied.
Expressed somewhat differently, it is an approach which views any social unit as
a whole. Almost always, this means of approach includes the development of that
unit, which may be a person, a family, or other social group, a set of relationships
or processes (such as family crisis, adjustment to disease, friendship formation, ethnic
invasion of a neighborhood, etc.), or even an entire culture. (Goode and Hatt
1952: 331)

There are two important elements in this definition: it refers to a social unit, a
‘real’ individual, social event or group of people; and it treats the individual,
group or event as a whole. What this means in practice is that the case study
attempts ‘to keep together, as a unit, those characteristics which are relevant to the
scientific problem being investigated® (Goode and Hatr 1952: 333). This is in
contrast to survey research that deals with individuals, but only as a collection of
traits or variables.

Goode and Hatt avoided identifying the case study with a particular technique
for collecting data. Rather, they regarded it as

a mode of organizing data in terms of some chosen unit, such as the individual life
history, the history of a group, or some delimited social process. In order to obtain
such holistic data, one may use all the techniques which any other mode of organiza-
tion uses: intensive interviews, questionnaires, self-histories, documents, case reports
by others, letters, etc. Maintenance of the unitary character of the case is aided by the
breadth and added levels of data gathered, the use of indexes and typologies, and the
emphasis on interaction in a time dimension. There is, then, some attempt to make
each case a research in itself. (Goode and Hatt 1952: 339)

Creswell (1994) has provided a similar definition with five‘components. A case
study is a single, bounded entity, studied in detail, with a variety Of‘mﬂhf’dsf OVEL
an extended period. In case studies, ‘the researcher explores a single entity or
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phenomenon (“the case”) bounded by time and activity (a program, event,
process, institution, or social group) and collects detailed information by using a
variety of data collection procedures during a sustained period of time” (Creswell
1994: 12). While being sympathetic with this emphasis on the unitary character of
a case, Mitchell (1983) has been critical of it on two counts. First, the authors give
no place for extrapolation from case studies, leaving this activity to studies using
statistical analysis. Second, the stress on the whole appears to ignore the context
in which the case is located. In other words, Mitchell objected to case studies
being limited to social descriptions in social isolation.

In the context of a discussion of the relationship of case studies to comparative,
clinical and experimental studies, Eckstein has produced a particular definition
that also takes the emphasis away from the use of multiple and qualitative
methods. He had problems with the idea of establishing a single entity, even
with treating an individual as such. In a clinical context, he argued that it is
possible to apply a number of treatments to a single individual, and then to
compare the effects of the treatments (as against having experimental and control
groups). He wanted to regard each treatment as a case, not the individual on
which they are carried out. Hence he defined a ‘case’ as ‘a phenomenon for which
we report and interpret only a single measure of any pertinent variable’ (Eckstein
1975: 85). He regarded a ‘measure’ as including either precise, quantitative
measurement or imprecise observation. With this definition, Eckstein then defined
comparative research as

the study of numerous cases along the same lines, with a view to reporting
and interpreting numerous measures of the same variables of different ‘individuals.’
The individuals. . .can be persons or collectivities, or the same person or collectivity

at different points in time, in different contexts, or under different treatments.
{1975: 85)

" The issue raised by Eckstein, about what constitutes the unit of analysis in a
case study, has been dealt with in some detail by Yin (1989). Yin has suggested
that the key to resolving the problem is the way the research questions are stated.
For example, a research question might ask: “What internal and external changes
are related to changes in religious practices and orientation to the world adopted
by new religious movements?’ (see the Appendix). In this example, the emphasis is
on new religious movements, one or more of which could be treated as case
studies. If, however, the research question was ‘What kinds of religious move-
ments arise in times of rapid social change?’, then one or more rapidly changing
societies could be selected as case studies.

Yin has also advised that in defining the unit of analysis, attention needs to be
given to the definitions used in other studies. This will allow for comparative
analysis.

Most researchers will want to compare their findings with previous research; for this
reason, the key definitions should not be idiosyncratic. Rather, each case study and
unit of analysis should be either similar to those previously studied by others, or
should deviate in clear, operationally defined ways. (Yin 1989: 33)

Case Studies

Yin's (1989) definition distinguished a case study from other types of research

design, or what he called research strategies: experiment, survey, archival analysis
and a history. More specifically, he has defined a case study as

an empirical inquiry that:

e investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when
e boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and
e multiple sources of evidence are used.

An experiment . . . deliberately divorces a phenomenon from it§ context, so that.anen-
tion can be focused on a few variables . . . A history, by comparison, doFs deal with the
entangled situation between phenomenon and context, but usually with norcontem-
porary events. Finally, surveys cantry to deal with_ phenomenon and context, but their
ability to investigate the context is extremely limited. (Yin 1989: 23)

By defining the case study as a research strategy, Yiq hals been able to argue th.at
there is no connection between case studies and qualitative research: ‘case studies
can include, and even be limited to, quantitative evidence’ (Yin 1989: 24). _

In the context of anthropological research, Mitchell has argued that case .stud_nes
have a theoretical aim: ‘we may characterise a case study as a detailed examination
of an event (or series of related events) which the analyst beligvgs exhibl_ts (or
exhibit) the operation of some identified general theoretical principle’ (Mitchell
1983: 192). Therefore, a case study is not just a narrative account of anevent or a
series of related events; it must also involve analysis against an appropriate theore-
tical framework, or in support of theoretical conclusions. A case study documen$s a
particular phenomenon or set of events ‘which has been assgmbled with the explicit
end in view of drawing theoretical conclusions from it’ (Mm:he!l }.983: 191).

Hammersley (1992) has provided a much more limited deflnltlF)n of the case
study. Like Yin, he has contrasted the case study with the experiment and the
social survey and has confined the comparison to the manner in which each one
selects its units for study. The case study is viewed as just one methqd of SCIeCthfL
In the process, Hammersley has rejected the view that case stut_iles use certain
kinds of methods of data collection, or a particular logic of enquiry.

There is no implication here that case studies always involve the use of‘ pa'rticipant
observation, the collection and analysis of qualitative rather than quantitative _darz'\,
that they focus on meaning rather than behaviour, or thaF case study inquiry is
inductive or ideographic rather than deductive or nomothetic ete. Nor do I believe
that case studies display a distinctive logic that sets them apart from surveys and
experiments. ... the same methodological issues apP]y to all thre.e; th_e dlffe.rent
strategies'> simply vary in how they deal with these issues. From this point of view,
each of these strategies might often be usable to pursue the same researcl} problem,
though they would have varying advantages and disadvantages, depending on the
purposes and circumstances of the research. (Hammersley 1992: 185)

13 Hammersley's use of ‘strategy” here is more akin to what other writers call research designs, and is

: ey . .
different from my use of it, which is confined to what he has referred to as a ‘logic’, i.e. inductive and
deductive.
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According to Hammersley, what distinguishes case studies from both experiments

and surveys is that they use a comparatively small number of units in naturally
occurring settings.

What is distinctive about an experiment, in my view, is that the researcher creates the
cases to be studied through the manipulation of the research situation, thereby
controlling theoretical and at least some relevant extraneous variables. The distinct-
iveness of surveys is that they involve the simultaneous selection for study of a
relatively large number of naturally occurring cases. From this perspective, case
study combines some features of these two strategies. It involves the investigation
of a relatively small number of naturally occurring (rather than researcher-created)
cases. (Hammersley 1992: 185)

Criticisms of Case Studies

There have been three major criticisms of case studies that have arisen from their
comparison with quantitative methods (Yin 1989: 21-2). The first and greatest
concern is the possibility of sloppy research and biased findings being presented.
What this criticism boils down to is a prejudice that quantitative researchers have
had against qualitative data, a view based on the mistaken belief that only
numbers can be used to describe and explain social life validly and reliably. Part
of this prejudice is that qualitative research, unlike quantitative research, cannot
be replicated because there is too much scope for the researcher to influence the
results. These issues are taken up in chapter 7.

The second concern is jmr case studies are not useful for generalizing. There are
two aspects of this position: that it is not possible to generalize from a single case,
and that if a number of cases are used for the purpose, it is extremely difficult to
establish their comparability. Each case has too many unique aspects. However,
the same criticisms could be raised about a single experiment, or the study of a
single population, whether or not a sample has been used to do so. I will return to
this issue in a moment.

A third criticism of the‘pase study is not so much methodological as practical,
The complaint is that case studies take too long and produce unmanageable
amounts of data. This criticism confuses the case study with specific methods of
data collection that are time-consuming, for example, participant observation in
particular and ethnography in general. Yin has argued that case studies need

not take a long rime and that they can now be conducted in a manageable way
(1989: 21).

Uses of Case Studies

According to Gluckman (1961), the anthropological notion of the case study has
had three main uses: as ‘apt illustrations’, as ‘social situations’ and as ‘extended
case studies’. The apt illustration is a description of an event in which some
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general principle is in operation. To illustrate mother-in-law and son-in-law
avoidance in daily life, Gluckman used the example of the young man who
stepped off the path and hid himself as his mother-in-law npproached‘.

The analysis of a social situation involves a more complex collection of con-
nected events that occur in a limited time span, and which demonstrate the
operation of general principles of social organization. Gluckman referred to the
situation of the opening of a new bridge in Zulul and that brouglht together
representatives of the diverse segments of the population. Their behawgur before,
during and after the bridge opening were regarded as being characteristic of the
wider social structure.

An even more complex use can be found in the extended case study that follows
a sequence of events over an extended period. Usually, the same social actors will
be involved in a series of situations and events that are linked together and
through which they move. Thus it is possible to identify structural features, for
example kinship, by describing social processes over time.

While Gluckman’s classification was based mainly on differing degrees of
complexity, and to a lesser extent on duration of time, Eckstein’s (1975)
five-way classification focused on the different uses of case studies in thegry
development: configurative-ideographic studies, disciplined-comparative studies,
beuristic case studies, plausibility probes, and crucial-case studies.

Configurative-ideographic studies use descriptions to provide understanding.
The configurative element depicts the overall gestalt of the unit under investiga-
tion. The ideographic element either allows facts to speak for themselves or for
intuitive interpretation. The intensity of such studies and the empathetic feeling
that they can produce is their claim to validity. The major weakness of this type of
case study is that the understanding or insight produced by each study cannot be
used to generate theory. They tend to stand alone and are usually not designed by
their authors for this purpose.

Eckstein’s second type of case study, the disciplined-comparative, requires that
each case be viewed in the context of an established or at least a provisional
theory. Ideally, the findings of a particular case study should be able to be deduced
from such a theory, or could be used to challenge it. As such, these cases are not
used to build theory, apart from serendipitous ‘discoveries’.

The chain of inquiry in disciplined-configurative studies runs from comparatively
tested theory to case interpretation, and thence, perhaps, via ad hoc additions, newly
discovered puzzles, and systematic prudence, to new candidate-theories. Case study
thus is tied into theoretical inquiry — but only partially, where theories apply or can
be envisioned; passively, in the main, as a receptacle for putting theories to work; and
fortuitously, as a catalytic element in the unfolding of theoretical knowledge.
(Eckstein 1975: 100)

The third type, the beuristic case study, is deliberately used to stimulate theoret-
ical thinking.

Such studies, unlike configurative-ideographic ones, tie directly into theory building,
and therefore are less concerned with overall concrete configurations than with
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po_ten.tially generalizable relations between aspects of them: they also tic into theory
building less passively and fortuitously than does disciplined-configurative study.
because the potentially generalizable relations do not just turn up but are dclibemtcl);
sought out. (Eckstein 1975: 104)

Heuristic case studies do nor usually exist in isolation. They will usually be
conducted in a series to facilitate theoretical development.

One studies a case in order to arrive at a preliminary theoretical construct, That
construct, being based on a single case, is unlikely to constitute more than a clue to a
valid general model. One therefore confronts it with another case that may suggest
ways of amending and improving the construct to achieve better case interpretation:
and this process is continued until the construct seems sufficiently refined to require

no further ma!or amendment or at least to warrant testing by large-scale comparative
study. (Eckstein 1975: 104)

Therefore, the heuristic case study does not guarantee a theoretical outcome;
comparative studies may be more fruitful. ,

Plfiusibf!it)r probes, Eckstein’s fourth type of case study, are used in the inter-
med!ate stage between the development of a theory, whether by heuristic case
studies or some other means, and the testing of that theory. A plausibility probe
attempts to establish whether a theoretical construct is worth considering at all
by, perhaps, finding an empirical instance of it. ,

In essence, plausibility probes involve attempts to determine whether potential
Villldlt)f may reasonably be considered great enough to warrant the pains and costs
f’f testing, which are almost always considerable, but especially so if broad, painstak-
ing comparative studies are undertaken. (Eckstein 1975: 108)

Finally, crucm[—c_ase studies are similar to crucial experiments; they are designed
to challcngg an existing 'theory. If a theory survives a test that is loaded against it,
confidence in it will be increased. Such a case

must closely fit a theory if one is to have confidence in the theory’s validity, or,
convlerscly, must not fit equally well any rule contrary to that proposed..“in ";
crucial case it must be extremely difficult, or clearly petulant, to dismiss any finding
contrary to theory as simply ‘deviant’. .. and equally difficult to hold thar any finding

i(;lj]fsm?]ng% theory might just as well express quite different regularities. (Eckstein

The.se principles are easy to express, but finding crucial case studies is clearly
difficult.

Mitchell has glso championed the view that case studies in anthropology are
used .for.thcoretlcal purposes. He has argued that such case studies are not simply
descriptions of the life of these people. Although he did not differentiate such a

range of rheo;encal activities, he claimed that they are used to generalize and to
develop theories.
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Nearly the whole of the respectable body of anthropological theory has been built
up over the years from a large number of separate case studies from which anthro-
pologists have been prepared to draw inferences and to formulate propositions
abour the nature of social and cultural phenomena in general. (Mitchell 1983: 189)

While some writers (e.g. Eckstein) have distinguished case studies from com-
parative research on the basis of whether one or a number of cases are used, Yin
(1989) has included both single and multiple cases within case-study research.
Single-case studies have a number of uses. In the first, the case study is analogous
to a single experiment, like Eckstein’s crucial-case studies. It provides a critical test
of a theory, to corroborate, challenge or extend it. The second use of the single-
case study is as an extreme or unique case. This is common in clinical psychology
and can also be used in sociology for the study of deviant or unusual groups of any
kind. The third use of the single-case study occurs in a situation where some
phenomenon has not been studied before; where an opportunity arises to research
something that has been previously inaccessible. Yin referred to these as revelat-
ory cases.

In all three uses, the single-case study will be a complete study. However,
Yin has divided them into two types: holistic and embedded case studies. The
holistic case study has only one unit of analysis while the embedded case
study may have a sub-unit or a number of sub-units. For example, an organization
could be studied as a holistic case if the main research question was concerned
with the type of cultural change that could follow from the use of different
technology. In an embedded case study, organizational change associated with
technological change might be studied at various levels: change in management
style, change in work practices and change in organizational structures, as well
as change in organizational culture. The embedded study requires research at
different levels within the organization, while still treating the organization as a
single-case study.

In contrast to single-case studies, Yin has argued that the main use of multiple-
case designs is analogous to conducting a series of experiments. He has claimed
that a well-developed theory can be tested by carefully selecting a series of cases in
the same way as theories are tested experimentally. This, as we shall see shortly,
requires the use of replication rather than sampling logic.

Just how many cases should be included in 2 multiple-case design will
depend on the complexity of the phenomenon and the conditions in which it
occurs; the greater the complexity, the greater the number of cases that will be
necessary to achieve confidence in the testing of the theory. Notions of sample size
used in association with sampling logic are not relevant to multiple-case study
designs.

The use of multiple-case studies has both advantages and disadvantages com-
pared to the use of single-case studies. All three types of single-case designs,
critical, extreme or revelatory, serve useful purposes on their own. While the use
of a number of cases may add greater weight to a study, and make its findings
more convincing, their use is only appropriate when replication rather than
sampling logic is used. In addition, as case studies are expensive to conduct,
multiple-case studies should not be undertaken lightly.
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. Generalizing and Theorizing from Case Studies

Mirche?l, Eckstein and Yin have all raised the issue of whether it is possible to
generalize or theorize from case studies. This issue will now be explored further,
Must the findings from a case study remain just interesting description, or ca :
they be usedl to generalize and to generate and test theory? , '
.The question of whether it is possible to generalize from case studies has to do
}Nll’h how cases are selected. Researchers may feel more comfortable generalizin
lf rhey work with ‘typical’ cases, i.e. if the case being studied can be shown to bg
similar to other cases in terms of relevant characteristics. However, it is difficult to
de'monstr'ate whether a particular case study is typical rather th':m unique. Cer-
tainly, this was not the guiding principle when anthropologists selected s.m1ll~
scale societies to study. ‘
Mitchell has argued against trying to find typical cases.

There is absolutely no advantage in going to a great deal of trouble to find a ‘typical’
case: concern with this issue reflects a confusion of enumerative and analytic )rg)odes
of mduc_non. For general purposes any set of events will serve the purpose of the
analyst if the theoretical base is sufficiently well developed to enable the analyst to

identify within these events the operation of th inciples i i
o iy i p e general principles incorporated in

_][ follows that resegrchfzrs should not be concerned with the issue of representat-
iveness and generalizability in the narrow sense, but, rather, with appropriateness,

or what Bassey (1981) has called ‘relatability’, In th i
ity ¥y e practical context of educa-

an important criterion for judging the merit of a case study is the extent to which the

~details are sufficient and appropriate for a teacher working in a similar situation to
relate hns [sic] QEcision making to that described in the case study. The relatability of
A case Is more important than its generalisability, (Bassey 1981: 85)

I'shall come back to this issue in the next ch i
. apter in the ¢ ralizing i

s e p he context of generalizing in

In contrast to arguments in favour of usi i i

bl ‘ sing typical cases, Eckstein (1975
Mitchell (1983), Yin (198?) and Platt (1988) have argued for the use of th)e’
extreme, deviant or least likely cases in theory testing. If a general theoretical
principle can be §hown to hold in these types of cases, the degree of corroboration
Is stronger than in cases that might be regarded as typical.

Eckstein has identified fi
ve theory-related roles, each link is fi
: 3 ed to on
uses of case studies: , ST

L?nderstanding - configurarive—ideographic studies;

linked to theory - disciplined-comparative scudies?

theory building - heuristic studies; ,
exploring theoretical possibilities — plausibility probes; and
testing theory ~ crucial-case studijes. ,
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Platt went further when she claimed that ‘a single case may be a useful source of
hypotheses, or refute a universal generalization, or demonstrate the existence of a
phenomenon which needs to be taken into account’ (Platt 1988: 17). ‘Case studies

" can be used to generalize even in some of the ways less often accepted’ (1988: 19).

However, she supported Diesing’s (1972) idea that Kaplan’s (1964) pattern model
of explanation should be used rather than the deductive one.

This issue of case selection has also been dealt with in terms of the logic appro-
priate for case studies. As Mitchell and Yin have argued, the concern about the
representativeness of case studies is based on a mistaken view of the logic appro-
priate for case studies. The critics of the case study were operating from the logic of
statistical inference appropriate to sample surveys. This is a very narrow view of
generalizing, in which the selection of a number of individuals or units is used to
represent the population from which they are drawn. This allows the use of
statistical procedures to generalize the sample findings to the population. On the
other hand, a different kind of logic is required to test a theory. This has been called
‘logical inference’ (Mitchell), ‘analytic generalisation’ (Yin) or replication logic.

Mitchell has dealt with this issue in terms of the distinction berween statistical
and logical inference.

Statistical inference is the process by which the analyst draws conclusions about the
existence of two or more characteristics in some wider population from some sample
of that population to which the observer has access. ... logical inference is the
process by which the analyst draws conclusions about the essential linkage between
two or more characteristics in terms of some systematic explanatory schema - some
set of theoretical propositions. (Mitchell 1983: 199-200)

It is logical nor statistical inference that is appropriate for case studies. ‘We infer
that the features present in the case study will be related in a wider population not
because the case is representative but because our analysis is unassailable’ (Mitch-

ell 1983: 200).
Yin has argued for the use of ‘analytic generalisation’ as an alternative to

‘statistical generalisation’ in case studies.

A fatal flaw in doing case studies is to conceive of statistical generalization as the
method of generalizing the results of the case. This is because cases are not ‘sampling
units’ and should not be chosen for this reason. Rather, individual case studies are to
be selected as a laboratory investigator selects the topic of a new experiment. Multi-
ple cases, in this sense, should be considered like multiple experiments (or multiple
surveys). Under these circumstances, the method of generalization is ‘analytic gen-
eralization,” in which a previously developed theory is used as a template with which
to compare the empirical results of the case study. If two or more cases are shown to
support the same theory, replication may be claimed. The empirical results may be
considered yet more potent if two or more cases support the same theory but do not
support an equally plausible, rival theory....Analytic generalization can be used
whether your case study involves one or several cases. (Yin 1989: 38)

Hence, Yin has given a theory development and testing role to both single-case
studies and multiple case studies. In either a one-off or a series of tests, case studies
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are viewed as being equivalent to one or more experiments. Conclusions can only
be drawn in the context of an existing theory.

~ As all cases necessarily occur in a specific context, the common and unique
fearures c_)f that context need to be acknowledged. Researchers need to give read-
ers a sufficient account of the context to enable them to evaluate the conclusions
Firawn. However, detailed knowledge of the context is also an important element
in the researcher’s capacity to draw conclusions from a case study.

T"he.case study, because of the observer’s intimate knowledge of the connections
linking the complex set of circumstances surrounding the events in the case and
becallee of the observer’s knowledge of the linkages among the events in the case
provides the optimum conditions in which the general principles may be shown n;

Tga;}lfe;:)étixemselves even when obscured by confounding side effects. (Mitchell

It is 'P_!atts view that, to strengthen their theoretical role, case studies need to be
specifically designed rather than being chosen as a matter of convenience or by

accident. A case study needs to be located in the context of relevant knowledge
and appropriate theory.

Thus case.stqdief, are just as good a basis for such inference as other sorts of study,
although its justification will also depend upon the adequacy of the theory and the
corpus of related knowledge. This argument suggests thar a strategic choice of types

1S “. y I’J S ‘ ple.
S¢ 0
S kel to be of maore use Ill;ll Cl[llE] a simgle ca I a representative sample (I lﬂ"

Platr concluded:

In some areas case studies can make the same sort of contribution as other types of
re_search, while in other areas they can do things better or worse, or equal though
different. Whatever the area, case studies have in common with o;her methods that
they are only part of a larger enterprise transcending the individual work, and can
on.]y. b'e used or evaluated against that background which, whether or n’ot this is
explicitly acknowledged, is a component in the research design. (Platt 1988: 20)

; While it must be gcknow]edged that Mitchell’s view of case studies is derived
rom their use in social anthropology, or in related disciplines working in similar

contexts, his summary of his argument in favour of the use of case studies
provides a useful conclusion to this discussion.

Case s.rudies of whatever form are a reliable and respectable procedure of social
analysis and... much of the criticism of their reliability and validity has been baséd
ona m:sc_onlception of the basis upon which the analyst may justifiably extrapolate
from an individual case study to the social process in general. A good deal of the
confu.smn has arisen because of a failure to appreciate that the rationale of extra-
polation from a statistical sample to a parent universe involves two very different and
even unconnected inferential processes - that of statistical inference which makes a
statement abour the confidence we may have that the surface relationships observed
in our sample will in fact occur in the parent population, and that of logical or
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scientific inference which makes a statement about the confidence we may have that
the theoretically necessary or logical connection among the features observed in the
sample pertain also to the parent population.

In case studies statistical inference is not invoked at all. Instead the inferential
process rurns exclusively on the theoretically necessary linkages among the features
in the case study. The validity of the extrapolation depends not on the typicality or
representativeness of the case but upon the cogency of the theoretical reasoning.

In terms of this argument case studies may be used analytically - as against
ethnographically - only if they are embedded in an appropriate theoretical frame-
work. The rich detail which emerges from the intimate knowledge the analyst must
acquire in a case study if it is well conducted provides the optimum conditions for the
acquisition of those illuminating insights which make formerly opaque connections
suddenly pellucid. (Mitchell 1983: 207)

Conclusion

This chapter has dealt with three basic issues: the kinds of data that can be
collected in the social sciences; the contexts from which data can be collected;
and the processes by which individuals, social units and social artefacts can be
selected.

The discussion of types and forms of data was included to highlight some
research design choices that are often glossed over. While they are elementary,
consideration needs to be given to them, as well as to the implications of
the choices. Similarly, the discussion of the range and contexts from which data
can be obtained is really basic introductory sociology. However, it is necessary to
be clear about the differences in the kinds of social settings in which social
research can be conducted, and the range of social units that are available. The
choice made from among these needs to match the nature of the research
questions. Alternatively, when research questions leave the choice of data source
reasonably open, the choice will have consequences for the research outcomes.
However, these choices, like many others, are also influenced by pragmatic
factors, such as proximity, access and cost. While compromises may be necessary,
care must be taken not to jeopardize the possibility of answering the research
questions.

Regardless of the decision made about the source of data, it is usually necessary
to make selections, either between social settings (e.g. certain organizations) or
from within a social setting (c.g. families in a village, or householders in a city).
This applies to research that uses both populations and samples. A population is
arrived at by definition, by using a set of criteria. It is here that the researcher has
considerable scope to determine the nature and size of the study. Frequently, it is
necessary to make selections from within a population. The purpose of this
selection is determined by the research objectives and the research strategy or
strategies adopted. Hence, the various sampling methods, both probability and
non-probability, have to be considered very carefully to ensure that the selection
will make it possible to answer the research questions. However, once again, a
compromise berween the ideal and the practical may be necessary.
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Considerable atrention has been given ro case studies in this chaprer, partly
because there is a grear deal of confusion and many misconceptions about what
they are and what they can be used for. It was argued that case studies should not

_be seen as the poor relation in social research as they have some very special uses,

particularly in theory development. As a great deal of research uses case studies,
explicitly or implicitly, it is important to be clear about their possible uses and
their limitations. Finally, the case studly is very relevant to student research at all
levels.

Now we-are ina position to get to what is usually regarded as the heart of social
research, data collection and analysis. However, the choice from among these
methods is very dependent on choices made on all the other research design
elements discussed so far. It is only in the context of these choices that considera-
tion can be given to the methods of data collection and analysis.

7

Methods for Answering
Research Questions

To quantify or not to quantify. Is that the question?

Introduction

With research questions in place, one or more research strategies s.e.!ected, onto-
logical assumptions made explicit, and,'per.haps, h)_lpotheses specified, thde next
step in the development of a research design is to decide how to coliect' the data to
answer the research questions. However, the kind of Fiata thgt are considered to be
appropriate, and their source and method of collecm.)n, will d‘epend. on a variety
of factors. On the one hand, there are methodological considerations that are
linked to research strategies, and, on the other hand, there is a range of pragmatic
factors to be considered. These might include the nature gf the .rescarch topic, the
research objectives, the kind of research questions being mvesnga.ted, the context
of the research, the expertise and personality of the researcher, time and budget
considerations, the availability of equipment (includil}g computer hardware arl:d
software), and the expectations of funding bodies, clients, colleagues and/or the
consumers of the research findings (Smaling 1994). . et
Back in the 1950s and 1960s there were debates about the reianvfc merlFS o
what was then considered to be the major research fneyhods, social smvelifs
and participant observation (see the section on case studies in chapter 6). f}(: ;u]el
past thirty years, the debates have moved to a more general level to cover .
gambit of research methods and to include disputes .about'th'e appropria Enom
of particular paradigms or approaches to social enquiry. lt- IZ |_ntert?sjili‘lagﬁg:l -
that many of the contributors to these debate.s huve' wgrl\eh mbeva ;

1 i i i ion has been to counter
policy research, particularly in education. Their motl\learh o b
the dominance of quantitative methods and to establish a legi p
qualitative methods. -

This chapter covers six main t()plCS.‘][:

—_— ini ter of a
e considers the role of timing of data collection in determining the charac

research design;
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e reviews the characteristics of qualitative and quantitative methods and the

preoccupations of researchers who use them;

reviews the debates about the relative merits of qualitative and quantitative

methods;

e provides a critique of the use of the concepts of ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’
beyond the description of methods, i.e. using the concepts to identify different
paradigms; -
critically reviews arguments for combining both types of methods; and

discusses the nature of the links between research strategies and research
methods.

From simple beginnings about fifty years ago, there is now a vast and complex
literature on these topics. There is a tendency in some textbooks on research
methods to oversimplify this complexity. Should you prefer this, you may want to
consult one of these books (e.g. Creswell 1994). However, because these issues
have loomed large in the methodological literature in recent years, and because

they are of viral importance to contemporary researchers, I believe it is necessary
to explore them in some detail.

The Timing of Data Collection

All social research adopts a position with regard to the timing of the data
collection (see figure 7.1). In fact, some writers regard time as the critical defining
characteristic of all types of research designs. This appears to stem from the classic
experimental design in which variables in experimental and control groups are
measured at two points in time, the experimental group having been subjected to
some kind of treatment in between. All other designs are seen as variations of this
kind of experiment. De Vaus {1995), for example, has discussed six variations.

e Panel design: only uses an experimental group that is measured before and
after the intervention.

e Quasi-panel design: applies an intervention to a population but measures one
sample before and another sample after.

e Retrospective panel desigi: a measurement is made at the present time and the
group is asked to recall its position on the variable at an earlier time, assuming
the effects of some events in between.

o Retrospective experimental design: a matched control group that does not
experience the effects or intervention is added to the retrospective panel design;
both are asked to recall their earlier position.

o Cross-sectional or correlational design: at least two groups are measured in the
present and their positions compared; the consequences of the passage of time
are absent here.

e One-shot case study design: only one group is measured in the present.

There are three basic choices for the social researcher with regard to time. A study
may:
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Contexts Core elements Choices
Selection from
Restrictions: data sources
audiences, T -
politics and ! Cross-sectional
feasibility Y Lor}gitur.imal
Data collection Historical
;i nd timin
Paradigms s T ; Quantitative methods
approac_hes ! Qualitative methods
to soFlaI 3
b Data reduction
and analysis

Figure 7.1 Data collection, reduction and analysis

e be confined to the present time — cross-sectional;
e extend over a period of time — longitudinal;
e be confined to the past — historical.

Cross-sectional studies are designed to capture a srii.l plictur'e of aspects ofsoaal
life, including population (demographic) chlaractcnsncs, 1nd1v1dual. Tttltudes,
values, beliefs and behaviour, social interaction, and asfpects of socmd groups,
organizations, institutions and structures. However, this type of study is not
well suited to research on social processes and social change, as these require
the collection of data over time.

Some longitudinal studies involve only two
points in time and are referred to as .before-cmd«
after designs. These include experiments and

Time Dimension

evaluation studies, i.e. any situation that involves Cross-sectional

an intervention to bring about change. In addi~ In the present

tion, before-after designs can be used to examine

naturally occurring changes, in which case th.ey Longitudinal

are nothing more than two cross-sectional studies Before and after .

at different points in time. Impact of an intervention
Other longitudinal studies involve a number ,Of Change over time

points in time, or a series of cross-sectional studies Prospective: looking forward

on the same or a similar population or group. Time series

There are three variations, all of which can be Pane! study

regarded as prospective studies as they begin in Cohort study

the present and plan further stages in the future. Retrospective: looking back
The first is referred to as time series research. For

example, a study may be done of people wklno hap- Historical

pen to be living in a particular street at different In the past

points in time. The situation remains constant

although there may be some changes in the resi- "
dents. The second, a panel study, involves continuous or regulalr contact wit t ei ;
same people, group or organization over a pfarlod of time. A variation of the pane
study is cobort analysis in which categories of people, rather than the same
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individuals, are studied over time. A cohort s defined in terms of a specific criterion
that identifies people who have had similar life experiences due to having had a
critical life event in common. Examples of cohorts include people who were born in
the same year (birth cohorts), who are in the same year in educational institutions,
or who joined or left an organization at around the same time,

Each of these three latter versions of a longitudinal study has its advantages and
disadvantages. Panel studies may be the ideal but they are expensive. There is also
the constant difficulty of keeping track of the members and dealing with the fact
that people will drop out for various reasons. Cobort designs are easier to con-
duct, but their results are less powerful. Time series designs are different from the
other two. Panel studies track the changes in a sample or group of people over
time, while a time series study may be more concerned with the changing effects
over time on people who have some circumstances in common, Therefore, cobort
and time series studies are compromises on panel studies; the first two avoid the
complex and expensive process of keeping track of people over an extended time
period, but have to sacrifice some ability to draw reliable conclusions.

Retrospective studies take the present as a base and seck information about
recent history. A common form of this research, oral and life histories, gets people
who lived through a particular period to recall those experiences, or uses the
traces that such people have left behind, such as diaries. There are clearly some
limitations to this kind of research as memory is fallible and its use always
involves a possible reconstruction of the past under the influence of subsequent
experiences.

Historical studies, by definition, deal with social events or phenomena in the
past. Such studies are very different in character to those that can collect data
about and from people in the present. While historical studies may seck informa-
tion about the past from people who have lived through a particular time period,
or who have known people who have, data normally have to come from written
records of some kind, or from other traces of past social activity. Historical
research may be confined to the past, but some social scientists may want to
connect the past to the present. However, when a researcher’s concerns are
essentially in the present, it is usually necessary or desirable to locate the experi-
ences of contemporary individuals, and social events and processes, in some kind
of historical context. Therefore, research in the present may need to be linked to
the past. Whether this is necessary will depend on the nature of the topic and the
research questions.

Of course, actual research designs can be made up of a combination of these
approaches to the time dimension. For example, a cross-sectional study conducted
today can become a longitudinal study if it is replicated, say, in five years’ time. A
retrospective or a prospective study can be used in combination with a cross-
sectional study to produce a longitudinal study. Also, a bistorical study can be
either cross-sectional or longitudinal.

It follows that research design choices related to the time dimension will be
determined largely by the objectives of the study and the type of research ques-
tions to be answered. Some objectives and research questions can be pursued
successfully using a cross-sectional study, whereas others, ideally, require a long-
itudinal design. While exploratory and descriptive studies are likely to be

Qualitative and Quantitative Techniques

concerned with the present, longitudi,lal Iclescription is Fertamly ad Iegltlrzg‘te
research activity. Similarly, while the ob|§ct1ves of explanation aqd.l un er{;mnl mﬁ
may be more easily achieved in Iongf'tuduml r;search, the Potenu? costs muvs?nwea
may lead to the common compromise of‘ trying to establish ex;l) anation : rhg(;ir
cross-sectional design. The applied objectives of change ar.w.l evaluaao!n, an i
associated research questions, might aI:qo Ibe bett.er achieved 13 a ongtmsmzr
study. However, the tension between a.chlevmg tlhc ld(.:al rese:.;rch esign totar;tv:he
the research questions, and the costs mw_)lv-ed in doullg so, 1? evedr. prt_ese:;mt -

research design stage. A major charachrastlc ofllongzmdma stu }Lies is . timy
are usually more costly than cross-sectional studies to undertake. Hence, the :

i ion is a critical consideration, .
dl?ctr)l(s;ic::r;lliiﬁemma for researchers is how to answer re'searclf:h quesrlonl:: tl::; :Ie;[
with the passage of time using only a cross-sectional design. For e:xa!mp t},l . ea);
be interested in the effect on students of exposure to a parnﬁu ar ; r::cdyms
educational programme. One method would be to fo!l{)w aco Iort of stu Eles
over the three years, making measurements of their position on re E\lfaflt \I;;;:laeen
at the beginning and end of the programme and, ppss:bly, at ulmarva}: len e:\;S ;
However, if the programme has been in operation for‘ at feast thr e th;rt
compromise would be to measure the.sel variables at one time for e‘ac1 ykea it
of students, and see if they differ. This is a compromise desagfn as 1}: ac sl:izh(;rt
assignment to each year cohort. It also lacks controls for the factt a;;leiem o
enters the programme, and passes thro.ugh the three yearsE) over ab-;aed R
period, thus making it possible that its members have. eenfst}y s
influence of different social conditions. N.ever'theless, versions of t xlsl compr
are commonly used, and the passage of time is dealt with statistically. _—

Some writers (e.g. Neuman 1997) have suggested .that both T.ro.?s-.;ecnonge: e

longitudinal studies are quantitative becguse rhey involve a limite fnurg_eS b
measurements on many individuals or socx.al units. These two types Of stu ; .
contrasted with case studies that are consxlderecli to mv.olve the use o1 q]-l;m”na i 3
methods with one or a few cases over a limited time period. However, sha .argur
that both cross-sectional and longitudinal sltud'le.s can use either gu‘anntamf:_(;
qualitative methods and data in the study of individuals, groups alr:. Eolrlnm:mai.ed.I
and social processes, institutions and structures. The f:xtclzn.tdto]w icht Ielruseits !
focuses on a few or many aspects, and a few or many individuals or s}(‘)czia nd C,an
a matter of choice. Similarly, case studies can use !)oth types of metb ods an -
either focus on the present, or trace chqnges over time. Per'hapﬁ the c;.‘st elexm;i)ca’

of longitudinal, qualitative case stud'tes can be found in the ant rc}:po oiet
studies of small-scale societies in Whl'Cl'l the researcher m;y r;ev:sw the stf)orm};

over many years. However, as we saw in chapter 6, case studies have many

and uses.

Qualitative and Quantitative Techniques

It has become common practice to divide research methods into twct») broad r):ipets,

1 0
quantitative and qualitative. However, the concepts havlc also been use
contrast five different aspects of the social research enterprise:

231



232 Methods for Answering Research Questions

methods, that cover the techniques of data collection and analysis;

data, that are produced by particular types of methods;

research, in which particular types of methods are used;

researchers, who use particular methods; and

paradigms, approaches or perspectives, that adopt different ontological and
epistemological assumptions.

The first four aspects are closely related; a method produces a particular form of
data, and research and researchers are related to the use of particular methods.
The association of the concepts of qualitative and quantitative with paradigms is
distinctive and different; to refer to paradigms in this way is to elevate a distinc-
tion between types of data and methods to the level of research strategy and even
paradigm or approach to social enquiry (Blaikie 1993a). I regard this latter usage
as unhelpful and inappropriate (see also Guba and Lincoln 1994: 105).

As we saw in chapter 6, when the quantitative/qualitative distinction is asso-
ciated with data, the contrast is usually between data in numbers and words.
Data, both at their source, and during and following analysis, can be produced in
either form. In studies commonly labelled as quantitative, data are collected in
numbers, or are very soon converted into them, and are subsequently analysed
and reported in the same form. In qualitative studies, the original data are
produced in one of two languages, the technical language of the researcher or
the everyday language of the respondents. These languages are used to describe
behaviour, social relationships, social processes, social situations, and, in parti-
cular, the meanings people give to their activities, the activities of others, and to
objects and social contexts. Qualitative analysis, which may occur in conjunction
with data collection, and the reporting of results from this analysis, can involve
the use of both languages.

Quantitative methods are generally concerned with counting and measuring
aspects of social life, while qualitative methods are more concerned with producing
discursive descriptions and exploring social actors’ meanings and interpretations.

By quantitative methods, researchers have come to mean the techniques of random-
ised experiments, quasi-experiments, paper and pencil ‘objective’ tests, multivariate
statistical analyses, sample surveys, and the like. In contrast, qualitative methods
include ethnography, case studies, in-depth interviews, and participant observation.
(Cook and Reichardt 1979)

While this is a convenient way to classify research methods, and 1 will use
qualitative and guantitative this way in the first part of this chapter, there is a
growing body of literature that has questioned the legitimacy of this dichotomy.
These arguments will be reviewed later in the chapter.

Data Collection Techniques

The term miethod is used here to refer to ways in which evidence is obtained and
manipulated, or, more conventionally, to techniques of data collection and

Quadlitative and Quantitative Techniques

analysis. This chapter will provide an overview of techniques for data collection,
data reduction and data analysis, using the qualitative/quantitative distinction.
However, as there are countless books that describe the nature and use of social
research methods, no attempt will be made to provide details. The list in the box
below is only intended to be indicative of the common methods used in bm-h
quantitative and qualitative research. Many refinements have been made to this
classification.

The most commonly used quantitative data-gathering methods in the social
sciences are undoubtedly the self-administered questionnaire and the structured
interview, both of which keep the
researcher at a distance from nat-
ural social processes. There is a
great deal of confusion, particu-
larly in the popular literature,
about the way these two methods
are identified. The commonest
practice is not to distinguish
between them, and, therefore, to
assume that they are identical.
Sometimes ‘survey’ will be used to
refer to questionnaires, and ques-
tionnaires are seen to be used in
structured interviews. De Vaus
(1995) used ‘questionnaire’ as the
generic term and then distin-
guished between face-to-face, tele-
phone and mail as different
methods  of  administration.
Oppenheim (1992), on the other hand, made the distinction between ‘standard-
ized interview’ and ‘questionnaire’ very clear.

As the processes by which data are collected differ in important ways, it is
necessary to distinguish between these two methods. Ideally, the format of the
instruments should be different. They also have their own particular advantages
and disadvantages. Questionnaires have to be prepared in such a way that
respondents can complete them without any assistance other than built-in anfi/
or separate written instructions. An interview schedule, on the other hand, vy:l!
usually contain instructions to the interviewer, and the interviewer will provide
other instructions to the respondent. Samples of an interview schedule and a
questionnaire format can be found in Smith (1981: appendices C and D). There
are a number of discussions in the literature on the strengths and weaknesses of
both methods (see e.g. Groves and Kahn 1979; Oppenheim 1992; de Vaus 1995).

The use of structured observation is much less common and is confined largely
to experiments and observational studies in artificial settings. Examples of the
former would be observing the response of individuals to periods of social iso-
lation, or their reaction to an authority figure acting in an aggressive manner.
Examples of the latter would be observing a group of children at play, or ap-
plicants for a leadership position undertaking a problem-solving task. In both

Data Collection Techniques

Quantitative

Observation: structured
Questionnaire (self-administered)
Structured interview

Content analysis of documents

Qualitative
Participant observation

Focused interview
In-depth interview
Oral/Life histories
Focus groups/Group interviews
Content analysis of documents
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cases, video recording may be used, but all this means s that the numerical coding
of the behaviour can be delayed and the ‘original’ data revisited. Strucrured
observation may be combined with other methods of data collection, such as
the structured interview.

Some form of participant observation is regarded as the classic ‘anthropologi-
cal’ method and the qualitative method par excellence. It involves the researcher
in one or more periods of sustained immersion in the life of the people being
studied (see e.g. Spradley 1980; Jorgensen 1989). This anthropological method is
commonly referred to as ‘field research’ (Burgess 1984) or ‘ethnography’ (Fetter-
man 1989; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). The latter literally means producing
a picture of the way of life of some group. Both of these, however, involve a
combination of methods, of which participant observation may be the main one.

Participant observation can be practised in a variety of ways, ranging from total
participation (e.g. Whyte 1943) to mainly observation, and various combinations
in between. It is not uncommon for a researcher to use both extremes as well as
some combination in the same study (e.g. Gans 1967). Therefore, participant
observation is not a single method, and it can combine different styles of observa-
tion (Bryman 1984: 48-9).

Contemporary social science is more likely to use some form of unstructured or
semi-structured interviewing, in-depth, focused or group, rather than participant
observation, to collect qualirative data (see e.g. Spradley 1979; McCracken 1990;
Minichiello et al. 1995). Just as with structured interviews, any form of qualita-
tive interview keeps the researcher removed from the natural setting; individual
behaviour and social interaction will be reported rather than observed. However,
the qualitative interview, particularly the in-depth variety, can get close to the
social actors’ meanings and interpretations, to their accounts of the social inter-
action in which they have been involved. Interviewing, in combination with
reasonably extensive observation of actual social situations, provides a useful
alternative to participant observation.

A special use of unstructured interviewing is oral bistory. One or more indivi-
duals are asked to recount aspects of their lives and/or the lives of their con-
temporaries, and to discuss their perceptions of the processes involved and the
changes they have seen (see e.g. Thomas and Znaniecki 1927; Douglas et al. 1988;
Yow 1994). The personal stories produced by this method can either stand on
their own, or can be subjected to some type of qualitative analysis. A related
method, but one that works with very different data, is the life history (Bertaux
1981; Plummer 1983). In this case, secondary rather than primary data are used
to reconstruct the lives of individuals, and, perhaps, to produce an account of a
particular historical period from the participant’s experience of it. Diaries and
autobiographies are the major sources.

Group interviews or discussion, or what is increasingly being referred to as
focus groups, are gaining popularity as a method of data collection (e.g. Krueger
1988; Morgan 1988; Stewart and Shamdasani 1990; Berg 1995). Focus groups,
which are the predominant qualitative method used in marketing research, have
been adapted to more traditional social research, particularly evaluation research.
Their purpose is different from that of individual interviews. They allow for group
interaction and provide greater insight into why certain opinions are held.

- L e 2

Qualitative and Quantitative Techniques

Krueger has defined the focus group as ‘a carefully planned discussion designed to
obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening
environment’ (1988: 18).

Focus groups are communication events in which the inrerplu.y of thF personal and
the social can be systematically explored....The assumption...is that people
will become more aware of their own perspective when confronted with active
disagreement and be prompted to analyse their views more intensely than during
the individual interview. Attempting to resolve differences is one of several mecb-
anisms whereby participants build comprehensive accounts to expiaiq their
various experiences, beliefs, attitudes, feelings, values and behaviour. {Millward

1995: 277)

Documents as a data source can be used differently in conjunction with either
quantitative or qualitative methods. Textual material can b(? cpded into categprics
that are assigned numbers, counted and manipulated statistically. A!temauvely,
they can be treated qualitatively as identifying phenomena‘amopg which patterns
of relationships are established. The ontological assumptions involved, and the
end products in these two practices, tend to be differlent.‘ ' -

Compared with quantitative techniques most qualitative me;hods, if used dili-
gently, are relatively time-consuming. This is no doubr a major reason for the
attractiveness of quantitative methods, as well as their greater manageability and_
predictability in terms of outcomes. I have long suspected that each g.roup.ot
methods attracts different kinds of personalities, with level of comfort in being
close to people an important factor.

Data Reduction Techniques

Data produced by most methods of collection require some manipulation to get
them into a suitable form for analysis, using what is commonly referred to as df:ra
reduction techniques. This process is most obvious when the analysis is quantita-
tive. Much less work is involved if coding frames are established before the data
are collected, such as in a questionnaire or in observational methods. However,
even in these cases, some reorganization of the coding categories, for example
changing the order or combining categories, will usually be required. If the data
are recorded in non-numerical form, such as in open-ended questions, the estab-
lishment of a set of coding categories will be necessary (see e.8. Oppenheim 1992;
de Vaus 1995). . :

Itis also possible to combine answers to a number of questions into com'POSh"i
measure, such as an index or a scale. The major difference between thegl 155025
scales usually involve a derqunstmtion of unidimenSiorlmhty whulesac!;llil;gexhcmr
not (see Mclver and Carmines 1981; de Vaus 1995)." Guttman )

Jassic references are still useful. See, for
5 933), Stouffer er al. (1950), Goode
ference provides a useful review of

! Scaling is a relatively ancient art in social science and the
example, Thurstone and Chave (1929), Likert (1970), Bogardus (1
and Hatt (1952), Eysenck (1954), and Edwards (1957). The last re
the state of the art at the time.
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analysis and cluster analysis are alternative and sophisticared ways of establishing
unidimensionality, each one being based on very different assumptions (see e.g.
Stouffer et al. 1950; Lorr 1983; Oppen-

this kind of analysis is to deal with a network of relationships in the hope that
causation can be demonstrated.
Inferential statistics are used for

Data Reduction Techniques heim 1992; LCW_iS“BECk 19?4).- Simpler tWO purposes: to make estimates Data Analysis Techniques
methods, such as item analysis, mvolve»an of population characteristics (para-
Quantitative assessment  of  the degree o which meters) from sample characteristics Quantitative
Coding: pre-coding and post-coding respanses to a statement or item i 3 scale (statistics); and to establish whether Description -
Index construction are correlated with the sum of responses to differences or relationships within Distribution; numerical and graphical
Scaling: e.g. Likert and Guttman all statements or HEmS (see Cronbac.h a sample (such as an association Central tendency and dispersion
Factor analysis 1990). Facror anaiys.m and cluster .analysw between occupation and religion) Association ' '
Cluster analysis also have othe_r uses in data analysis. can be expected to exist, other Correlation: simple, partial and multiple
Data reduction techniques are also used than by chance, in the population Analysis of variance and covariance
Qualitative with qualitative methods, for example open from which the sample was Regression: simple, partial and multiple
Coding: open and axial coding and axial coding 1 grot.mded theory, af"d drawn. It is for these purposes Causation :
Developing themes typology construction in the abductive that the ubiquitous tests of signific- Factor analysis
Typology construction !'es'ea4rch Strategy. However, in these SA5ES, ance are used (see the discussion in Path analysis ' ‘
it is impossible to separate data reduction chapter 6). Regression: simple, partial and multiple
and analysis; in fact, data collection, data Compared to quantitative meth- Inference
reduction and data analysis can blend into one another in a cyclical process (see ods of analysis, qualitative methods Sample statistic to population parameter
e.g. Eckett 1988; Minichiello et al. 1995). are less well developed. However, Sample differences to population differences
the literature on the latter is
; ; increasing rapidly as they become Qualitative
Data Analysis Techniques more popular (see e.g. Glaser and  Description
Strauss 1967; Lofland 1971 Theory generation
All thar will be attempted here is to provide a brief overview of a range of Turner 1981, 1994; Miles and Analytic induction
commonly used quantitative and qualitative techniques. Techniques of quantita- Huberman 1984, 1994; Martin Grounded theory: open and axial coding
tive analysis are well developed and are very diverse. In contrast, however, and Turner 1986; Richards and Categorizing and connecting
techniques of qualitative analysis are still being developed. Richards 1987, 1991, 1994; Dey From everyday typifications to typologies

Quantitative methods of analysis fall into four main categories: description,

~ association, causation, and inference. Descriptive methods are used to report the
distributions of a sample or population across a range of variables (using all four
levels of measurement), and to produce summary measures of the characteristics

of such distributions. These measures include frequency counts (which can also be as software is now available to aid the process, such as, Ethnograph, NUD*IST,
represented graphically), measures of central tendency (such as mode, median and ATLAS.ti and WinMAX (see Seidel 1984; Richards and Richards 1987, 19?1’
mean, depending on the level of measurement), and measures of the dispersion of , 1994; Pfaffenberger 1988; Tesch 1990; Fielding and Lee 1991; Miles
the distribution (such as the inter-quartile range and standard deviation). and Huberman 1994).

Measures of association are used to establish the degree to which two variables An earlier method, analytical induction (Znaniecki 1934; Robinson 1951) has
covary, i.e. whether positions on one variable are likely to be consistently asso- received some atrention as a process for generalizing from a small number of
ciated with positions on another variable, for example the extent to which cases. It involves six main steps.
people with high-status occupations identify with a particular type of reli-
gion, and people with low-status occupations identify with a different type of
religion. The way in which association is established depends on the level(s) |
of measurement involved and whether there are two, or more than two, variables f
being analysed. :

In order to answer ‘why’ questions, an attempt may be made to establish
causation. There are three popular methods for doing this: facror analysis, path
analysis and regression, the latter being the contemporary favourite. The aim in

1993; Silverman 1993; Bryman

and Burgess 1994; Coffey and . _ .
Atkinson 1996; Strauss and Corbin 1999). While there is no one do»mmant
method, various versions of grounded theory have become popular, particularly

. 1 Defining the phenomenon to be explained. .

‘. 2 A hypothetical explanation of the phenomenon is formulated. ‘

3 One case is studied to see whether the hypothesis relates to the particular case.

4 1f the hypothesis does not fit the case, it is either reformulated or the phenom-
enon is redefined in order to exclude the particular case. ‘ .

S Practical certainty is achieved with a small number of cases, but negative cases
disprove the explanation and require a reformulation.
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6 The examination of cases, redefinition of the phenomenon and reformulation

of hypotheses is continued until a universal relationship is established. (Burgess
1984: 179)

Analytic induction has many similarities to the trial and error process of the
deductive research strategy, the major exception being that deductively derived
theories have a more tentative status than is implied in the laststep above. Iris on
this point that Robinson (1951) and Turner (1953) have been critical of analytic
induction. Examples of its use can be found in Lindesmith (1947, 1952) and
Sutherland and Cressey (1966).

The advocates of grounded theory have argued for the use of the constant
comparative method as being superior to analytic induction (Glaser and Strauss
1967: 101-13). In grounded theory and its variants, an ongoing process of data
collection, data analysis and theory construction is undertaken.

In social research generating theory goes hand in hand with verifying it...the
adequacy of a theory. . . cannot be divorced from the process by which it is generated
....Generating a theory from data means that most hypotheses and concepts not
only come from the data, but are systematically worked out in relation to the data
during the course of the research. Generating a theory involves a process of research.
By contrast, the source of certain ideas, or even ‘models’, can come from sources
other than the data. (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 2-6)

Turner (1981) has systemized grounded theory into a sequence of nine stages,
although it is clear that these refer to a developmental process rather than linear
steps.

{1) After some exposure to the field setting and some collection of data,
the researcher starts to develop ‘categories’ which illuminate and fit the data
well.

The categories are then ‘saturated’, meaning that further instances of the cate-

gories are gathered until the researcher is confident about the relevance and

range of the categories for the research setting. There is a recognition in the

idea of ‘saturation’ that further search for appropriate instances may become a

superfluous exercise.

The researcher then seeks to abstract a more general formulation of the category,

as well as specifying the criteria for inclusion in the category.

These more general definitions then act as a guide for the researcher, as well as

stimulating further theoretical reflection. This stage may prompt the researcher

to think of further instances which may be subsumed under the more general
definition of the category.

(S) The researcher should be sensitive to the connections between the emerging
general categories and other milieux in which the categories may be relevant.
For example, can categories relating to the dying in hospital (Glaser and Strauss’s
main research focus) be extended to encapsulate other social settings?

(2

(3

£ =
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{6) The researcher may become increasingly aware of the connections berween
categories developed in the previous stage, and will seek to develop hypotheses
about such links. . N , .

(7) The rescarcher should then seek to establish the conditions in which these
connections pertain. o .

(8) At this point, the researcher should explore the implications of the emerging
theoretical framework for other, pre-existing theoretical schemes which are
relevant to the substantive area. _ '

(9) The researcher may then seek to test the emerging relationships among categories
under extreme conditions to test the validity of the posited connection. (Turner
1981, as summarized by Bryman 1988: 83-4)

The central activity in qualitative data analysis is a special form of coding. Such
coding can facilitate description, but it is also used for analysis and theory
generation.

The analyst starts by coding each incident in his [sic] data into as many categor.iesl of
analysis as possible, as categorics emerge or as data emerge that fl? an existing
category. ... Coding...should keep track of the comparison group in which the
incident occurs. To this procedure we add the basic, defining rule for th; constant
comparative method: while coding an incident for a category, compare it with the
previous incidents in the same and different groups coded in the same category.
(Glaser and Strauss 1967: 105-6)

Coding involves the use of concepts (labels placed on discrete happenilmgs, events,
and other instances of phenomena) and categories (a more abstract notion under
which concepts are grouped together). The coding process involves two stages.
The first stage, known as open coding, involves breaking the. data down into
categories and sub-categories, that is, ‘taking apart an observation, a sentence, a
paragraph, and giving each discrete incident, idea, or event, a name, somethm'g
that stands for or represents a phenomenon’ (Strauss and Corbin 1_9?0: 63). This
is a process of breaking down, examining, comparing, co‘nceptuahzlpg and cate-
gorizing data. The second stage, known as axial coding, is used to find relation-
ships between these sub-categories and categories.and, thus., puts the. daEa bz!ck
together in a new way. Axial coding is done by using a ‘codmg paradlgm wh;clh
involves thinking about possible causal conditions, contexts, intervening condi-
tions, action/interaction strategies used to respond to a phenomenonl in its con-
text, and the possible consequences of action/interaction not occurring. A core
category is then selected and a descriptive narrative constructed about it (Strauss
and Corbin 1999).

In essence, this approach involves: first, the ‘chunking and coding’ of data, dividing
facets of the available data into segments which are given labels, names or codes;
second, the accumulation of those central codes which recur, and the development oct;
abstract definitions to specify the properties associated with these core cades‘; zml
third, identifying links between the codes, links which may merelly be atssomatlllo;la :
but which in some cases will be causal. Exploration and elaboration of these links
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make ir possible to develop ‘local’ and ‘grounded’ theoretical patterns to account for
aspects of the data under scruriny. (Turner 1994: 196)

Dey (1993) has formulated this as a circular or spiral process involving three
activities: describing, classifying and connecting. The first step is to produce
‘thick’ or ‘thorough’ descriptions of the phenomenon being studied (Geertz
1973; Denzin 1978). “Thin’ description merely states “facts’, while ‘thick’ descrip-
tion includes the context of the action, the intentions of the social actors, and the
processes through which social action and interaction are sustained and /or chan-
ged. In the next part of the process, classifying, Dey has dealt with the activities
referred to as open and axial coding of grounded theory. In the same way, he has
argued that classifying data is an integral part of the analysis, and without this
there is no way of knowing what is being analysed. Classification is achieved by

creating categories, assigning categories to the data, and splitting and splicing
categories.

Classification is a conceptual process. When we classify, we do two things. We don’t
just break the data into bits, we also assign these bits to categories or classes which
bring these bits together again, if in a novel way. Thus all the bits that ‘belong’ to a
particular category are brought together, and in the process, we begin to discriminate
more clearly between the criteria for allocating data to one category or another. Then
some categories may be subdivided, and others subsumed under more abstract
categories. The boundaries between these categories may be defined more precisely.
Logic may require the addition of new categories, not present in the data, to produce
a comprehensive classification. Thus the process of classifying the data is already
creating a conceptual framework through which the bits of data can be brought
together again in an analytically useful way. (Dey 1993: 44-5)

Classification is not a neutral process; the researcher will have a purpose in mind
that will provide direction and boundaries.

The third part of the process is making comnections between categories. The
aim is to discover regularities, variations and singularities in the data and thus to

begin to construct theories. Following Sayer (1992), Dey has distinguished
between formal and substantive relations.

Formal relations are concerned with how things relate in terms of similarity and
difference — how far they do or do not share the same characteristics. Substantive

relations are concerned with how things interact. Things that are connected through
interaction need not be similar, and vice versa. (Dey 1993: 152)

Formal relations are equivalent to those established by correlational analysis in
quantitative research. An example of such a formal relation is that ‘active
environmentalists have had intimate experiences with nature in their early years’.

Substantive relations are regutar sequences of events, processes or activities, and
these sequences may entail ideas of causation.

Methods of qualitative analysis differ in the extent to which they attempt to
‘retain the integrity of the phenomenon’. That is, the extent to which the
researcher remains close to the language, the concepts and meanings of the social
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actors rather than imposing their own concepts and categories on lay accounts.

There is a choice between a high stance, in which the rcsearcher' imposes concepts

and meanings, and a low stance, in which the researcher derives concepts and
t )

meanings from lay language. In its purest form, the abductive research strategy

involves a low stance because it develops technical concepts and them:t!ca:
propositions from accounts providcd-in lay language (see (:hapte:':| 4). Tecll m;?e
concepts generated in this way are designed to be more abstract and generaliza
i ible with lay concepts.

thgr:uﬁgisd theory, onythe other hand, is much more a process qf the researc"?ﬁr
‘inventing’ and imposing concepts on the data_; it adopts a high s‘tlance. he
various forms of coding are a search for technical concepts that will organize
and make sense of the data. While these concepts can be elther. those that are
already in use, or can be developed by the researcher for a particular Eurpose;
there appears to be little attempt to derive them frpm lay concepts, to ma ; us:hc;S
lay meanings associated with the concepts, or to tie them to lay concepts. For
reason, grounded theory is not strictly an abductzye ‘research strategy. -

Another major variation in qualitative analy51§ is whether the researcher is
satisfied with description, or whether the goal is the devc?lngent of t eorl):j.
There is, however, no clear divide between these two activities. Sohme would
argue that description is all that a researcher can Iggmmately do; ot‘ders wodu
argue that description, particularly ‘thick’ descrlnptmn, al_ready plrjovn hgls unher-
standing and possibly explanation, and that npthmg more is neede » while o}_tI ers
seek to develop ‘bottom-up’ theories consisting of testable propositions (Ham-
mersley 1985). For grounded theorists, th}e testing pf these theoretical proposi-
tions is tied intimately to the process of their generation. Others may be wnlhpg tof
subject their theories to independent post-testing, although thls_ma}rbconsm of
examining the relevance of the theory in other contexts, still usmgh (;ttzm-tgp
techniques rather than the formal testing that is aldvocated by the deduc ws
research strategy. Researchers interested in comblnlng research strategies, ;mf
qualitative and quantitative methods, may deve!op their Fhe(.)ry by some klln (l)
grounded method and then test it deductively using quantitative methods.dC early
there is a range of possibilities here, and if qualitative methods are usgd, a em}s:on
has to be made as to what will constitute understanding or explanation, and how

i developed and tested. '
th(j[?leaev:;“isb;s yet nopclearly articulated method for using the pure version of the
abductive research strategy as advocated by Sc'hii.rz. | §egan working on this in
1974 (Blaikie 1974) and committed some preliminary ideas to paper abou; ten
years later (Blaikie and Stacy 1982; 1984). Ovlcr the years, a ngmbc; 0 drpy
postgraduate students have successfully used versions of it in a variety o jtud::i
(Kelsen 1981; Stacy 1983; Drysdall(ec}98‘5};1]$alnaves 1990; Smith 1995) and o
leagues have worked with it.

5“3?;1::: ?:?1::'[ rccgognition of a diversity of traditions in wh:ar [ call the l?‘ter-
pretive approach to social enquiry. These include a very mixed bag, dsu.g: th::
hermeneutics, phenomenology, ethnomcthodqlogy, et}}nography, grounde obid
ory and biography (see e.g. Lancy 1993; Denzin and .meoln 1994; Morse ;
Moustakas 1994; Creswell 1998). Each has its particular cmp}}asm in tern]15 0
research objectives, logic of enquiry and methods of data collection and analysis.
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Uses of Quantitative and Qualitative Methods

When quantitative methods are used, the researcher is likely to have very limited or
no contact with the people being studied. The use of some quantitative methods,
such as mailed questionnaires, structured observation, and unobtrusive methods
that involve the use of secondary data, require no face-to-face or verbal contact at
all. When there is contact, such as in structured interviewing and experiments, it is
formal and of limited duration. However, even in these cases, the researcher may
have no contact if assistants are employed to carry out these tasks. This main-
tenance of distance from the people being studied, and the fanatical resistance to
any form of personal disclosure or emotional involvement by the researcher, is
largely practised in the belief that it will ensure that objectivity is achieved, What
constitutes objectivity, and why it must be achieved, s, of course, related to the
epistemological assumptions {probably from either Positivism or Critical Ration-
alism) which the researcher has explicitly or implicitly adopted.

The use of qualitative methods, on the other hand, usually requires an extended
and intensive period of involvement in some social world. The most extreme form
is participant observation in which the researcher can become fully immersed in
the social actors’ world with all the levels of personal involvement that this
entails. Such qualitative methods allow the researcher to become an ‘insider’
and 10 discover the social actors’ culture and worldviews. The contact and
involvement in in-depth, unstructured interviewing lies somewhere between par-
ticipant observation and structured interviewing, and will involve varying degrees
of personal involvement and disclosure on the part of the researcher, When a
series of in-depth interviews is conducted with the same person, the level of
involvement is likely to be higher. Rather than attempt to adopt the position of
a derached ‘scientific’ observer, qualitative researchers may deliberately choose to
‘g0 ndtive’, to allow themselves to become part of the world of the researched, to
be seduced by the social actors’ constructed reality. Some would argue that,
WithOW‘Jt a period of immersion in a social world, no adequate understanding of
it can be achieved. While it is probably not possible for a researcher to go
completely native, a test of whether the social actors’ meanings have been ‘dis-
covered’ can only be based on whether the researcher has developed the capacity
to interact successfully in a particular social context. To achieve this, it is neces-
sary for the researcher to become as su bjective as possible rather than to try to
adopt some kind of objective stance, at least at the data collection stage.

Some preconceived notions of what concepts are relevant, and how they should
be defined, usually accompanies the use of quantitative methods. This applies
whether the research objectives are descriptive or explanatory. Tn the larrer case,
particularly within the deductive research strategy, the methods used to collect data
related to concepts, and the postulated relationships between them, will have been
derived from some theory. In other words, the methods serve some preconceived
ideas abour the nature of some part of the social world, and why it is the way it is.

In contrast, qualitative methods may be used deliberately without any theory in
mind and with only sensitizing concepts as a guide. In the quest to take the social
actors’ point of view, everyday concepts that emerge as being relevant to the
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phenomenon under investigation will be identified and their everyday meanings
explored. For those qualitative researchers who wish to go beyond cliescrz;f?noTz to,
some kind of wnderstanding or explanation, theory, or the social scientists

accounts, will be generated from everyday accounts and theories. Within the
: b

abductive research strategy, theory is the end product of the research, not the
Srﬂgzni%ni(()jiiznt feature of the use of quantitative methods is tf}eir highly struc%
tured nature. They are located within a researc!\ design that I.HCIL!dCS a set o
predetermined stages, and the data gatherir.ag will be nccomphshed by thf, 1.(!ij.'
of predetermined procedures and pre-tested instruments. In using such‘ met (c)i s,
the researcher is aiming to have maximum contrg] over the data. ggthermg and to
achieve uniformity in the application of the techniques. Usgal[y, it is oqu after the
data are collected that the analysis will begin. The main ]ustnﬁcapog for thg
uniformity, control and rigid stages is to achieve some notion of objectivity anh
replicability. In my experience, quantitative mthods tend to be used lby reisearlc f
ers who prefer order, predictabiléty z?nd security, and who have a low level o
uncertainty and ambiguity.
ml';;.}:;?c;licxasts with thye use of qu%llitative meth(.)ds'in which the procedures are
much more open and flexible. Frequently, qualitative researchers have a very
limited idea of where they should start, how tlju;y should proceed, and where th?ﬁ
expect toend up. They have to accept opportunities when they open up and they w1d
want to follow leads as they occur. They see research as a learn_lng process an
themselves as the measuring (data-absorbing) instrument. They will want to allow
concepts, ideas and theories to evolve and they will resist imposing -i)othd[‘)re-
conceived ideas on everyday reality and closure on the emerging unde1staxll ing.
Qualitative data gathering is messy and unpredictable a_nd seems to require .rc—
searchers who can tolerate ambiguity, complexity, uncertainty and tack of cqntlpl.
Researchers who are wedded to quantitative methods may a.lso use qua.htatlve
methods. However, the role that is given to qualitative _methcds is usually dlfferznt
to that adopted by researchers who regard them as‘thelr primary or c_)nly methlo s.
A common use of qualitative methods by quantitative re_s_earchers isinanexp ora;
tory stage that is used to suggest hypotheses or to facnhtate. the d.eveloprr\ent 0
research instruments. Qualitative methods are Ylew§d as being only stlpplfmelrlt—
ary to quantitative methods and, perhaps, as inferior. The range of qua itative
methods used is likely to be limited to thosel that come close‘sr to quantitative
methods, for example semi-structured interviews or observation. [ h:ave come
across some quantitative researchers who _regard Qper}—ended questions 1_1;1 a
mainly structured questionnaire as constituting qualitative data gatherlm%j. 12
fact that the questions are in the researcher’s language, alnd that the met 101(. udsef
to code the responses is devised by the researcher, mak‘es it a very different kind o
data collection to the more traditional use of qualitative methods.

Quantitative versus Qualitative Research

There has been considerable debate about the relative merits of quavntltarlgeland
qualitative methods, with the protagonists invariably adopting tactics to bolster
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their own position and denigrate that of the ‘opposition’. For decades, quantita-
tive researchers have adopred the methodological high ground; quantirative
research has been regarded as the orthodoxy and qualitative rescarchers the
troublesome but Jargely irrelevant sect. Qualitative researchers have tended to
struggle under the shadow of this dominant orthodoxy and have had to be content
with much lower levels of funding for their research.” These debates have becn
conducted in terms of various contrasts in purpose and style and have produced a
slate of pejorative terms used to defend preferred methods, and to abuse other
methods. Table 7.1, based on Halfpenny (1979), provides some examples of such
contrasting labels.

Almost all data used by social researchers begins in a qualitative form. It is only
after work has been done on it, to transpose words into numbers, that quantita-
tive data come into being.

Table 7.1 Contrasting qualitative and quantitative labels

Qualitative Quantitative
relativistic universalistic
holistic atomistic
inductive deductive
ideographic nomothetic

descriptive/exploratory
speculative/illustrative

explanatory
hypothesis-testing

grounded abstract
subjective objective
exposes actors’ meanings imposes theory
flexible/fluid fixed
case-study survey

political value-free
non-rigorous rigorous

soft hard

dry wet

good bad

bad good
story-telling number-crunching
feminine masculine

The last two pairs of labels were not part of Halfpenny’s

(1979) list.

? The dominance of quantitative methods has been most evident in decision-making associated with
research grant allocations. You only have to ask any qualitative researcher how difficult it is to compete
for research funds, and examine the statistics on the distribution of grant allocations within the broad
range of the social and behavioural sciences. For example, economics and psychology consistently fare
much better than sociology, anthropology and history in the grants allocated by the Australian
Research Council.
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We can regard all of the information which we acquire about the world as qualita-
tive, and then see that under some circumstances we can use this information to
create a particular kind of data, quantitative data, to which the properties of number
can be applied. (Turner 1994: 195)

Halfpenny (1996) has argued that in spite of the surface differences between
words and numbers, quantitative and qualitative data are not fundamentally
different.

Quantitative data is usually produced by coding some other data, which is reduced to
a number by stripping off the context and removing content from it. Later, after
manipulating the numbers, they are interpreted, that is, expanded by adding content
and context which enable one to see through the numerical tokens back to the social
world. (Halfpenny 1996: 5)

It is the order and power offered by numerical analysis that have made quanti-
fied information so attractive and led qualitative information to be treated with
suspicion. However, for quantitative data to achieve these apparent advantages, it
is necessary to assume that the properties of a number system correspond to some
features of the original data.

The power offered by numerical systems of analysis can only be developed and used
if we can find a sufficiently close correspondence, a sufficient degree of isomorphism,
between the properties of the portion of the world under investigation and the
properties of the mathematical or number system which we might use. A moment’s
reflection will reveal to us that, even where the use of numerical analysis seems most
self-evident, to use it we need to make certain working assumptions. We may
regularly count apples or sheep or pounds sterling. Bur every apple, every animal,
is unique. When we count, we merely agree, tacitly, that for this everyday purpose,
we are willing to apply rules which disregard the differences between individual
apples or individual sheep, and which stress their similarities for numbering pur-
poses. (Turner 1994: 195)

While studies are frequently classified as being either quantitative or qualita-
tive, some use both kinds of data. Quantitative studies may collect some data in
words (e.g. they use open-ended questions in a survey, or use text on which
content analysis is to be undertaken). By means of some coding process, these
data will be transformed into a numerical form. Similarly, some qualitative studies
may produce simple tables of frequencies and percentages to summarize some
fearures of non-numerical data. In recent years, British sociology has experienced
a wholesale disposal of counting, along with the positivistic bath water. In
response, Silverman (1985, 1993) has argued that ‘simple counting techniques
can offer a means to survey the whole corpus of data ordinarily lost in intensive,
qualitative research’ (Silverman 1985: 140). Such counting in qualitative research
can provide some support for the representativeness of certain features within a
social group or category. However, Silverman went on to argue that it is important
to count the countable, preferably by using the categories of the social actors
rather than those of the researcher.
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As indicated in rable 7.1, the quantitative/qualitative comparison is often
equated with the objective/subjective distinction. This practice is very misleading.
While it is not possible to enter into all the complexities of the debates around
‘objectivity’ and ‘subjectivity’, I need to make a brief comment here. Just as all
data begin in the qualitative form, all attempts at measuring or recording aspects
of the social world are fundamentally subjective. The only defensible meaning of
‘objecrivity’ in the context of social research arises in the situation where two or
more researchers compare their ‘subjective’ experiences of measu ring or recording
and can establish that they have produced the same or very similar results. In other
words, so-called “objectivity’ is achieved through corroboration, replication and
consensus, not by the sclection of particular research methods. If researchers use
the same data-collection techniques or measuring instruments, and their results
are the same, then it is simply a convention to regard their methods and their data
as being ‘objective’.

It just so happens that corroboration and replication are easier to achieve with
quantitative rather than qualitative methods. If you say there are ten people in a
particular room, and 1 and others agree with you, we may reach a consensus about
our results. Our methods and data would then be regarded as ‘objective’. Of
course, we have to work with the same theory of numbers to achieve this (how we
count, what we mean by 10, that 10 is greater than 9 and less than 11, etc.). This
is one sense in which it can be said that observations are theory-dependent.

The character of qualitative data makes corroboration and replication more
difficult, some would say impossible. In qualitative research, the researcher is
usually the measuring instrument and no two instruments are the same, If you
conduct in-depth interviews with twenty people about their working life, you may
discover three different types of work orientations. Clearly, it would be difficult
for me and others to then interview these same people. However, we could inter-
view samples of people from the same population. Even if we have agreed ahead
of time to discuss the same topics, my conversations with my sample may be
different from those you had with your sample, and similarly for other inter-
viewers. We may end up with a variety of typologies, or, if we happened to agree
on the types, there may be differences in the details of our descriptions of each
type. However, this is not to suggest that one of us has produced the correct
account and the others are wrong. Each of our accounts may be authentic, i.e.
they may correctly report what we learnt from our sample of people,

Quantitative and qualitative researchers have different methods for achieving
rigour in their research. Traditionally, the former have focused on establishing the
‘validity” and ‘reliability’ of their measurements, that their instruments measure
what they claim to measure and that they do so consistently. If you examine the
methods by which validity and reliability are established, you will find that they
involve corroboration and replication. There are no ultimate standards against
which a measuring instrument can be compared; there are only well-used instru-
ments in which communities of researchers have a high degree of confidence.
Objectivity is always relative.

Qualitarive researchers are rather divided on the need to establish the authen-
ticity of their findings. Some would argue that researchers produce their unique
accounts and that corroboration or replication is impossible. They would claim

Preoccupations of Researchers

that if they have acted professionally, and have explained how they went about
their research, their accounts should be trusted. Other qualitative researchers have
argued that the social actors concerned must corroborate any account that a
researcher gives of social life. In other words, the researcher’s account must
correspond closely to social actors’ accounts. Schiitz (1963b) proposed a ‘posFu—
late of adequacy’ which requires that social actors must be able to recognize
themselves in sociologists’ accounts. Similarly, Douglas (1971) insisted on
researchers ‘retaining the integrity of the phenomenon’, and ethnomethodologists
have referred to ‘member validation’. Like all forms of validation, this one has its
particular difficulties. However, it is an attempt to keep sociologic_a\l con'structioqs
close to social constructions of reality. (See Blaikie 1993a for a discussion of this
issue.)

Preoccupations of Quantitative and Qualitative
Researchers

As a way of exploring the major concerns and assumptions that accompany
the use of quantitative and qualitative methods, let us examine the common
preoccupations of researchers who use these methods. Of necessity, this dxscusgon
presents two ideal-typical descriptions of common assumptions and practices,
an abstracted account of these differences. We have encountered some of these
differences in assumptions in the elaboration and discussion of the resFarch
strategies in chapter 4. In this discussion, however, I do not wish to imply
that there is a one-to-one relationship between research strategies and
methods. As we shall see later in the chapter, some methods can serve a variety
of ontological assumptions and can be used within a number of research

strategies.

Quantitative Researchers

Researchers who use quantitative methods have a number of preoccupations
(Bryman 1988).2

Measuring concepts

Firstly, there is a primary concern with concepts and their‘ measurement. The
problem is deciding what to measure, and how to measure it, i.e. how to oper-
ationalize a concept to turn it into a variable. Part of the process_of measuring a
concept is to establish whether the procedure is reliable and vglld: whether rhle
measure is internally consistent (such as a scale being unidimenszon:?l); whether it
operates consistently over time (reliability); and whether there is a good fit
between the concept and the variable, that is, the measurement procedure measures

¥ Bryman has provided a clear and balanced review and discussion of quantitative and qualitative
methods. This section makes extensive use of his work.
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what it claims to measure (validity). Concern about reliability and validity is
typical of quantitative researchers because of the belief that they are dealing
with an ‘external’ reality. For discussions of these concepts in qualitative research,
see, for example, Kirk and Miller (1986), Hammersley (1990, 1992) and Silverman
(1993).

Concepts that are to be measured can be derived from a variety of sources. They
may come from theory in the process of deducing hypotheses, they may be drawn
from a theoretical perspective or conceptual scheme without entailing any tenta-
tive explanation, or they may just be considered to be relevant labels for an aspect
of the phenomenon under consideration. These differences in the source of con-
cepts may reflect differences in research objectives, between description and
explanation. For example, two researchers may be interested in social deviance.
One may be content to measure the frequency with which a particular kind of
deviant behaviour occurs, or how frequently a particular individual engages in
various kinds of deviant behaviour. The other may want to explain a particular
kind of deviance. The first needs appropriate concepts to measure, while the latter

needs to measure concepts contained in relevant theoretical propositions or
hypotheses.

Establishing causality

The second preoccupation of quantitative researchers is the establishment of
causality. Within the inductive research strategy, the concern is with esta blishing
patterns as a basis for explanation. The notion of one variable causing another is
considered to be irrelevant. Within the deductive strategy, however, simply corre-
lating variables is considered to be inadequate; propositions should be derived
from theory and then tested.

It is generally accepted that three conditions have to be met in order to establish
- causation.

o It has to be demonstrated that there is a relationship between two or more
variables.

e This relationship is not the result of the presence of a third variable that
produces changes in the two variables.

e There is a temporal order between the variables such that one has the possibi-
lity of causing the other,

These criteria can usually be met in research that uses experimental and control
groups, as the temporal sequence is controlled by the researcher and the effects of
other variables are either eliminated or randomized. It is in cross-sectional studies,
for example in social surveys, that the second two conditions can be difficult to
achieve.

Variables may be classified as ‘independent’ and ‘dependent’ being, respectively,
variables that are assumed to do the causing and those that are assumed to be the
effects. However, the time sequence has to be contrived through the use of such
techniques as path analysis and multiple regression. Nevertheless, even if the

Precccupations of Researchers 249

assumptions that are adopted are correct, these techniques cannot handle inter-
active or reciprocal causality between variables. For example, analysis may b‘e
constructed to demonstrate that juvenile delinquents come from bquen homes’,
i.e. that a particular kind of family background causes juvenile dellnquenc.y. In
this case it would be claimed that family background is the ‘independent’ varla‘ble
and juvenile delinquency the ‘dependent’ variable. This invo!veg t.he assumption
that the family situation precedes the juvenile behaviour. While it is possible tl’lf'.lt
a child may be born to parents whose marriage is unsatisfactory, and that this
may have a detrimental effect on the child’s personal apd social dgvelo_ljmlent, the
relationship between the family situation and the chlld’sl behaymur is 11.kely to
be complex. It is possible that the experience of coping w:tb a delu‘1quent
child could lead a precarious marriage to break up. Of course, it is possible to
establish a sequence of events, such as when a marriage broke up and when
delinquent behaviour began to occur. However, siniple causal mf)dels do not
readily allow for possible interactive effects between the behaviour Qf both
parents and child over time. Longitudinal designs may offer some assistance,
but they are more useful for establishing changes, rather than causal sequences
or interactive effects.

Generalizing

Generalization is the third preoccupation among quantitative researchers. There
is a desire to make descriptive statements, or to establish theoretical propositions,
that are universal. This is particularly the case in the inductive research strategy in
which the search is for universal regularities or laws. This search is also evident in
the deductive research strategy, although the theories that are developed and
tested will usually include conditional propositions that specify limits to the
application of the general propositions in the theory. For example, a theory
might contain the general proposition that ‘juvenile delinquents come from brg-
ken homes’, but this might be qualified with a condition that the relationship
applies only to those broken homes in which children have been sociali;ed
inadequately and do not know which behavioural rules apply under which
circumstances.

In quantitative studies, there is usually a desire for research results to be
applicable beyond the population that is studied. While the inductive a}nd deduc-
tive strategies have their own ways of trying to achieve this (by providlpg fqrther
support for an established generalization, or by using universal propositions in the
theory from which the hypothesis is deduced), quantitative researchers appear not
to be content to accept the time and space limitations of all social research.
Regardless of how extensive the populations are that are studied, statements can
only be made beyond that population by means of argument that is b:a.se.d on
additional evidence, such as establishing similarities with the characte.rlst@s of
other populations. However, most attention is focused on the more technllcal issue
of how to generalize from a sample to a population. Here the focus is on the
representativeness of the sample, on achieving a high response rate, and on
selecting the appropriate statistical test (see chapter 6).
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Replicating

“The fourth preoccupation is with the possibility of being able to replicate the
- findings-of any research project in the same or similar contexts. This is assumed to
provide some kind of check on the extent to which a particular researcher might
have allowed personal biases to enter into the research. It is assumed that if
-another (unbiased) researcher cannot produce ‘the same results, there must be
something wrong with the original research. Of course, there is always the
possibility that two researchers, or the methods they used, may be similarly
biased! Hence, replication does not guarantee ‘true’ conclusions. £
The way that the concept of ‘bias’ is used here implies that there are ultimate
truths to be discovered about an objective reality, that the truth status of specific
pieces of data can be established, and that it is possible for researchers to set aside
or control for their own values, prejudices and preconceptions. These are certainly
central assumptions in survey research. Why else is so much attention paid to the
validity and reliability of measurement procedures, to question-wording and to
standardizing interviewing techniques? One of the major criticisms of qualitative
merhods is that they do not lend themselves to replication; that there is too much
of the researcher in the data. However, what is curious about this concern with
-replication is that very little of it is actually done by quantitative researchers.

Replication is. often regarded as a somewhat unimaginative, low status activity
among researchers. Why, then, is it so often regarded as an important facet of the
quantitative research tradition? In all probability, it is not replication that is import-
ant so much as replicability. (Bryman 1988: 38)

Focusing on individuals

The final preoccupation in the use of quantitative methods to be discussed here
is the tendency for this type of research ro focus on individuals. This may be
due, in part, to the predominance of the use of survey methods that are admin-
istered to individuals, but there appears to be something more fundamental
involved. In spite of Durkheim’s inductivist injunction that social researchers
should not give any credence to the way individuals perceive social reality,
quantitative researchers proceed to measure ‘individual® variables and then reify
these into a reality that consists of nothing more than a network of relationships
between these variables. The methods never get very close to the social world
that respondents inhabit, and the process of analysis shakes people out of this
conceptual and statistically reconstructed reality. At best, individuals exist in
categories, such as ‘female’ or ‘male’, ‘old’ or ‘young’, ‘rich’ or ‘poor’, ‘high
education’ or ‘low education’, or as holding favourable or unfavourable attitudes.
It is highly likely that people in any one of these categorics do not participate
in any form of social activity together. Hence, users of quantitative methods
should be very aware of the ontological assumptions that they are adopting,

and that they are likely to be working with a demographic rather than a social
reality.
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Qualitative Researchers

The preoccupations of researchers involved in the collection of qualitative data
contrast with those of quantitative researchers (Bryman 1988).

Using the social actors” point of view

The chief characteristic is a commitment to viewing the social world_ - sogu_ﬂ
action and events — from the viewpoint(s) of the people being studied. This
commitment involves discovering their socially constructed realiFy and penetrat-
ing the frames of meaning within which they conduct.theu' activities. To le thls', it
is necessary to master the everyday language that soc!a] actors use in dealing with
the phenomenon under investigation, in short, to dlscover their ‘mutual lsnow-
ledge’, the concepts, and the meanings associ.ated W.Ith t.he_se concepts. The inves-
tigation of this reality, and the language in which it is embedded, requires
extended periods of involvement in the lives of the peo'ple! by means of participant
observation and/or through extensive in-depth intervx.veng.

This position contrasts with that adopted by quantitative resear_che'rs who con-
duct research from their view of what constitutes social reality. This difference has
been typified as being between an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’stanf:e, asa ‘bottom-up’
versusa ‘top-down’ approach, or, as1 would prefer, as between highand lo.w stances.

An associated difference concerns the existence of a single or of multlple social
realities. Quantitative researchers tend to work with the id.eg Fhat there is only one
social reality, while qualitative researchers accept the po%:snbﬂlty o‘f, an(.i se'arch for,
multiple realities or worldviews. The former work v'v1th their _outsnde , expert
construction of reality, while the latter accept that in any socnal) context it is
possible that people may inhabit different socially constftacted re.ahtles,'or varia-
tions on one, and may therefore have different ways of interpreting their actions
and the actions of others.

Describing thickly

The second characteristic of qualitative research is the importance th?t is given to
producing detailed or ‘thick’ descriptions of the social settings being m.ve§t1g€_1tcd.
As we have seen, some qualitative researchers hold the view that description is ?Il
that is possible or necessary to provide an undet‘gtgndmg of any aspect of social
life. They give a great deal of attention to describing what mlghr appear to be
minute and trivial details of social activity. It is argued that this is necessary to
provide a backdrop within which actions and interact:lons can be understood.
This is a long way from the kind of causal explanat}ons attemptgd by some
quantitative researchers, but it can facilitate the production of satisfying accounts
of some aspects of social life.

Thus an important contribution of descriptive detail for the ethnographer is to the
mapping out of a context for understanding the subjects’ interpretations of what is
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going on and for the researcher to produce analyses and explanations which do

justice to the milieu in which his or her observations and interviews are conducted.
(Bryman 1988: 64)

However, as was noted earlier, some qualitative researchers wish to go beyond
description to explanations of a causal kind. Weber (1964) and Schiitz (1963a),
for example, both argued that it is possible and desirable to seek explanations
based on meanings through a process of hypothesis testing.

As we saw in chapter 4, an issue that divides researchers is whose language is
to be used for description. This brings us back to the first preoccupation. Should
description be in the language of the social actors, should it be in the language
of the social scientist, or should it be in some synthesis of both languages? From
a qualitative researcher’s point of view, something more is required than
simply publishing transcripts of in-depth interviews. In other words, it is very
difficult to report the results of research purely from the point of view of the
social actors; even elementary analysis will introduce something of the resear-
cher’s point of view. On the other hand, it is possible, and perhaps easier, for
the researcher to reconstruct what social actors have said within a technical
language of a discipline or a theoretical perspective. There are a number of
ways in which this reconstruction can be done, and there is a range of pos-
sibilities in how far from the social actors’ point of view the researcher wants to
move. Schiitz’s notion of the need to derive the researcher’s account from the
social actors’ everyday accounts, and the need to ‘rerain the integrity of the
phenomenon’, provides a defensible (abductive) strategy for linking the two
languages.

Focusing on social processes

As a general rule, qualitative researchers view the social world as processual
rather than static, as being about the dynamics of social relationships between
social actors rather than the characteristics of individuals and the relationships
between abstract concepts. They argue that, as the participants are engaged in
social process, social researchers who wish to adopt the participants’ view of
social reality, and provide an insider’s point of view, should also view social reality
in the same way.

Adopting a flexible approach

The use of qualitative methods is often associated with the adoption of an
unstructured and flexible approach to the conduct of research. There is an
unwillingness to impose concepts and their relationships on any part of the social
world in advance of an open investigation of it. Some qualitative researchers may
even enter the field without a clearly formulated topic or without research ques-
tions, preferring to allow these to emerge as the fieldwork proceeds. To some
extent, this is driven by the desire to see the world through the eyes of the social
actors. However, it is also based on the view that the researcher is unlikely to have

Generalizing in Qualitative Research 253

an adequate grasp of the situation, and that the unexpected is likely to arise
through the process of participant observation or related methods.

Irrespective of whether the research problem is closely defined, qualitative research-
ers tend to the view that the predominantly open approach which they adopt in the
examination of social phenomena allows them access to unexpectedly important
topics which may not have been visible to them had they foreclosed the domain of
study by a structured, and hence potentially rigid, strategy. (Bryman 1988: 67)

Developing concepts and theory

The final preoccupation of qualitative researchers discussed by Bryman (1988)
brings us back to the issue of adopting the social actors’ point of view. It involves
the issue of whether or not research should begin with predetermined theory and
concepts. Such a procedure is a vital feature of the deductive research strategy,
and, certainly, concepts are needed in the inductive strategy. However, qualitative
researchers who work with the abduuctive research strategy consider that adopting
a theory in advance will not only put limits on the researcher but will also prevent
them from taking the participants’ point of view. Instead, the latter researchers are
more interested in developing both concepts and theory in conjunction with data
collection. If technical concepts are used early in the research, they play a sensitiz-
ing role, a point of reference and a guide rather than predetermining the phenom-
enon under investigation.

This approach to the connection of concepts and data means that a concept provides
a set of general signposts for the researcher in his or her contact with a field of study.
While the concept may become increasingly refined, it does not become reified such
that it loses contact with the real world. One concomitant of this approach is that the
qualitative researcher is attuned to the variety of forms that the concept may
subsume. As such, a sensitizing concept retains close contact with the complexity
of social reality, rather than trying to bolt it on to fixed, preformulated images.
(Bryman 1988: 68)

Generalizing in Qualitative Research

Many of the issues raised in the previous chapter about generalizing and theoriz-
ing from case studies are echoed in discussions about the possibility of general-
izing from studies that use qualitative methods. As indicated carlier, case studies
can use any kind of method for data collection and analysis; they are not restricted
to qualitative methods. However, the use of qualitative methods in any kind of
research poses a similar set of problems; combine case studies and qualitative
methods and the problems are exacerbated.

There are two aspects to the problem of generalizing in qualitative research.
First, probability sampling is uncommon and, in any case, is inappropriate in
many instances. Second, qualitative data do not lend themselves to the kind of
generalization commonly used in quantitative research, such as using statistical
techniques that are based on probability theory.
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In the past, many qualitative researchers have given generalization low priority,
and some researchers have explicitly rejected any form of context-free general-
ization as a goal (e.g. Guba and Lincoln 1981, 1982; Denzin 1983). In addition,
the idea of replicating previous studies, a requirement of the inductive research
strategy, and a goal of much experimental and survey research, is usually regarded
as being inappropriate in qualitative research. The reflexive character of qualita-
tive research means that individual researchers inevitably inject something of
themselves into the research process and, hence, into the outcomes. In addition,
social situations are never sufficiently similar, across space and time, to make
replication possible. Hence, it is argued, replication is inappropriate. Studies
conducted by different researchers, in different locations, and at different times,
will be unique because of the particular characteristics of the researcher and the
researched, their effects on each other, and the hermeneutic processes involved in
the production of the researcher’s account (see Blaikie 1993a). In contrast, quan-
titative researchers generally believe that their methods, and the application of
them, can control for any possible researcher influence; they also ignore or try to
eliminate the hermeneutic processes; and they tend to assume that time and space
do not pose insurmountable limitations.

In discussing the possibilities for generalizing from qualitative research, Scho-
field has argued that

at the hearr of the qualitative approach is the assumption that a piece of qualitative
research is very much influenced by the researcher’s individual artributes and per-
spectives. The goal is not to produce a standardized set of results that any other
careful researcher in the same situarion or studying the same issues would have
produced. Rather it is to produce a coherent and illuminating description of and
perspective on a situation that is based on and consistent with detailed study of thar
situation.... In fact, I would argue that, except perhaps in multisite qualitative
studies... it is impractical to make precise replication a criterion of generalizability
in qualitative work. (Schofield 1993: 202)

In spite of such claims, there has been a marked increase in interest in the issue
of generalizability among qualitative researchers, particularly in educational
research where qualitative methods are now used extensively in evaluation stud-
ies. Agencies that fund this type of research are usually interested in its relevance
beyond the site in which it was conducted. Even researchers engaged in ethno-
graphic studies in education are also likely to want their research to have wider
relevance.

While qualitative researchers usually accept space and time limitations in their
enquiries, various attempts have been made to achieve some kind of wider
relevance for their findings. Even though ethnographic description, for example,
may be interesting and illuminating, the desire to make connections and compari-
sons between such studies, and to theorize about them, can be very compelling for
curious social scientists,

How can generalization be achieved in qualitative research? Answers to this
question are mainly confined to generalizing from one research site to some other
site or population. The aim is to make statements about this other location on the
basis of the research results. One answer to this question is to use ‘fittingness’

Generalizing in Qualitative Research

(Guba and Lincoln 1981, 1982), ‘comparability’ (Goetz and LeCom?re ,1984)‘0r
‘naturalistic generalisation’ (Stake 1978). This requires detailed or ‘thick descr}p—
tions of both the site in which a study is conducted and the sites about wI}tch
generalizations are to be made. Similarities and differences can .rhen be taken into
account in any judgement about the relevance of findings obtained from one site
for some other sites (Schofield 1993: 207). The aim in such comparisons is
generally to establish whether the research site is typical of other sites. ‘

Attempts are also made to generalize across time as well as across researc_h sites.
Hence, a researcher may wish to make a judgement about whcther the findings
from a particular site will also hold in the future at the same site as well as at the
same or other times at other sites (Hammersley 1992: 87). ’

Schofield (1993) has added a further dimension to this issue by suggesting that,
in educational research in particular, it is important to be able to general:ze' to
‘what is’, ‘what may be’ and ‘what could be’. Studying ‘whaf is’ means studying
the typical, the common or the ordinary. She has argm?d that in selecting research
sites, it is much more useful to look for typical situations rather than choose on
the basis of convenience.

However, even if one chooses on the basis of typicality, one is in no way relieved of
the necessity for thick description, for it is foolhardy to think that a typical example
will be typical in all important regards. Thus thick description is necessary 10 allow
individuals to ask abourt the degree of fit between the case studied and the case to
which they want to generalize, even when the fit on some of the basic dimensions
looks fairly close. (Schofield 1993: 210-11)

Generalizability can be enhanced by studying the same issue in.a numb.er. of
research sites, using similar methods of data collection and analysis. A decision
would need to be made about whether the multiple sites should be homogeneous
or heterogeneous. Similar results from heterogeneous sites may be more useful
than those from homogeneous ones. However, the risk in choosing heterogeneous
sites is that results may be very different. While this might not contn!:ute to
generalizability, it will certainly raise further research questic?ns and stimulate
theory generation. The main disadvantage of multisite research is the cost and the
time involved, particularly if ethnographic methods are used. ‘

If the aim of a study is to ancicipate ‘what may be’, i.e. what is likely to happen,
then other factors enter site selection. The aim is to generalize from the present to
the future.* Rather than focusing on what is typical, or searching for heteroge-
neous sites, Schofield has proposed both selecting sites that are more cvieveloped in
the aspects being considered (e.g. computer usage in schools) and trying to assess
how the future will differ from the present. In addition, given the longltudm?l
nature of ethnographic studies, it is possible to trace trends, particularly in
phenomena that involve a life cycle.

* Philosophers such as Popper have argued thar predicting the future is not a scienrffpc nchrwny. AHII
1 1 i H % o~ . - ell-
theories require the specification of conditions in order to hypothesize outcomes. Even if we have “;_m
tested theories available, we can never know the conditions in the future and can therefore r;]otdpr; i
isi ici i thod bein
future outcomes. However, decision-makers need ro anricipate likely fu'tures. The me [4
proposed here is designed to produce intelligent guesses based on sound evidence.
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Paying attention to where a phenomenon is in irs life cycle does not guarantee thar
. onecan confidently predict how it will evolve. However, at a minimum, sensitivity to
this issue makes it less likely that conclusions formed on the basis of a study
f:onduc[cd ar one point in time will be unthinkingly and perhaps mistakenly general-
ized to other later points in time to which they may not apply. (Schofield 1993: 216)

Schofield’s third aim in generalizing to ‘what could be’ involves establishing
whether some g_oal or ideal can be achieved. Again, typicality and heterogeneity
are not appropriate criteria for site selection. One possibility is to use a particular
theory to.su.ggest.selection criteria with the result that an unusual site with special
characteristics might be selected. In studies concerned with ‘what may be’ and
‘what c01.1]d be’, comparison with typical sites may provide useful insights.

T.hesellssues around site selection are also pertinent to grounded theory, as
ad‘dm.g sites or cases is central to the process of theory generation. However, the
criteria of selection may be different from those required to generalize from one
site to another. In this case, the purpose of the selection is different; it is used for
comparative purposes to test emerging theoretical ideas.

.Now let us turn this discussion on its head and tie it back to sampling issues
.dl.SClISSCd in the previous chapter. It is a mistaken belief that problems of general-
izing are confined to case-study research and the use of qualitative methods.
Rather, statistical generalization is only possible when probability sampling is
used, and then only to the population from which the sample was drawn. While
some Populations may be large, for example in national studies, they can also be
very limited in size, for example a class of students. Once sample results are
srar1§tically generalized to the population, the problem still remains as to whether
the findings about this population can be generalized to other populations or to
other 'social contexts, such as other countries or other classes of students. There-
fore, |.f a 'researcher wishes to generalize beyond a population, whether or not
sampI.mg is used, issues concerning the selection of the population are similar to
those in the selection of case studies and of research sites in ethnographic research.
There are only limited advantages in using samples and quantitative methods when
it comes to generalizing, as the scope of statistical generalization is limited to the
population selected. Beyond that population, the problems and their solutions are
the same, regardless of whether quantitative or qualitative methods are used.

A Parable of Four Paradigms: Part 2

In Cbﬂpter 4 we left the ] Jans with each team having undertaken research using its
particular research strategy. The teams returned to JJ immediately after the

abductive team had completed its work. Then the debates began about which
was the superior research strategy.

The Post-mortem

Despite .Lhe fact that all the teams began their research on the basis of the exploratory
study, with the general objective of trying to understand something of social life on

Earth, the strategies they adopted inevitably led them to give a rather different
emphasis to the research questions, or even to use rather different questions. More
particularly, they searched in different places for the answers. Hence, their findings
looked rather different and were not strictly comparable.

Many debates ensued in the debriefing sessions that followed the expedition. The
Inductivists claimed that their research strategy, and their careful attention to the
elimination of subjectivity and bias, ensured that their results were a true record.
The Deductivists were not so confident about having arrived at the truth. They argued
that, given time and the testing of a wide variety of possible theories, their research
strategy would allow them to find the best theory and to get as close to the truth as
possible. It was a case of trial and error, of eliminating false theories. The Retro-
ductivists acknowledged that the process of constructing models of structures and
mechanisms, and the subsequent establishment of their existence, was very time-
consuming and was not always successful. However, they believed in the superiority
of their research strategy in arriving at explanations based on the real tendencies in the
way things behave, and not just on approximate theories. The Abductivists argued for
the superiority of their research strategy because only it had the potential to grasp the
nature of the socially constructed reality of the participants. They considered this vital
for arriving at a meaningful and useful account of social life anywhere.

The experience of this journey to Earth had a surprising outcome. In spite of each
team’s insistence that their research strategy was the best, there emerged a view that
some benefits might be gained from combining strategies. What they had in mind was
combining the results that each team had produced in the hope that this would
produce a more detailed and complex picture of social life on Earth. However, they
were not quite sure how to do this. It turned out that the advocates of this idea were
mainly interested in subsuming the findings of other teams within the assumptions with
which their own team worked. This did nothing to reduce the suspicion of and criticism
by each team of the other teams’ approaches and findings.

The Sequel

Five years later, a second social science expedition from |) visited another university
campus on Earth. This visit was motivated by the discussion of the earlier findings and
the disputes that had arisen between the research communities about which team had
produced the best understanding of life on Earth. The initial interest in comparative
research continued, but now the focus was on university teaching and learning rather
than on social problems on Earth. The same four research communities were repre-
sented, including some members of the previous expedition. However, this time they
included two additional mixed teams.

Regardless of the confidence with which the research communities continued to
defend their research strategies, each held private reservations about some aspects of
what they had managed to achieve on the first expedition to Earth. Of course, they did
not share these reservations with the other communities. For their own reasons, each
research community supported the suggestion that the second expedition should visit
another similar location on Earth. The Inductivists wanted to collect more data to
provide further support for the generalizations that they wanted to be able to claim as
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universal. The Deductivists wanted to replicate and refine the theories they had begun
to test on the first expedition, in the belief that this would get them nearer the truth.
The Retroductivists wanted more time to find evidence for the existence of the
structures that they had hypothesized, and, if necessary, to modify them in the light
of further research. The Abductivists wanted to establish whether their emerging
typologies of people, activities and social situations could also be found on another
university campus. While the Abductivists recognized that any understanding of social
life is specific to a particular time and place, they were also curious about how
extensive the culture of campus life was on Earth,

This second visit revealed important divisions among the Abductivists: one group
argued that further research required only the development of more detailed descrip-
tions; a second group was adamant that the process of collecting data could not be
separated from its analysis; a third group wanted to test aspects of the rich theoretical
ideas contained in the typologies, using the Deductivist research strategy; and a fourth
group argued that, while abstracting from participants’ accounts of their social world is
very important, there was more to social reality than the participants’ understanding of
it. This latter group believed that the social researcher was in a position to have greater
knowledge than the participants about the wider circumstances and conditions within
which social activity occurs. Therefore, it was legitimate to critique the participants’
accounts, possibly from within some theoretical perspective.

Despite the heated debates that followed the first expedition, the need for dialogue
between the research communities had led to an awareness among some members
that there were possibilities for co-operation. These minorities in each community
decided that the staunchly defended boundaries between the four paradigms, and their
accompanying research strategies, were largely the result of the rigid adherence to
certain philosophical principles. For practical purposes, they believed that it was useful
to combine elements of different strategies. As a result, two mixed teams had been
included in the second expedition. As might be expected, they were both regarded
suspiciously by the dogmatic defenders of each community from which they had come,

One of the mixed teams, known as the ‘|Ds’, advocated that the research strategies
of the Inductivists and Deductivists should be combined. They believed that the
Inductivist logic of enquiry should be used to generate descriptions of regularities,
and, hence, possible explanations, and that Deductivist logic should then be used to test
the explanations arrived at in this way. In short, social research could be seen as
consisting of an ongoing cycle of generating theories and then testing them. Therefore,
the IDs attached themselves to the Inductivists for the first stage of their research, and
to the Deductivists for the second stage. Given time, they would continue the cycle of

generating, testing and modifying theories, until they were satisfied that they had
arrived at the best theory available. The IDs claimed many advantages over the two
teams to which they were related. For example, they did not stop at the description of
regularities like the Inductivists, and they had a superior way of arriving at relevant and
testable theories to the Deductivists,

The second mixed team consisted of a branch of the Retroductivist research
community. |t became known as the Constructivist Retroductivists in contrast to the
original Retroductivists who were referred to as the Structuralists. The Constructivist
Retroductivists shared with the Structuralist Retroductivists the belief that explana-
tions are achieved by the discovery of largely hidden structures and mechanisms,
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although they were more concerned with mechanisms than structures. Hfz‘fveve_r. their
views of research differed from those of the Structuralist Retroductivists in Fwo
important ways. For a start, they regarded mechanisms as being part of the F{)cmliy
constructed reality of the participants and the cognitive resources c'hat partlapant;
bring to any social situation. Therefore, they looked for mechanlsms‘m the rt'Jles :;n
sanctions that guide social action, rather than in some independent ‘external’ rea |ty;'
The other way in which they differed was in their assumptions about the nature o
social reality. They were known as ‘constructivists’ because they shared the same ideas
about social reality as the Abductivists. Therefore, they were happy. tlo work with the
Abductivists to explore the concepts and meanings used by the participants. However,
they differed from them in their views of the later stages of research; t.h-ey |oo‘ked flor
evidence of the rules and sanctions rather than listening to the par'ncupants expla-
nations of their conduct. They argued that these rules took on a hidden character
because the participants were not always aware of the.:m al:}d might therefore not t?e
able to give an adequate account of them. This might involve the researcher ?:n
constructing a model of such mechanisms and then, as for the. structures used by the
Structuralist Retroductivists, searching for evidence of their existence. The Fonstruct-
ivist Retroductivists, like the Abductivists, claimed the superiority of their research
strategy over the Inductivists and Deductivists because of their abl!lty to grasP t_he
everyday reality of participants in any social world. ‘In turn, the?f claimed superlo-rlty
over the ability of most of the Abductivists to provide explanations, rather than just
‘thick’ descriptions of social activities or episodes.

New Beginnings

A major purpose of both visits to Earth was to settie.. once and for all, which of tflwi
paradigms and accompanying research strategies provided the best apgroad:u to socia
research. However, one of the consequences that followed from the dlscussmlm of thi‘
experiences and findings of the first visit to Earth, an'd' the subsequent experlgnces o
the second visit, was that the four research communities became less dogmatic about
the superiority of their own approach to social research. :
These visits to Earth had stimulated much greater dialogue between theladheren’ts o
the competing paradigms than had occurred previously on JJ. Perhapls this v‘vas.slnm:-
lated by the fact that they had lived together on their spacecraft during their visits E
Earth. Nevertheless, the outcome was unexpected. |Jans were aware that. eac
research community could continue to argue for the superiority of its paradlglll'n. |nI
the hope that weight of argument or numbers, or better access to th.e p: |t:|:a
processes involved in decision-making regarding research funding, might win t le th);.
What they now acknowledged was that none of these' processes could se;te -
matter in any kind of generally accepted objective or sc1ent|ﬂclway, In fact, they
come to the conclusion that there was no way to settle the cﬁsputes bgtw.een par:-
digms to everyone's satisfaction; each rese;rch community had its own criteria regard-
i itutes a truly scientific paradigm.
mgT\'I::a:xci:tr;:t:e of the tho new mixid groups, and the fact that thfey had operatﬁd
successfully during the second visit, suggested that further co-operation b?tweenht e
research communities might be possible. However, the issue that kept nagging at them
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was the incompatibilities in their ontological and epistemological assumptions. Right up
to the beginning of the second expedition, each community had publicly maintained the
purity of its own set of assumptions and insisted that at least some of the assumptions
of the other paradigm communities were incompatible with theirs. However, the
experience of having to address the same research topic in the same social context,
far removed from their own familiar surroundings, had forced them to re-examine their
dogmatic positions. In spite of their disagreements about the appropriate logic of
enquiry, the Inductivists and the Deductivists began to recognize that they worked
with the same ontological assumptions. Similarly, the Constructivist Retroductivists and
the Abductivists became very comfortable with the elements of their shared ontology.

Running alongside the paradigmatic disputes was another controversy concerning
the superiority of quantitative or qualitative methods of data collection and analysis.
However, on these visits to Earth, they had made an important discovery that different
research communities frequently used the same methods. For example, questionnaires
and interviews can serve different purposes depending on the ontological assumptions
within which their use happened to be located.

One of the most important discoveries from the two expeditions was that, in spite of
ontological differences, any of the teams could use the results of the research done by
the other teams. This introduced the idea that research can be done in stages, with the
findings of one team helping another team to design its first or later stages. Some
research strategies might be more suited than others to answering particular types
of research questions. For example, during the exploratory stage of the research,
the methods used were based mainly on the assumptions of the Inductivists. What is
more, practitioners from all six teams used these methods. In the end, all the teams
made use of these preliminary descriptions of regularities in Earthling behaviour as a
basis for their own attempts to understand or explain the behaviour in question.
Hence, the research strategies could not only be used in sequence, but they could
also use the same methods, albeit for different purposes, without any disastrous
consequences.

The outcome of the experience of conducting social research on Earth, and the
discussion and reflection that followed, led the JJans to leave aside the issue about
which was the best paradigm and research strategy for producing new knowledge.
Instead, they tried to discover ways in which the research communities could usefully
co-operate and contribute towards the others’ attempt to answer their particular
research questions. This was not necessarily achieved by trying to combine various
methods of data collection and analysis to answer a particular research question, but by
exploring ways of using different research strategies for the different stages of a
research project. The most difficult aspect of this discovery was to recognize the
need, at least in some cases, to shift ontological assumptions between the different
stages of the research, and not to fall into the trap of trying to force the followers of
the other research strategies to adopt their own ontological assumptions.

While still maintaining their assumptions about the nature of social reality, there
developed among Jan social scientists a greater willingness than was previously the
case to take other research strategies more seriously. More importantly, there was a
greater acceptance of the idea that the research communities should co-operate in
trying to find answers to research questions. The outcome of this practice was to
produce richer and more complex insights into social life.
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Thus emerged a new era of tolerance and co-operation betw-een the research
communities, each recognizing the strengths and limitations of its own relsealrch
strategy while at the same time being willing, when appropriate, tc'> s the findings
from research based on other strategies. None of the ccmmunities advocatled a
synthesis of research strategies as they all recognized this to th. methodologlclaliy
impossible. What they learnt to do was to moderate their do,:gmansm and. apprecﬁ.lte
what the other paradigms have to offer in the task of generating new social scientific
knowledge.

This became known as the era of sophisticated pragmatism. And they all researched
happily together forever after.

Now it is possible to draw some morals from this parable.

e Never try to combine research strategies with different ontologic.al assumpﬁons.

e While methods for collecting and analysing data can be used in the service of
different research strategies, they can only be combined when they are used
with the same ontological assumptions. Alternatively, if a variety_of methods
are used with different ontological assumptions, they can be used in sequence,
with careful attention being given to the shifts in ontological assumptions that
are involved. o

e As there is no ultimate way to settle which of the research strategies IS.thE best
one, and as they have their particular uses as wel! as a.dvantages and d!sadvan»
tages, co-operation between paradigm communities is more productive than
sectarian wars,

Just like all fairy tales, this parable has a happy ending.. It pgim’.s to what is
possible. However, unbeknown to the JJans, the same paradigmatic dlspute.s were
raging among social scientists on Earth. One of the main features qf these dl1sputes
is the difficulty that adherents of the different approaches to social enquiry and
research strategies have in recognizing that their attempts to produce new kl’lO\fV-
ledge are dependent on the assumptions adopted and the logic used to produce. it.
Inductivists and deductivists tend to believe either that they are produc-mg
universal truths about social life, or that they are trying to get as close as possible
to such truths. Retroductivists believe that they are establishing the existence of
real structures and mechanisms. However, the abductivists have the Potennal to
be reflexive about their strategy and the status of the knowledge that it produc_es.
Their ontological assumptions require them to recognize time and space limita-
tions. In addition, they are aware of their role in the hermeneutic process of
generating knowledge, in mediating between everyday language and social scien-
tific language. . . 2

In practice, it is difficult for adherents of the dlfferen‘t para‘dl.gms z?nd reseadrc
strategies to overcome the tendency to adopt an ab§olutlst position with regard to
assumptions, logic, methods and the status of their knowledge. 'Theor_et_lcal perci
spectives and research paradigms have a tendency to be Frcate_d llkg religions an
to be the major source of practitioners’ sense of profess;ona! identity. To profes?s
adherence to a paradigm, and then to go against its assumptions and practices, is
to invite powerful sanctions and to risk one’s career prospects.
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An important implication of the pragmatic position that the ] Jans were moving
towards was to view paradigms and research strategies as heuristic devices to
answer research questions. A particular research strategy can then be selected
because it is judged as being the most appropriate for answering a particular
research question. Given the differences between ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions in
particular, it may be necessary to adopt different research strategies to answer
different research questions. For example, a ‘what’ question may be answered
using either the inductive or abductive research strategies, and a ‘why’ question
by using ecither the deductive, retroductive or abductive strategies. While
abductivists can handle both types of research questions, deductivists and retro-
ductivists need the inductive or abductive strategies to produce descriptions of the
patterns that they wish to explain. Hence, practitioners of one research strategy
need to rely on practitioners of one or more other research strategies, or they must
use more than one research strategy themselves. To be limited to the use of only
one research strategy is to place unnecessary restrictions on the conduct of social

research. Similarly, researchers may need to use both quantitative and qualitative
methods in the one project.

Combining Methods

An outgrowth of the debates about the relative merits of qualitative and quanti-
tative methods has been the expanding chorus of support for the idea of combin-
ing different types of methods. This has been variously described as ‘multiple
operationism’ (Webb et al. 1966), ‘combined operations’ (Stacey 1969), ‘mixed
strategies’ (Douglas 1976), ‘linking data’ (Fielding and Fielding 1986), ‘combin-
ing quantitative and qualitative research’ (Bryman 1988, 1992), ‘multimethod
research’ (Brewer and Hunter 1989), ‘mixing methods’ (Brannen 1992) and
‘mixed methodology’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998).

I will not attempt to review this literature here. Rather, I shall present a point of
view that I believe provides a practical and useful approach to combining quanti-
tative and qualitative methods in a research project. First, I shall offer a critique of
the use of triangulation in social research, an idea that now has an accepted place
in discourses on research methods. The advocates of triangulation see it as
providing a framework within which methods can be combined. I shall argue
that many of these combinations are not legitimate for ontological reasons, while
others are appropriate when used with ontological sensitivity,

Triangulation

Building on the ideas of Campbell and Fiske (1959), the concept of triangulation
was introduced into the social sciences by Webb et al. in 1966, and was taken up
and elaborated soon after by Denzin (1970). Webb et al. were concerned to
overcome the complacent dependence on single operational definitions of theore-
tical concepts, and to supplement the use of the interview or questionnaire with
unobtrusive, non-reactive measures ‘that do not require the cooperation of the
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respondent and that do not themselves.cqntaminate the response’ (1966: 2)._ lnl
short, they wished to improve the validity of _the measurement of theorenca
concepts by the use of independent measures, l_ncludmg some for which there
could be no reactivity from respondents. In claiming that all resean?h methodsl are
biased, they argued for the use of a collection of methods, or mgitnpllc operat:onl;
alism, which, they believed, would reduce the effect of the peculiar biases of eac
one. Thus Webb et al. advocated the triangulation of measurement processes in
the search for the validity of theoretical propositions: ‘When a hypothes.:s can
survive the confrontation of a series of complementary mt_zthpds of testing, it
contains a degree of validity unattainable by one tested within thc more con-
stricted framework of a single method’ (Webb et al. 1966: 174). I.t is important to
note here that what they advocated was not the combination of q:ffer.enr rqethods
to produce more reliable results, but the testing of a hypothesis using different
measures of the same concept. o

In taking up this concern, Denzin (1970: 1_3) argued that so_cl_ologlsts must
learn to employ multiple methods in the analysis of the same cmpmc.al_ event’, on
the assumption that each method will reveal different aspects of E‘mplI‘ICfl’ reah.ty.
He used the work of Campbell and Fiske, and Webb et al., as his starting-point
and shared their concern about bias and validity. However,. he advocated the use
of multiple triangulation that involves thg use qf a variety of data sogr;t_fs,
investigators, theories and methodologies. Denzin _allowed for both within-
method triangulation — using various measures yv:thm one n‘1etho‘dl, such _a}i a
survey questionnaire with different scales measuring thelsame empirical unit’® -
and between-method triangulation which combines dissimilar methods to meas-
ure the same unit or concept. Denzin preferred the latter becaus‘eA‘the flaws of
one method are often the strengths of another, and by com'bmlng ljnfetho_ds:
observers can achieve the best of each, while overcoming Fheir unique deficiencies
(Denzin 1970: 308). Thus, the effectiveness of triangulation rests on th_e assump-
tion that the methods or measurements used will not share the same bl_ases. It s
claimed that their assets will be exploited and their liabilities ngutrallzed (Jick
1983: 138). For Brewer and Hunter, the multi-method approach is a ‘strategy to
attack a research problem with an arsenal of methods that have non-overlapping
weaknesses in addition to their complementary strengths’ (Brewer and Hunter
1989: 17). _ '

Neither Denzin nor his mentors acknowledged the source of the tr‘mngu_la.nqn
metaphor. However, later supporters of I-!is pogition haveireferred.ro its or1g13n5 ;1
navigation, military strategy and surveying (Jick 1983:. 135; Sml.th 1981:. h"
Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 231). Berg (1995) has implied tl.uslsource in his
definition of triangulation, which, like Denzin’s, uses a symbolic mteractlor}lllst
perspective, but assumes an objectivist ontology. He has suggested that when they
observe events,

5 Denzin has used the concepts of ‘method’, ‘methodology” and 'methodo]ogif:al‘ |nteTc|1nn_gcab|y. M();

discussion of triangulation will concentrate on methods and data and.wxlll not x.nclude inw:_srig:umrs:nE 5

theories. Combining investigators can be useful, but combining theories is difficult to put into practice,
i i igms.

unless by theories are meant perspectives or paradigm ] _ ) ‘

© This concept of Denzin's seems to imply a concern with variables rather than social processes.
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researchers assume reality is deeply affected by the actions of all participants in-
cluding their own. Each method thus reveals slightly different facets of the same
symbolic reality. Every method is a different line of sight directed toward the same
point, observing social and symbolic reality. By combining several lines of sight,
researchers obtain a better, more substantial picture of reality; a richer, more
complete array of symbols and theoretical concepts; and a means of verifying
many of these elements. The use of multiple lines of sight is frequently called
triangulation. (Berg 1995: 4-5)

An explicit statement of how the metaphor is supposed to apply to social
research comes from Hammersley and Atkinson.

For someone wanting to locate their position on a map, a single landmark can only
provide the information thar they are situated somewhere along a line in a particular
direction from the landmark. With two landmarks, however, their exact position can
be pin-pointed by raking bearings on both landmarks; they are at the point where the
two lines cross. In social research, if one relies on a single piece of data there is the
danger that undetected error in the data-production process may render the analysis
incorrect. If, on the other hand, diverse kinds of data lead to the same conclusion,
one can be a little more confident in that conclusion. This confidence is well founded
to the degree that the different kinds of data have different types of error built into
them. (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 231)

However, I want to argue that the triangulation metaphor in social science grossly
misrepresents its use in surveying (see Blaikie 1991). As we have seen, the view of
triangulation commonly adopted by social scientists is that it refers to the meas-
urement of some concepts by the use of two or more measurements or methods.
The equivalent in surveying is the ‘fixing’ of a position on the surface of the earth
by the ‘observation’ of two known positions from it. However, this is a special
case of what is technically known as resection. To elaborate, resection is used to fix
an unknown position by measuring from it, the angles subtended between at least
three known positions, or, less commonly, the true bearings to two known posi-
tions. Triangulation is used for something rather different. In geodetic surveying,’
it is the method for locating

a point from two others of known distance apart, given the angles of the triangle
formed by the three points. By repeated application of the principle, if a series of
points form the apices of a chain or network of connected triangles of which the
angles are measured, the lengths of all the unknown sides and the relative positions of
the points may be computed when the length of one of the sides is known. (Clark

1951: 145)

This technique is used to accurately fix the position of reference points on the
surface of the earth.® It is an economical method of fixing such positions, as it

7 Geodetic surveying is concerned with the precise location on the earth’s surface of a system of widely
separated positions. The relative relationships of these positions, in terms of length and direction, and
their absolute position in terms of latitude, longitude and elevation above mean sea level, provide a
framework of controls in which more localized forms of surveying and engineering can take place.

* In some countries, these positions are marked with permanent signals called “trig’ stations.
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requires the very accurate measurement of only one side of one of the triangles in
the network;” the rest of the measurement is done by simply observing the an'g-ies of
all the triangles in the network. The process provides a robust fixing of positions.

The purpose of this digression is to indicate that in its original form, triangula-
tion was not used as a process for checking the reliability of single measurements,
but for producing sufficient measurements to locate points on the earth’s surface
economically. Normally, any position requires only the minimum number of meas-
urements to fix it. In so far as triangulation may incorporate an excess of measure-
ments to fix a position, for example through an extended networlk Qf tltiangle's, it
simply allows for a more precise adjustment of ‘errors’ due to the limitations oche
instruments and the observers, and the vagaries of the conditions under which
the measurements are made. However, while such gains are considered to be
important, they are usually small and have nothing to do with the adjustment of
the so-called bias of a number of different methods of measurements. Apart
from the measurement of one side of a triangle in a network, all other measure-
ments (of the angles) are of the same kind using the same type of instrument.

Therefore, the use of the triangulation analogy in sociology is misleading. It bas
usually been concerned with reducing error or bias rather than s_imply establishing
the existence of some phenomenon, or the value of some variable. As we hgve
seen, in the original social science version it was intended to confirm a proposition
by operationalizing theoretical concepts in a variety of ways, for example measur-
ing social status by level of education, occupational prestige and Ievell of income.
However, each of these measures is different in character and entails different
assumptions. o )

The triangulation metaphor makes some sense if it is applled to the common
procedure used in questionnaires where a number of questions dgmgned to elicit
the same information are scattered throughout. Similarly, in attitude scaling, a
aumber of items are used to measure an attitude, or a dimension of an artitude. In
both cases, the multiple measures can improve validity, but, more particularly,
precision. This was part of the original conception of tr.iangutanon and what
Denzin (1970) has referred to as within-method triangulation. ‘

In claiming for social science triangulation the possibility of more valid meas-
urement, the advocates need to be able to interpret both convergence and diver-
gence of results produced by the use of different methods or darta sources. Brewer
and Hunter have presented a confident view on this issue.

The multimethod strategy is simple, bur powerful. For if our various methods have
weaknesses that are truly different, then their convergent findings may be accepted
with far greater confidence than any single method's findings would warrant. Each
new set of data increases our confidence that the research results rfzﬂect reality ratl'fler
than methodological error. And divergent findings are equally important, tlut gr
another reason. They signal the need to analyze a research problem further and to be
cautious in interpreting the significance of any one set of data. (Brewer and Hunter
1989: 17)

i i i i onic rather than
2 These triangles commonly have sides of a few kilometres in I§ngrh. T()duy,lu'lt: CICE;‘;u;gd o
just steel tape methods of linear measurement, sides of the triangles can acs;c]n be |n;’o-;1;ioni;1g o
this advance has been supplemented by the use of satellites, known as the Global Pos
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While this is a useful caution in the case of divergent results, unfortunately, con-
vergent results can also be achieved with methods that share the same weaknesses.
To suggest that methods must be selected with complementary weaknesses is to
assume that the weaknesses or biases are known. In addition, the idea of con-
vergence assumes a single ‘objective’, external reality. Brewer and Hunter are so
confident about the benefits of the use of multi-methods thatthey see it as providing
a solution to the ‘deep methodological divisions in the social sciences’ (1989: 22).

There is a danger in adopting a simple-minded view of triangulation, i.e. that a
combination of different methods and dara will provide a more complete picture
of some phenomenon, like taking photographs of an object from different points
of view. ‘One should not, therefore, adopt a naively “optimistic” view that the
aggregation of dara from different sources will unproblematically add up to
produce a more complete picture’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 232).

When researchers use the inductive or deductive strategies, convergence can be
interpreted either as each measure being relatively unbiased, or both being sim-
ilarly biased. However, lack of convergence leaves open the question of which of
the measures might be biased. When researchers use the abductive strategy, with
data from different social actors or groups, convergence may mean a Consensus
exists on how reality has been socially constructed; a lack of convergence may
reflect legitimate and different constructions of reality and cannot be used to
attribute bias to any method. When researchers use the retroductive strategy,
there is no way that the validity of any ‘empirical’ data can be established; all
measurement has to be directed and interpreted using the constructed hypo-
thetical model. In the end, the degree to which any model is a valid representation
of reality will be a matter of judgement. This is an inherent problem for the
retroductive research strategy, regardless of issues associated with triangulation.

With an emphasis on the comparison of results from different quantitative and
qualitative studies on the same issue, Firestone has supported Brewer and Hun-
ter’s position that such qualitative and quantitative studies can either corroborate
each other, if they produce consistent results, or can suggest that more research is
needed if their findings diverge. Comparing the results may suggest further lines of
enquiry. In other words, different research projects can be triangulated.

Each method type uses different techniques of presentation to project divergent
assumptions about the world and different means to persuade the reader of its
conclusions. Yet, they ate not antithetical. They present the reader with different
kinds of information and can be used to triangulate to gain greater confidence in
one’s conclusions. (Firestone 1987: 16)

However, Jick (1983) has acknowledged that it is difficult to decide whether or
not results have converged. ‘In practice. .. there are few guide-lines for system-
atically ordering eclectic data in order to determine congruence or validity

.. there are no formal tests to discriminate between methods to judge their
applicability’ (Jick 1983: 142). He went on to argue that

the process of compiling research material based on multi-methods is useful whether
there is convergence or not. . ... Overall, the triangulating investigator is left to search
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for a logical pattern in mixed-method results. His or her claim to validity rests on
judgment. ... One begins to view the researcher as builder and creator, piecing
together many picces of a complex puzzle into a coherent whole. (Jick 1983: 144)

The introduction of judgement to settle the matter of convergence or'divergexqme
makes the test of validity far more tenuous than the originators of triangulation
had intended. o '

A number of more recent writers have moved beyond the naive view of trian-
gulation and have argued that it can perform a variety of funct-ionvs. For examPle,
Rossman and Wilson (1985) have used combinations of quantitative .and qualita-
tive data for three purposes: corroboration, elaboration and initiation. At least
they have recognized that dara produced by diffgrenr mthods will myanably not
converge. Corroboration is the classic use of triangulation to est.abllsh validity,
elaboration occurs when the variety of data expands understa_nd.mg of the phe-
nomenon, perhaps by providing different perspectives, and nitiation refers to the
use of non-convergent data in a provocative way to produce new interpretations
and conclusions, to suggest further areas of research, or to reformulate research
questions. They have illustrated these uses in their own research.

Another approach to the problems of convergence, dlvergenc'c 'and even contra-
diction has been proposed by Mathison (1988). She has'been crmczfl of two major
assumptions used in triangulation: that bias inherent in any particular method,
data source or investigator will be cancelled out if multiples of these are used, apd
that triangulation will result in convergence on the truth about some social
phenomenon. She rightly points out that while different methods may produce
different results because of the ‘bias’ in each measure, ‘d1fferept methods may
tap different ways of knowing’ (1988: 14). We might add, different ways of
knowing different realities.

In practice, triangulation as a strategy provides a‘rich arlad complex picture o_f some
social phenomenon being studied, but rarely does it provide a clear path. toa snllgulnr
view of what is the case. [ suggest that triangulation as a strategy provndfes EVIdC!.'ICE
for the researcher to make sense of social phenomenon, but that the trmngufauon
strategy does not, in and of itself, do this.... The value of‘rr-iangulanc‘)n is not a
technical solution to a data collection and analysis problem, it is a technique \:Vhlch
provides more and better evidence from which researchers can construct m'e:mmg.ﬁxl
propositions about the social world. ...So whether the data converge, are 1n.con51fsr-
ent, or are contradictory the researcher must attempt to construct explanations for
the data and about the data. (Mathison 1988: 15)

Mathison has argued that constructing explanations requires locating the data at
hand within an understanding of the wider situation in which they are located and
against background knowledge of this type of phc;nomenon. In the process, the
view of triangulation shifts from a technical solution to pro_blems of vah‘dny,fto
placing the responsibility on the researcher to construct plausible explanations for
whatever the various sources of data reveal. .

This discussion of the uses of triangulation takes us back to the. issue of the
relationship between research strategies and research methods. While therg mlay
not be a tight relationship, it is possible that a researcher may adopt particular
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ontological assumptions when using a particular method. For example, a
researcher may use a questionnaire within the deductive strategy, and then in-
depth interviewing within the abductive strategy. To then attempt to combine the
data produced by these two methods is to fail to recognize the differences in
ontological assumptions within which each is used. What is more common is for a
researcher to use a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods within
one research strategy, say the inductive or deductive strategies. The ontological
problems of combining different methods, particularly quantitative and qualita-
tive methods, is not an issue in these two research strategies; all methods are
interpreted within a consistent ontology. In this case, qualitative data are likely to
be viewed as uncoded quantitative data that the researcher has to translate into
variables rather than, say, evidence of the social actors’ meanings or constructed
reality. Where meanings are recognized, they will be conceived differently than
they would in the abductive research strategy.

From the perspective provided by the positivist approach,'® data that are qualitative
in the sense of describing actors’ meanings are data about mental states or events that
cause the people under study to behave the way they do. The problem that data thus
conceived presents for positivists is that of obtaining reliable measures of these states
or events, and the solution frequently offered is triangulation. ... [However,| mean-
ings of actions are not the same as the mental states of the actors. (Halfpenny 1979:
815-16)

Genuine users of the abductive research strategy will not find triangulation, as
expounded, for example, by Denzin, an attractive proposition; issues of bias and
validity have different meanings from those used in the inductive and deductive
research strategies. With an ontology that allows for multiple realities (Schiitz
1945), and an epistemology that recognizes that accounts of any social world are
relative in time and space, and to the observer, the use of multiple data sources
and multiple observers do not do for the abductive strategy what it is claimed they
do for the inductive and deductive strategies. This is because Interpretivists do not
share the same ontological assumptions, and, therefore, the same kind of anxiety
about bias and validity. Triangulation, as originally conceived, is irrelevant to the
abductive strategy.

In his critique of Denzin’s style of symbolic interactionism, Silverman (1985)
has noted Denzin’s use of ‘method triangulation’ to overcome partial views and to
present something like a complete picture.

Underlying this suggestion is, ironically. .. elements of a positivist frame of reference
which assumes a single (undefined) reality and treats accounts as multiple mappings
of this reality. Interestingly, Denzin talks about ‘measuring the same unit’ and quotes
from a text which supports multiple methods within a logic of hypothesis testing.
Conversely, from an interactionist position, one would not expect a defence of
hypothesis-testing nor, more importantly, of social ‘units’ which exist in a single
form despite their multiple definitions. ...

" The inductive and deductive research strategies adopt the same ontological assumptions that Half-
penny attributed to ‘the positivist approach’,
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For an interactionist. .. without bias there would be no phenomenon. Conse-
quently. .. actions and accounts are ‘situated’, The sociologist’s role is not to adju-
dicate between participants’ competing versions but to understand the situated work

that they do. ' ' ‘ o st
Of course, this does not imply that the sociologist should avoid generating data in

multiple ways. ... The ‘mistake’ only arises in using data to adjudicate between
accounts. (Silverman 1985: 105-6)

Cicourel {1973) advocated a specific use of triangulation in ethnomethodology
that is internally consistent and very different from its traditional use. He uged
what he called ‘indefinite triangulation’ to ‘reveal the irreparable but practlcz'i!
nature of accounts used by subjects and researchers’ (1973 124)'. In essence, th}S
use of triangulation involves social actors, the researcher anf:l typists, using audio
recordings and transcripts of conversations to produce a variety of versions of the
original interaction.

[ use the expression ‘indefinite triangulation’ to suggest that every procedur':: that
seems to ‘lock in’ evidence, thus to claim a level of adequacy, can 1tself b.e subjected
to the same sort of analysis that will in turn produce yet another indefmlte'armngfa—
ment of new particulars or a rearrangement of previously establ.ished p:-:rnculars‘ in
‘authoritative’, ‘final’, ‘formal’ accounts. The indefinite trm‘ngulauon notion
attempts to make visible the practicality and inherent reflexivity of everyday
accounts, The elaboration of circumstances and particulars of an occasion can be
subjected to an indefinite re-elaboration of the ‘same’ or ‘new’ circumstances and

particulars. (Cicourel 1973: 124)

Cicourel illustrated this procedure from a study that gathered informationll on the
language acquisition of young children in the home setting. Muther and ch1l.d wercel
tape-recorded for one hour during lunch. The.tape was transcribed verbatim an

the transcript read by the mother while listening to the tape; her comments were
recorded to produce another version. The typist listened to the‘tz_\pe again apd
described what she thought was going on; she corrected her original transcript
where she felt this was necessary. Phonetic transcription produced another version.

With a number of different versions of an interaction scene, the problem is deciding
which version captures the child’s language, the child's referencing ability, the par-
ent’s constructions, and so on. .

The reader could now say that we should simply combine the different versions to
produce the ‘best’ one possible, but the point is that different versions cqu!d haﬁe
been produced indefinitely by simply hiring different typists and providing the
mother with different transcripts. {Cicourel, 1973: 124)

This use of triangulation is consistent with the ontological and epistemological
assumptions of at least some versions of the abductive res_earch strategy. Never-
theless, the question arises as to why it should be called mangulgnon. -

Richardson (1994) has provided a postmodern critique of triangulation t a(;
rejects the assumptions on which its validating role is l?asecl. She hz}s argl,ue .
provocatively that in using mixed-genre texts, postmodernists do not triangulate;
they crystallize.
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We recognize that there are far more than ‘three sides’ from which to approach the
world.

[ propose that the central image for ‘validity’ for postmodernist texts is not the
triangle — a rigid, fixed, two-dimensional object. Rather, the central image is the
crystal, which combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes,
substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals
grow, change, alter, but are not amorphous,

Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, creating
different colors, parterns, arrays, casting off in different directions. Whar we see
depends upon our angle of repose. Not triangulation, crystallization, In postmodern-

ist mixed-genre texts, we have moved from plane geometry to light theory, where
light can be both waves and particles.

Crystallization, without losing structure, deconstructs the traditional idea of
‘validity’. .. and crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, thoroughly
partial, understanding of the topic. (Richardson 1994; 522)

Triangulation has become an icon towards which researchers are supposed to
genuflect. However, as we have seen, closer examination reveals some serious
difficulties in its implementation. The distortion in its adaptation from surveying
and navigation, the vagueness in the manner in which it has been formulated, the
naivety with respect to differences in ontological assumptions, the tendency to
impose a single, absolutist ontology on multiple socially constructed realities, and
the problems of interpreting convergent and divergent results, make the triangula-
tion of methods and data a very doubtful activity.

Perhaps it is time to stop using the concept of triangulation in social science (see
Blaikie 1991). Some of the reasons for this are that:

* lip-service is paid to it but few researchers use it in its original conception as a
validity check (mainly because convergence is very rare);

® it means so many things to so many people; and

® it encourages a naive view of ontology and epistemology.

What is needed is a more systematic understanding of how different research
strategies, methods and data can be used creatively within a research project, for
example, as a developmental process, or as a way of stimulating theory construc-
tion. Neither of these uses is remotely related to multiple “fixes’ on social reality.

We need different metaphors to identify these activities (see Miles and Huberman
1984, 1994; Mathison 1988).

Legitimate Combinations

Recognition of the problems associated with the use of triangulation in the social
sciences should not be interpreted as suggesting that methods cannot be com-
bined. Many of the examples that are offered in the name of triangulation are
actually examples of something else, namely, the use of different methods in
sequence rather than different pictures of some reality. A grear deal of research
involves, or should involve, a series of stages in which methods produce data of a
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particular kind which is then used to make decisions about how to proceed with
the data collection at the next stage. While it is necessary to use the szunef
ontological assumptions at each stage, researchers can switch from one set o

* assumptions to another between stages.

A common example of such stages occurs in-‘gocd’ survey re_sefarch when an
exploratory phase, that might include obs.ervanon or even participant ’olbserlva;
tion, and, perhaps, in-depth interviewing, is used. to gssess.respondents evel o
knowledge about or awareness of the issue being mvesngyted, the meamngsf
associated with it, the language that they use to talk. about it, afld the range 011
possible responses that they might give if asked a parrl.cul.ar question a_bout it. Ah
of this might be achieved using qualitatﬂive methods within an aba’ucml/e researc
strategy. The results of this investigation can then be used to develop, say, a
structured interview schedule that approaches the phenomenon frf)m the point
of view of the researcher’s construction of reality. A further phase @ghr follow in
which a few carefully selected case studies frlcnp the sample are m»@stngatfed in
depth by one or more qualitative methods. This is but one way in winch' dl[fl ere]nt
methods can be used in sequence. What is important abqut this c:xample is that the
methods are not triangulated or even combined. Each is used in the service of a
particular research strategy in order to develop an understand!ng of the pheno-
menon and to assist the researcher in presenting a case for a particular answer to a

h question. o .
TC{leEE id?:a of methods of different types being used sequentially is certam]‘y. r;gt
new. Some time ago, Sieber (1973) provided a very clegr statement of.how flef [
work™ and ‘survey methods’ can be integrated in tl.ns way. It is still a lése u
statement. He has identified the following contributions that each method can
make to the other.

1 Survey design Fieldwork can contrib}lte to the development.of a meanu}gtf‘ul
survey design; a period of exploratory interviews and observgnons candasm? |rj
the formulation of the research problem (and rc§earcln questions), the develop
ment of hypotheses, and the identificati.on of'sultable respondeng. -

2 Survey data collection Exploratory interviews and observation can yie f
valuable information about the receptivity, frames of reference and span 0
attention of respondents; it can also help in the. deveIOp‘ment of quanntanv]e
instruments (question wording, response categories, and items for scale devel-
opment) and in gaining on-site support for the project. . _

3 Survey analysis Fieldwork can assist in the anal_ysts'and mtergtrje:tanoln B

survey data by: providing a theoretica!'strucmre;l validating or providing p atuhe

ibility for the survey findings; clarif){m_g p.uzzlmg responses; ;sswtmg in
interpretation of the results; and provu:_img llltlnst}'atlve case sn.fn l1:35. "

Design of fieldwork Surveys can provide statistical profiles of the popu s

within which the study is to be conducted. (Although t})ey are not mentione

by Sieber, we could add that statistical patterns established by a surve:a}v]:::

provide the source of the problem to be investigated or an answer to a

5 g;;elfitzl:onr.l)e data collection A survey of a popuiation’; charac'ter:stalcs can helpf;
to ensure that the selection of informants in fieldwork is not biased in favour o

o
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elites, and that information is available about categories of people who were
not included as informants. A survey can also provide leads on the topics to be
covered in interviews and can cover basic background data.

6 Analysis of qualitative field materials Surveys can correct the holistic fallacy,
the tendency of field observers to see all aspects of a social situation as
congruent; they can demonstrate the generality of a single observation; they

can verify fieldwork observations; and they can cast a new light on field
observations.

Sieber’s examples are confined to the mutual contributions of surveys and more
informal methods such as observation and unstructured interviewing. Other
combinations of methods could also be considered in the same way.

To repeat an earlier point, this practice of combining methods usually involves a
time sequence in which the use of one method provides data that can inform the
subsequent use of other methods. It matters not whether qualitative methods
precede quantitative methods, or the reverse; a range of pragmatic considerations
will determine that decision. It is possible that two methods of a different type
might be used concurrently, but their role will still be to provide some assistance

to the use of other methods, not to provide a more complete unbiased picture of
social reality.

Research Strategies and Methods

The primary purpose of this chapter has been to examine the implications of the
choice of research strategy for selection of methods of data collection and analy-
sis, in particular, whether there is any relationship between research strategies and
methods. There has been considerable discussion in the literature on the relation-
ship between paradigms, or approaches to social enquiry, and research methods.
However, as the literature on research methods has been largely silent on the topic
of the logic of enquiry, or research strategies, and as I regard the choice of research
strategy as central in the design of social research, we shall now review this

relationship. I will do this in the context of summarizing the main issues covered
in this chapter.

Qualitative and Quantitative Methods and Data

I hope I have shown elsewhere (Blaikie 1993a) that the qualitative/quantitative
dichotomy does not do justice to different combinations of ontology and episte-
mology that can be identified in the major traditions in the social sciences. I
consider the quantitative/qualitative distinction to be appropriate for classifying
methods and data, for researchers who use these methods and data, and for
research in which they are used, Beyond these uses, such as referring to qualitative
and quantitative paradigms, the dichotomy just leads to confusion.

While it may be useful to classify methods as quantitative and qualitative, what
needs to be identified is the type of data that is ultimately generated for analysis.

Research Strategies and Methods

As we have seen, data can be presented either in numbers or i.n wor.ds at dcllfferenr
stages in the research process. For example, we expect questionnaires gn' '_st.ru“c
tured interviews to produce numerical data, even if some questions might initially
have been open-ended. On the other hand, we expect in-depth interviews to
produce mainly non-numerical data, even though some elementarg cougt;lng
might be used. Some methods, such as content analys;sA, can produce cntl er
numerical or non-numerical data, depending on the choice of th.e researcher.
What can be distinguished clearly is the method of data analys1.s; some use
numbers and some use words. However, when the results are written up,bthe
outcomes of quantitative analysis will need to be presented in both numders
and words. The critical issue is what the wonl'ds are based on. Wgrds usg tz
present the results of quantitative analysis‘ su?'iply express numerically as;
relationships, whereas in results from quahtatlye analysis, the V\{orcjsfmalyl e
describing abstractions, such as ideal types, which he';ve been derived from lay
accounts and/or researchers’ descriptions of observations and other encounters

i I . S' . .
Wi;}(};;flizliran:);tant to recognize is that when applied to .dara, the quann‘tanve/
qualitative distinction is a matter of degree. Most data in the social sc1er_1c;:s,
certainly primary data, begin in a qualitative form; they‘are Produced by elther
social actors or researchers about some aspect of social life. They are then
processed or coded to some extent, either to remain in words or to l?e transfom.led
into numbers. These processes distance the d'ata from social life to va{ymg
degrees; some qualitative data ‘retain the integrity of the phenomenon' wh'n e, at
the other extreme, quantitative data can become very remote from their origins.

The researcher is largely responsible for determinigg how much processing they
require social actors to do. This can range fro_m ask'mg them to provide accounts
of some aspect of their world or experiences in their own language, to re.quuu}:g
them to transform their ‘knowledge’, or their awareness of their actions, into the
researcher’s language and categories. It is then up to the research?r to decide what
to do with the various forms in which social actors ‘respond’. Some data, of
course, are produced directly by the activities of the researgher, for example by
observation, thus requiring no processing on the part c?f social actors.

Secondary data introduce further steps in the processu}g,-by social actors whom
the researcher has not encountered directly (e.g. a diarist from the past), by
intermediaries (e.g. journalists or record-keepers) and by other researchers. The
final form of the data will determine the kind of analysis that can be undertaken
and the options available for reporting it.

Paradigms and Methods

There is no necessary connection between approaches to social enquiry (par‘z;—
digms), research strategies and methods of data col‘lecnon ar}d analysis. Wﬁu e
some methods may be more commonly associated w!th a particular approach or
research strategy, this is largely a matter of convention rather than a mgthodo{i
logical requirement. However, this does not mean that merhod's can be usle

without ontological and epistemological assumptions. Rather, if a particular
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method (e.g. unstructured interviewing) is associared with the inductive research
strategy, in that context it will be serving that strategy’s assumptions. Similarly, if
the same method is associated with the abductive research strategy, the data thar it
produces will need to be interpreted within that strategy’s assumptions. In other
words, methods can serve a number of masters, but they need to change their
‘colours’ to do so, and the dara they produce will need to be interpreted within the
particular ontological and epistemological assumptions that are adopted.

Many researchers appear to use particular methods with little or no awareness
of the ontological and epistemological assumptions that they have adopted. In my
experience, this is common among quantitative researchers who have been social-
ized in, or have confined themselves to, a narrow research tradition; their assump-
tions are taken for granted and are unlikely to be seen to involve choices. On the
other hand, other researchers have the capacity, and find the need, to move
between paradigms, either for different research projects, or even within a single
project. This requires a sophisticated awareness of both the assumptions and the
logics of enquiry that are being used at any time.

Combining Methods

There are two main ways in which different research methods can be combined in
a single project: within a common approach or paradigm; or in a sequence,
possibly with switches between approaches/paradigms. The first of these alter-
natives allows for the use of qualitative and quantitative methods together,
provided both types are used with the same ontological assumptions, It is only
under these circumstances that most of what has been written about triangulation
is relevant. Different methods can be used to explore aspects of the same
(assumed) ‘objective’ reality, regardless of whether they use words or numbers.
They might also be used to explore (assumed) single or multiple socially con-
structed realities, although some methods (qualitative) might be more suitable
for this than others. Data from different sources can be translated from one
form to another (although usually from qualitative to quantitative) with
impunity. However, what cannot be done is to combine data that are produced
by methods that each deal with different (assumed) realities. It is nor possible
to use data related to a single *absolute’ reality to test the validity of data related
to multiple ‘constructed’ realities, regardless of what methods are used in each
case.

If different types of methods are used with the same ontological assumptions,
the implications of achieving convergence or divergence of results can be handled,
either in terms of providing reciprocal support, in_the case of convergence, or as
an explanatory challenge, in the case of divergence. When different methods are
used with different assumptions, convergence and divergence take on different
meanings; the results may relate to different realities. While converging results
cannot be used as any kind of test of validity, or for mutual support, comparison
can be used to stimulate theory development or further research.

The second alternative is to use different methods, possibly with different
assumptions, for different stages of a research project. It is not necessary for

Conclusion

each stage to adopt a consistent set of ontological and epistemologica? assump-
tions; the researcher can switch back and forth between research strategies dunpg
the course of the research. However, data from each stage cannot be readily
translated, but can be interpreted in the light of data gathered at aqother stage.
For cxample, statistical results from a survey could be interpreted, i.e. be better
understood in terms of the meanings and motives that have produced the
statistical patterns, using some in-depth interviews with a caref.ully selecFed sub-
sample of respondents. Switching between paradigms requires conmderal?le
awareness of the various sets of assumptions that are being used and the capacity
to keep the various (assumed) realities separate.

Conclusion

From the complexities of this review of the views on the relationships between
qualitative and quantitative paradigms, methods and data, the following can be
concluded.

1 At least five levels of decision in the research enterprise neeq to be distin-
guished: approaches to social enquiry (paradigms or perspectives); research
strategies {logics of enquiry); methods of data collection; the form .of the data
(involving methods of data reduction); and methods of data a.nai_ym’s.

2 It is not appropriate to apply the ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ labels to
approaches (paradigms) and strategies.

3 Itis appropriate to apply these labels to methods and data, apd'to r.esearch and
researchers who use the particular methods. However, the distinction betwee.n
data that are labelled in these two ways is not only a matter of degree, but is
also the result of the application of particular kinds of data reduction techni-
ques. . o

4 Making these distinctions between levels allows for various combinations
between them, depending on the research objectives, the SOC'IHI context and
practical contingencies. Common combinations reveal conventions rather than
logical connections. ‘

5 However, there are fundamental differences in the research strategies. The
extent to which researchers follow a particular strategy consistently, or com-
bine them successfully, is an empirical question. _

6 The extent to which approaches, strategies, methods and data can be 'comhme.d
needs careful consideration. There are legitimate combinations (partsculz_lrly in
sequence) and illegitimate combinations (methods of any type used in the
service of different ontological and epistemological assumptvlons). o

7 Convergent or divergent results of any kind can be used to stlmula_te theoretlgal
development and to suggest new directions for research. Only in the specia
case when methods are used in the service of the same set of ontological
assumptions can confirmation or a test of validity be entertained.

8 The aim of this analysis has been to help researchers ‘b_ecome more aware of
what they are assuming and doing when they make decisions about the various
components of a research design.
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Finally, I offer some specific comments on the relationship between research
strategies and methods. When the indictive research strategy is being used, any
kind of data is appropriate; generalizations can be produced from data in either
words or numbers. While numbers may allow for more precise propositions, the
relevance, or the possibility of achieving such precision, will be a matter of
judgement or circumstances; sometimes using words alone may be all that is
possible or necessary. In any case, propositions in words are still necessary in
quantitative studies. The issue is how such propositions were arrived at, and that
is a matter of choice or opportunity.

The deductive research strategy is more commonly used in association with
quantitative methods and data, but this need not be so. Qualitative researchers
may also construct theories in the deductive form, particularly as a conclusion to a
study, but users of the abductive research strategy are unlikely to set out with a
fully developed deductive theory. The more important issue is whether researchers
are engaged in theory construction (induction or abduction) or theory testing
(deduction) rather than the type of methods or data they are using.

Because the retroductive strategy is still relatively undeveloped in the social
sciences, these comments must be tentative. However, it is clear from research
inspired by Harré’s constructivist version that a combination of methods can be
used. Pawson (1995) and Pawson and Tilley (1997) have certainly advocated the
use of both quantitative and qualitative methods, very much as a sequence, in
terms of establishing and exploring observed patterns, contexts and mechanisms.
Both these versions of Realism rely on cognitive mechanisms-for their explana-
tions and they incorporate constructivist (interpretive) elements. The question of
the ontological status of cognitive mechanisms (in contrast to the structures and
mechanisms in Bhaskar’s version), that are dependent on the socially constructed
reality social actors inhabit, needs further consideration.

In the abductive strategy, and other versions of Interpretivism, qualitative
methods predominate because of the nature of the subject-matter (social actors’
“meanings, motives, and interpretations) at its core. However, the patterns for
which understanding or explanation is sought may have been, or may need to
be, established using quantitative data.

It should now be clear that the choice of research strategy does not determine
the method or methods that should be used in social research. However, careful
consideration needs to be given to what a method is supposed to do for a
particular research strategy and the ontological and epistemological assumptions
that lie behind its use at a particular time and in a particular place.

8

Sample Research Designs

Introduction

Now that the core elements and the choices involved in preparing a research
design have been explored, I shall conclude with some examples of what research
designs might look like, were you to follow the scheme laid out in the previous
chapters. These four examples cover a range of research objectives as well as
illustrating how each of the four research strategies can be used. They are
intentionally simple designs of the kind that are common in postgraduate
research, and they are presented in outline only. More complex designs, using
more sophisticated methods, can easily be developed from these designs by
researchers who wish to use them. My aim is to provide basic starting-points.

The four designs follow a research programme in the sociology of the environ-
ment. As I have been working in this field off and on in recent years, I am
reasonably familiar with the literature and have had experience in doing this
kind of research. Some publications on this research programme can be found
in Blaikie (1992, 1993b), Blaikie and Ward (1992) and Blaikie and Drysdale
(1994). However, 1 have made modifications to the actual research projects to
simplify them.

The designs also follow a progression. The first is a descriptive study that
establishes some patterns using the inductive research strategy. The next two
designs take up some of these and other patterns and try to explain them using
the deductive and retroductive research strategies. The fourth returns to descrip-
tion, but also tries to understand differences in behaviour using the abductive
research strategy.

For pragmatic reasons, this research programme is assumed to have started
with the first design in the early 1990s. As the other three designs build on the
results from this project, they are set in the early and middle 1990s. Again for
pragmatic reasons, | have not attempted to connect with all the relevant literature.
The reviews of the literature are illustrative only.
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Finally, I would not like these research designs to be used as exemplars. Their
major purpose is to give some idea of what has to go into a research design, how it
might be structured, and, depending on the topic, the kinds of research questions
and the research strategics that might be adopted, and how these decisions relate
to the context, the units to be studied, and the research methods. However, they
are also written in such a way that they review what has been covered in the
preceding chapters. Therefore, any slavish following of how I have presented
them may not produce the most appropriate designs. In any case, there is rather
more commentary in these examples than might be necessary in an actual design.
Every research design has to be based on choices that are appropriate to the
investigation of a topic and set of research questions, at a particular time, in a
particular place, and taking into account the motives and goals of the researcher.

Research Design | Environmental Worldviews
and Behaviour among Students and Residents

Statement of the topic/problem

The project will investigate the environmental worldviews and behaviour of
people from different backgrounds in Melbourne, Australia.

Environmental issues have received considerable attention in the Australian
media in recent years. Global problems, such as the greenhouse effect and the
depletion of the ozone layer over the south polar region, have dominated, and
have been the subject of discussion in public forums. At the same time, environ-
mental issues have featured prominently in both federal and state politics, and in
debates about the logging of native forests and mining in national parks.

While concern about the environment goes back many decades, with the 1970s
seeing the most recent wave of interest, the level of public awareness, and the
degree to which politicians have been willing to include it in their agendas,
appears to be at a higher level now than at previous times. Many events around
the world, not the least being the Chernobyl disaster, have brought into stark relief
the global nature of environmental problems and the urgency with which they
need to be addressed.

" For anyone interested in raising environmental awareness and changing beha-

viour towards the environment, it is necessary to know the current status of
environmental worldviews and behaviour. This project aims to provide such
knowledge.

Motives and goals

The primary motivation for this study is the desire to fill a gap in knowledge about
the nature of environmental worldviews and the level of environmentalism in
Australia. Extensive research has been conducted in this field in the United Stares,
and in some other parts of the world, but systematic data on Australia are largely
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absent. Hence, there is no basis for examining differences in environmental
worldviews and behaviour in the Australian population. A related minor motiva-
tion is a curiosity about how the situation in Australia compares with that in the
United States.

A second major motivation is to give students doing a degree in socio-environ-
mental studies at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology some practical
experience, not only in the use of social research methods, but on a topic of
relevance to their programme.

Research questions and objectives

The study will be mainly descriptive, although an attempt will be made to
establish socio-demographic correlates of environmental worldviews and behav-
iour, Hence patterns in certain relationships will be explored.

The following research questions provide the focus and direction for the research.

1 To what extent do students and residents hold different environmental world-
views?

2 To what extent is environmentally responsible behaviour practised?

3 What is the level and type of involvement in environmental movements?

4 To what extent, and in what ways, is environmental behaviour related to
environmental worldviews?

5 To what extent and in what ways will environmental worldviews and beha-
viour change over the next five years?

Review the literature

This research will build on a tradition of environmental sociology that goes back to
the 1970s in the United States. Various attempts have been made to conceprualize
the changes in beliefs and values that appeared to be occurring then, and to
measure changes in environmental concern, attitudes and behaviour. One tradition
of this activity, centring on the work of Catton and Dunlap and their associates,
has developed notions of various worldviews and paradigms (Catton and Dunlap
1978, 1980; Dunlap and van Liere 1978; Dunlap and Catton 1979; van Liere and
Dunlap 1980). They argued that the worldview that had dominated American
society was being challenged by the ‘new environmental paradigm’ (NEP).
Dunlap and van Liere (1978) developed a scale of twelve items to measure the
NEP. This was constructed as a single dimension, but later replicatio‘ns.have
suggested that it consists of three dimensions: ‘balance of nature’, “limits of
growth’ and ‘man [sic] over nature’ (Albrecht et al. 1982; Geller and Lgsley _1935)-
While the socio-demographic basis of the NEP appears to have received htth.z or
no attention, the basis of ‘environmental concern’ has been explored. Van Liere
and Dunlap (1980) reviewed twenty-one studies, conducted between 1968 and
1978, in which some or all of the following variables were use.d,: age, SOFlal CIE}SS
(income, education and occupation), place of residence, political parthanshlpd,
political ideology and gender. They concluded that ‘younger, well-educated, an
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politically liberal persons tend to be more concerned about environmental quality
than their older, less educated, and politically conservative counterparts’ (van
Liere and Dunlap 1980). The other variables were not systematically correlated
with environmental concern, although a few studies had examined gender.

Age was found consistently to have the strongest association with environmen-
tal concern. This has been supported in subsequent studies by Buttel (1979), Lowe
etal. (1980), Honnold (1981, 1984), Lowe and Pinhey (1982), Mohai and Twight
(1987) and Arcury and Christianson (1990). Studies of the relationship between
environmental concern and gender have produced conflicting results (McStay and
Dunlap 1983; Blocker and Eckberg 1989; Samdahl and Robertson 1989; Acury
and Christianson 1990).

Therefore, the associations of both age and gender with environmental world-
views and environmentally responsible behaviour will be explored. Five other
variables will also be examined: marital status, number and ages of children,
religious affiliation, religiosity, and political party preference. Apart from being
standard variables, the first two may be associated with a concern for future
generations, the second two may be a source of related beliefs and values, and last
one may reflect such values.'

Research strategies

The study will adopt the inductive research strategy. It will collect data related to
certain concepts, it will produce limited generalizations, and it will search for
patterns in the data. Given the nature of the research questions, the choice must be
made between the inductive or abductive research strategies. As the previous
studies with which the findings of this research will be compared have all used
the inductive strategy and quantitative methods, it is appropriate to use the same.

Concepts

The concepts to be investigated are defined as follows.

Environmental worldview: attitudes towards issues such as the preservation of
wilderness environments and natural flora and fauna, the conservation
of natural resources, environmental degradation, environmental impacts of
economic growth, and the use of science and technology to solve environ-
mental problems.

Environmentally responsible bebaviour: individual actions that preserve nature
and conserve resources, and involvement in communal actions that confront
environmental problems and seek solutions.

! The standard practice of including such variables is usually based on some implicit theories about
their explanatory relevance to particular types of artitude and behaviour. Because these theories are not
spelt out, it is difficult ro judge whether these variables should be used. Nor too much harm is done
including them in explorarory and descriptive research, but it is bad practice to expect that a selection
of such variables will be any use in explanatory research, without first articulating the theory to which
they might be related.

Environmental Worldviews and Behaviour 281

The following standard concepts are also included for possible later use. They are
not required to answer the research questions.

Age: number of years since birth.

Gender: socially defined categories of male and female based on human biolo-
gical differences.

Marital status: the legal or de facto relationship between couples.

Number and ages of children: the number of children of all ages for which the
respondent is socially regarded as the parent or is the legal guardian. This
definition would exclude unrecognized illegitimate children and any that
have been given up for adoption.”

Religious affiliation: identification with a particular religion or religious
denomination. .

Religiosity: the degree to which an individual adopts religious beliefs and
engages in religious practices.

Political party preference: support of a particular political party through voting
at elections.

These concepts will be operationalized as follows:

Environmental worldview: by means of responses to a set of attitude items
concerned with the range of environmental issues. The items will be drawn
from existing scales: six from the NEP scale, six from the ‘dominant social
paradigm’ scale (Dunlap and van Liere 1984), and eight from the Richmond
and Baumgart (1981) scales, two with modifications to their wording.
Another four have been added. Five Likert-type response categories will be
used: ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ and
‘strongly disagree’. These categories will be assigned values from 1 to 5 in
the direction that gives the highest value to responses that are pro-environ-
ment. The scale will be pre-tested on a diverse sample of thirty and subjected
to item analysis to establish the degree to which responses to each item are
consistent with the total score. It will also be post-tested usir.lg factor
analysis to establish its degree of unidimensionality and the possible pres-
ence of sub-scales.

Environmentally responsible bebaviour: by three measures. First is the degree
to which the use of environmentally dangerous products is avmdefi. Rc5por:-
dents will be asked how frequently they avoid such products ( regularly’,
‘occasionally’ and ‘never’), and then to list them. Second, the ex“;”t tj
which products made of paper, glass (e.g. bottles), metal (e.g. foo d"‘“
drink cans) and plastic are regularly recycled. For each type of product,

: : ¢ . ‘regularly’
responses will be made in the categories of ‘do not use’, ‘regularly’,

ially s i neept to
2 The ‘number of children’ is anather example of a superficially simple but in fact complex concep

define, particularly in this era of step-families.
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‘occasionally’ and ‘never’. These caregories will be scored from 3 to 0
respectively. The responses to each type of product, as well as the total
scores for all four types, will be analysed. Third, support given to environ-
mental groups will be measured by two questions: the degree of support
(‘regularly’, ‘occasionally’ and ‘never’); and an open-ended question on the
forms of this support (responses to be coded for analysis).

Age: by asking respondents how old they are in years.
Gender: by asking respondents whether they are male or female.

Marital status: by asking respondents to identify with one of the following
categories: ‘now married’, ‘de facto stable relationship’, ‘never married and
not in a stable relationship’, ‘widowed and not remarried’, ‘separated and

not in a stable relationship’, ‘divorced and neither remarried nor in a stable
relationship’,?

Number and ages of children: respondent’s reporting of the number and ages of

their biological and other children for whom they are responsible and/or
regard as theirs,

Religious affiliation: by asking respondents with which religion or religious
denomination, if any, they identify. Only the most frequently referred to
religions and denominations will be given separate codes.

Religiosity: by asking respondents to what extent they regard themselves as
being religious. Four response categories will be used: ‘very religious’,
‘moderately religious’, ‘somewhat religious’ and ‘not religious’.*

Political party preference: by asking respondents what political party they
would vote for if an election were held today. Categories for the major
parties, and ‘other’ will be provided.

As this is a descriptive study, it will not test any theory. In any case, the
inductive research strategy prohibits the use of hypotheses. However, it will
examine the patterns of the relationships between environmental worldview and

the various measures of environmentally responsible behaviour. These findings
will be compared with previous research,

Data sources, types and forms

Data will be obtained from individuals in semi-natural settings. They will be
asked to report on their attitudes and behaviour.

' Due to the changing forms of different-sex and same-sex relationships, and the relatively limited
duration of many such relationships in most contemporary societies, this variable is no longer easy to
operationalize.

" A more elaborate and perhaps more meaningful way to measure this variable would be o ask
questions about attendance at public services of worship, type and frequency of private devotional
practices, and participation in religious organizations.
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i i i i onses will be
Only primary data will be used. With a few exceptions, resp
record)t;d in pre-coded categories. After the few open-ended questions have been
coded, all the data will be quantitative. The levels of measurement for each of the
variables will be as follows:

Environmental worldview: an interval scale of total scores, and sub-scale Sc'mis
(if they are established), as well as four approximately equal- (lo_rclma')
categories (‘very high’, ‘high’, ‘moderate’ and ‘low’) based on divisions in
the distribution of the total scores.

nvironmentally responsible bebaviour ' )

51) Avoiding en}\lfiror‘t]]menra[ly dangerous prodn{cts: an ordi‘nal meafsuredof th’e
frequency of avoidance, a post-coded (nominal) ‘llS[’ of ‘types of products’,
and a ratio scale of the ‘number of products aVOldE.d’.

(b) Recycling: ordinal ‘frequency of recycling’ categoties for eacfxfof t}}xle gou;
products, scores for each product, and a :oltal recycling score or the fou
products, based on an assumption of equal intervals between the ‘frequency

f recycling’ categories. ,

() guppo);t forgenvirinmental groups: ordinal ca'tegories.for ‘level of su?por}ti :
scores based on the ‘level of support’ categories, nominal categories for the
‘forms of support’ and scores for the ‘number of types of support’.

Age: ratio scale in years and five (ordinal) age categories to produce a rectan-
gular distribution.

Gender: dichotomous nominal categories.
Religious affiliation: nominal categories.

Religiosity: ordinal categories and scores based on the assumption of equal
intervals between categories.

2 : ‘1_‘ ¥ t]
Political party preference: nominal categories and a ‘conservative’-‘liberal
dichotomy.

Some variables will be measured at more than one level to facilitate different
forms of analysis.

Selection of data sources

As this is a low-budget study, and as it is designed to give s:udepts a varlet)_fr:f
social research experiences, data will be collectf:d from two main sourczs. de
first will be from students in the university in which the study is being conducted.
The second will come from residents in the Me[bourpe Metropolitan Ar.eﬁ
(MMA), Australia’s second-largest and most etbmcally diverse Zrng areadvzlii

a population of about 3 million. It consists of independently administered city
Co%r;z‘lsst‘udent component will not only provide a sigrllificant preport}?n of youiilg
people, but will also include respondents who are likely to be environmentally
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aware because of their education and exposure to related student activities and
movements. The study will work with two populations: first, university students
from the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT); and, second, resid-
ents in the City of Box Hill® which is located in the eastern part of the MMA. This
city has been selected as its socio-demographic characteristics closely match those
of the MMA. It is important to note that both of these populations have been
selected from larger populations on the basis of both judgement and convenience.
This constitutes a prior stage in the sampling designs.

The student population is defined as ‘students taking undergraduate degree
courses at the RMIT city campus in the second half of the 1990 academic year’.
The sample to be drawn from this population will be based on classes in the
university-wide general education curriculum.® In the semester in which the sam-
ple will be drawn, 160 classes will be offered with an average of twenty-five
students per class. Therefore, a population of about 4,000 will be taking these
courses at this time; this is about half of all undergraduate students at the RMIT. A
sample of one in eight of the classes (= 20) will be selected randomly. Assuming an
average attendance of twenty students per class, the sample size should be about
400. This is regarded as adequate for the kinds of analysis to be conducted.

The resident population is defined as ‘householders who occupy all types of
residences in the City of Box Hill in October 1990°. A sample will be selected in
three stages. The first stage will be a one in five random sample from the sixty
census collectors’ districts, i.e. reasonably small areas allocated to a person
responsible for distributing and collecting the forms at the time of the census,
Within the twelve collectors’ districts, interviewers will select one in four resid-
ences using systematic sampling. They will select a starting-point at a corner of the
district and proceed along the side of each street until the residences in the district
have been covered. The address of each selected residence will be recorded and a
letter explaining the study left in the mailbox. A week later, the interviewer will
return and seek an interview with a person of at least 18 years of age who has
responsibility for the household. Should more than one person present meet this
criterion (e.g. a married couple or two or more adults), a selection — the third
sampling stage — will be made giving preference to females in residences with even
numbers and males in the case of odd numbers. Interviewers will need to stagger
the distribution of the explanatory letters to correspond with the pace at which
they can conduct the interviews.

While there is some variation in the size of the collectors’ districts, they average
about 200 residences. Allowing for a non-response rate of 30 per cent, this
procedure should produce a second sample of about 400,

The sampling procedure will allow for statistical inferences to be made from
the sample statistics to the population of residents in Box Hill. The extent to
which these statistics can be generalized further, to the population of residents
in the MMA or other urban areas in Australia, will be a matter of judgement

5 The City of Box Hill no longer exists due to an amalgamation with an adjoining city and a name
change. It still exists as a suburb and regional shopping centre.

& All undergraduate students are required to take four of the twenty general education courses offered
in this programme. These courses are designed to expose students to a range of intellecrual discourses
and to address issucs of relevance to a student’s future role as a responsible citizen.
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based on a careful comparison of demographic characteristics. It will be
possible to apply inferential statistics to generalize the results from the stuant
sample to the population of students taking classes in the gcnqal educaflon
programme at the RMIT in that particular semester. Judgement will be r'eqture‘d
to generalize to the whole student population at RMIT and to Australian uni-
versity students. S .

A second study will be conducted in 1995 using similar samples, thus eventually
creating a longitudinal study.

Data collection and timing

For the present, this will be a cross-sectional §tudy. Aweek will be rcquujed tc;
collect the data from the student sample, and, immediately after, the sampling o
the residents will begin. The latter will take three weeks to complete. The actual
timing of the data collection is still to be decided. ‘ .

A self-administered structured questionnaire will be used with Fhe student
sample and a structured interview schedule wnth_th,e sample of res@ents. The
former is appropriate for administration to ‘captive’ groups and ‘wdl en.sureha
good response rate. The latter will allow the sampling to be combined .wu:h d E
interviewing and will facilitate a better response rate than would.be posssble.mlt)
a questionnaire. The two instruments will use 1denF1cal questions but‘w1ll e
structured slightly differently. The questionnaire wnvll be plrel-teste_d with two
classes, not included in the sample, a month before its afimlmstrlat.lo_n, and the
interview schedule will be pre-tested with thirty residents in an adjoining part of
the MMA. . .

For the student sample, arrangements will be made with the le;turer .res;.)0n51b|e
for the selected classes to have the students complete the questionnaire in class.
This should take twenty-five to thirty minutes. The administration of the ques-
tionnaire will be organized and supervised by the stu.dents from the Research
Methods class, operating in pairs. With forty students in 'the Research Methods
class, each pair will be responsible for one Flass. A brief explzfnanonr(zif thle
purpose of the study will be given and ethical issues (e.g. anonym}lriy,bcon i eémci
ality and voluntary parrici%atiin) will belexplalned. Responses will be recorde

icking in boxes alongside the appropriate category.

by];ftk; fgrombthe resideﬁts’ samplepzvill be collected by structured face-to-face
interview. The interviewers will be the same students fromlthe Research MeFlhobcis
class. Forty students will each conduct ten interviews. P.Ubllc transport Lsdavzu 3 le
to (train) and through (bus) the research site. Interviews will be con uC[f uT
the late afterncon and early evening during the week, ?pd at weeken.ds. n;erd
viewers will be required to make up to two return visits 1.f they fail to fin

someone at home on the first visit. Again, a brief elxplanarlon of the pu_r[;lm;:
of the study will be given and ethical issues explained. Respondefllltsbw;Sked
encouraged to participate to ensure the success of the study. Th(eiy \Ivfl heerime .
if they would like a copy of a summary of the report (')f the study. If ¢ s
unsuitable, arrangements will be made for a return v1snlt. lntervncuéers wi s
every effort to conduct the interview in private and in a relaxed atmosphere.
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Rgsponscs will be recorded by circling the coding numbers alongside the appro-
priate category.

The interviewers will receive thorough training in interview techniques and the
use of this particular interview schedule. In the week before the interviewing
commences, an article will appear in the local suburban newspaper giving some
background to Irhe study. Interviewers will wear identification tags and carry a
letter of authority from the university.

Data reduction and analysis

Vgry limited post-coding will be required. A codebook will be prepared for use
with the questionnaire and for the open-ended questions in the interview sche-
dule. An SPSS (PC version) data matrix will be prepared for each sample and the
responses entered. This will be done directly from the questionnaires, using the
codebopk, and from the interview schedules. Following an initial ,frequency
count, it may be necessary to re-code some variables, either reordering or collap-
sing some of the categories. The students in the Research Methods class will be
volved in the coding, data entry and data analysis.

Data from the two samples will be analysed separately as well as combined
Comparisons will be made between the two samples and inferential statistics wili
be used to estimate the population parameters from the sample statistics.

To answer the research questions, the following methods of analysis will be
undertaken with each sample and the combined sample.

RQ1 Means.and standard deviations for the scores from the ‘environmental
worldview scale’ and sub-scales; medians and inter-quartile range for the
ordinal category version of the scale.

RQ2 Freguency counts and percentages for the categories in the list of ‘products
avo:ded’; frequency counts, percentages, means and standard deviations for
‘the number of products avoided’; frequency counts and percentages for the
frequency of recycling’ categories for each product; mean and standard
deviation for the ‘recycling score’.

RQ3 Frequency counts and percentages for the ‘level of support’ and ‘form of
support’ categories; frequency counts, percentages and means for the num-
ber of ‘types of support’.

RQ4 Cross-tabulation and non-parametric tests of significance for environmental
worldyiew scale (ordinal categories) with ‘types of products’, ‘frequency of
recycling’ for each product, ‘leve] of support’ (ordinal categor;es) and ‘fo¥m5
o.f support’ for environmental groups. Product moment correlation coeffi-
cients and a parametric test of significance will be used to correlate ‘envir-
onmental worldview scale’ and the sub-scales with ‘number of products
avoided’, ‘recycling score’, level of support’ (scores) and ‘number of ¢
of support’, R

RQS A comparison of the results of all the analyses undertaken for Research

Questions 1-4 across the two points in time. This can only be undertaken
when a follow-up study is conducted.

Environmental Worldviews and Behaviour

Problems and limitations

" A major strength of the study is that it will explore environmental issues system-

atically in this way for the first time in Australia. It will also develop a new
environmental worldview scale and test it in local conditions. And it will provide
students with valuable experience in developing and using research instruments,
and in data analysis.

The major limitation derives from the exploratory and descriptive nature of the
study. This has made it difficult to attract research funds; only a small seeding
grant is available. The participation of the forty students from the Research
Methods class will partially compensate, although the need to limit the extent
of their involvement to only those experiences necessary for their course places
another set of limitations.

As a consequence, sampling methods will have to be devised to produce a
substantial size, with appropriate diversity, but with the available resources.
While the student sample, in combination with residents, ensures a good age
spread, university students may not be typical of young people in this age range.
In addition, there are some weaknesses in the assumption that students taking the
general education classes in a particular semester are typical of all students at
RMIT, and of all university students in Australia. However, such claims will not
be made, although readers of the research report may want to make judgements
abourt these matters.

The selection of only one suburb in one city to represent urban Australia clearly
has severe limitations. Again, readers of the research report will have to judge for
themselves how typical this sample might be. Whart will be possible with these two
samples is to undertake a separate analysis of the attitudes and behaviour of
a sample of young educated people and to compare them with a reasonably
typical sample of urban residents.

The major advantage in concentrating the study in one area, and using
this particular sampling method, is that interviewing can be done efficiently, as
little travelling is required. An alternative would have been to select samples
from a diverse range of socio-demographic areas in the MMA. This would
have involved a great deal of extra travelling for limited gains. A random
sample of residents in the MMA would have been impossible with the available
resources.

A technical point concerns the use of questionnaires with the student sample
and structured interviews with the residents’ sample. While the question wording
will be the same in each instrument, differences in the methods of administration
could produce differences in responses. Conducting interviews with a second
sample of, say, 100 students could test this. If time and resources permit, this
will be carried out.”

7 In the original study (Blaikie 1992), two student samples were used. One of about 200 used the
method described here, and another quota sample of the same size (with selection criteria of field of
degree and gender) was interviewed. In spite of the radically different sampling methods, and the
different method of administration, the distributions on the main variables were almost identical.
Hence, the two samples were combined.
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Research Design 2 Age and Environmentalism:
A Test of Competing Hypotheses

Statement of the topic/problem

Research over many decades in the United States has shown that there is a
consistently stronger association between age and environmental attitudes and
concern t_han with any other socio-demographic variable; younger people have
more positive attitudes and greater concern than older people. However, just why
age is associated with environmentalism is not clear.

Motives and goals

The main motive is to advance our knowledge of why some people have
more favourable environmental attitudes and engage in higher levels of envir-
onmentally friendly behaviour than others. This may have some practical
benefits for environmental education programmes and for groups and organiza-

tions that are committed to improving the quality of the natural and built
environments.

Research questions and objectives

The research has two objectives: to establish the form of the relationship between
age and environmentalism in Australia; and to develop and test a theory to
explain it. Three research questions will be explored.

1 To what extent is age related to environmental worldviews and environmental
behaviour?

2 If there are significant relationships, what are the forms of these relationships?

3 Why do these relationships exist?

Review the literature

Research in the United States has explored three hypotheses for the association
l)gtwegn age and environmental concern. One suggests that it is due to the socio-
blologlcal ageing process (the ‘ageing’ hypothesis). The second suggests
that important historical events have a differential influence on birth cohorts
(the ‘cohprt‘ hypothesis). The third claims that there are period effects due to
changes in social, cultural and economic conditions (the ‘period’ hypothesis)
(Buttel 1979; Honnold 1984; Mohai and Twight 1987). The ‘ageing’ hypothesis is
basesi on the view that young people have a lower level of commitment to
do_mmant social values and institutions, the ‘cohort’ hypothesis relates to Mann-
heim’s (1952) theory of generations, or to C. Wright Mills’s {1959) notion of
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the intersection of biography and history, while the ‘period’ hypothesis requires
that both of these processes can be overridden by adaptations to changing
circumstances.

There has been some support for the ‘cohort’ hypothesis (Mohai and Twight
1987; Samdah! and Robertson 1989) and the ‘period’ hypothesis (Honnold 1984).
However, it is possible that all three processes can have an influence. The advoc-
ates of the ‘cohort’ hypothesis point to the events of the late 1960s and early
1970s in American society.

An examination of these three hypotheses suggests that the relationship need
not be linear, i.e. that the level of environmentalism need not decrease with age. It
is possible that a particular birth cohort of young people has been differentially
influenced by a particular wave of interest in environmental issues. They may pass
through a period of history as a ripple of environmental concern. This can be
expressed as the following theoretical argument.

1 In the late 1960s and early 1970s, young people in Australia were influenced by
a period of student radicalism and the concern for environmental issues that
followed.

2 These experiences have had a lasting impact on this age cohort, even though the
intensity may have subsided.

3 Until very recently, no events of similar historical significance have occurred in
the past twenty years to influence the environmental attitudes of subsequent
cohorts of young people.

4 Other ‘period’ changes, such as economic fluctuations, have influenced all
contemporary generations more or less equally.

§ The youth cohort of the late 1960s and the 1970s, who are now in middle age,
will be the most receptive present generation to the new wave of environmental
concern.

6 Therefore, the present middle-aged cohort will have the most favour-
able environmental worldviews and the highest level of environmental concern.

The *ageing” hypothesis would suggest that the present youth cohort would be
the most susceptible to the current wave of environmental issues. The question is
whether their one exposure matches the two exposures of the middle-aged
generation.

The conclusion of this theory will be tested, i.e. that the present middle-aged
cobort has the most favourable environmental worldviews and the bighest level of
environmentally responsible bebaviour.

Research strategies

The deductive research strategy will be used. A theory has been proposed, based

on some existing hypotheses, and a new hypothesis has been deduced for testing..
According to the deductive research strategy, testing the conclusion of the theory

tests the theory.
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Concepts
The following concepts will be measured.

Environmental worldview: attitudes towards issues such as the preservation of
wilderness environments and natural flora and fauna, the conservation
of natural resources, environmental degradation, environmental impacts of

economic growth, and the use of science and technology to solve environ-
mental problems.

Lnvironmentally responsible bebaviour: individual actions that preserve nature
and conserve resources, and involvement in communal actions that confront
environmental problems and seek solutions.

Age: number of years since birth,

(See Research Design 1 for the formal and operational definitions of these
concepts.)

Data sources, types and forms

Data will come from the study on ‘Environmental Worldviews and Behaviour
among Students and Residents’ (see Research Design 1).

These data were originally obtained from individuals in semi-natural settings.
Therefore, this study will use secondary quantitative data. (See Research Design 1
for details of the levels of measurement for each variable.)

Selection of data sources

Samples will I?e takenxfrom two populations, university students ar the RMIT and
houscholders in the City of Box Hill. (See Research Design 1 for the details of the
sampling methods used.)

Data collection and timing

The data come from a cross-sectional study conducted in 1990. A self-adminis-
tered questionnaire was used with the student sample and a structured interview

with the sample of residents. (See Research Design 1 for the details of the timing
and methods of data collection.)

Data reduction and analysis

The_ responses to all questions were coded in the previous study; the cate-
gories will be interpreted from the codebook supplied with the database. If
necessary, some further re-coding will be undertaken. The original database is

Gender Differences in Environmentalism

available on disk, and the same software package will be used. The following
analyses will be undertaken to answer the two research questions and test the
hypothesis.

RQ1 Cross-tabulation and non-parametric tests of significance for ‘envir-
onmental worldview’ (ordinal categories) with ‘age’ (ordinal cate-
gories). Product moment correlation coefficient and a parametric test
of significance will be used for ‘environmental worldview’ (scores)
with ‘age’ (in years). The same analysis will be undertaken between
the ‘environmental worldview’ sub-scales and ‘age’.

Similarly, the associations between ‘age’ and the ordinal and inter-
val/ratio versions of the three ‘environmentally responsible behaviour’
variables will be analysed, where appropriate, using the same methods
of analysis.

RQ2,RQ3 The ‘age’ distribution will be tabulated and plotted against the ‘en-
vironmental worldview’ scores and the sub-scale scores, and these
will be presented in tables and graphs. Similar tables and graphs will
be produced for ‘age’ against the measures of ‘environmentally
responsible behaviour’. The distribution of scores and ordinal cate-
gories against age, and the shape of the distributions and the curves in
these graphs, will determine whether the hypothesis about ‘age’ and
‘environmental worldview’ is corroborated or needs to be rejected.

Problems and limitations

As secondary data will be used, the strengths and limitations of the previous
study will also apply to this one. However, there is a further limitation in
that this study has to accept the form and scope of the data provided. Some
desirable data, such as respondents’ reports of their involvement in the student
movement of the 1960s and 1970s, and their level of environmental concern at
that time, are just not available. Therefore, the theory can only be tested in a
limited way.

Research Design 3 Gender Differences in
Environmentalism: Towards an Explanation

Statement of the topic/problem

Gender differences in environmentalism have received much less attention than
other socio-economic variables in the many studies on environmental attitudes,
concern and behaviour over the past forty years. When gender has been included,
the findings have been inconsistent and often of limited magnitude. More recently,
eco-feminists have presented arguments that are based on fundamental differences
in environmentalism between males and females. Hence, it is clear that further
research is required to help clarify these issues.
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This study will examine the gender differences in environmental worldviews
and behaviour in an Australian context, and will attempt to explain the differ-
ences that are found to exist.

Motives and goals

The major motivation is to extend the understanding of environmental world-
views and behaviour. While gender differences in environmentalism appear to be
rather elusive, it may be possible to learn important lessons from gender socializa-
tion, experiences and responsibilities. If women are more committed to an envir-
onmental worldview and are more likely to practise environmentally responsible
behaviour than men, then discovering why this is so may help to understand how
men’s attitudes and behaviour could be changed.

Research questions and objectives

The project will address three research questions.

1 To what extent do women hold more favourable environmental worldviews
than men?

2 To what extent are women more willing then men to engage in environmentally
responsible behaviour?

3 Why do these gender differences in environmentalism exist?

Review the literature

Eco-feminists have argued that environmental problems are the result of male
domination, and, that if women had had equality or super-ordination over
men, there would be many fewer environmental problems (for reviews, see
Salleh 1984, 1988/9, and Hallebone 1989). Nevertheless, research has provided
only limited support for the existence of gender differences in environmental
concern. In fact, the van Licre and Dunlap review (1980) provided no support,
and Acury and Christianson (1990) found males to be more inclined to be
environmentally aware than females. However, McStay and Dunlap (1983)
found modest support for gender differences, even when controls for age, educa-
tion, income and residence were introduced, but they argued that women, in
contrast to men, are more likely to engage in behaviour concerned with environ-
mental quality that is personal rather than public. Blocker and Eckberg (1989)
found that women were no more concerned than men about general environmen-
tal issues, but were significantly more concerned about local environmental issues.

Blaikie (1992) found that while gender differences in environmental worldview
were consistent, with females holding more caring attitudes towards the environ-
ment than males, the magnitude of these differences was relatively small. How-
ever, the gender differences were greatest on the issue of confidence in the capacity
of science and technology to solve environmental problems: women were much
less confident than men.

Gender Differences in Environmentalism

In terms of environmental behaviour, Blaikie ar.ld Ward (1992) fou.nd that
females were more likely than males to avoid @vnronmentally d.amagmg' prﬁ—
ducts, but there were no significant differences in recyclmg behaviour or in the
fevel of support for environmental groups. \X/hnle‘ these dlfft?rences in e-nvxro}r‘l—
mental worldviews and behaviour are consistent wnt.h a feminist cxplanatlon,lt e
relationship between environmentalism and gender is clearlyla compleyi one. ctixs
only in particular areas that females show stronger pr.o-'enwronmenta attitudes
and behaviour, and then the differences are generally limited.

Research strategies

The first two research questions will be explored using the ind.uctwe research
strategy. The third research question will use the retrod{Acttve strategy das
expounded by Pawson and Tilley (1997). It is assu.med that if there are ge? Er
differences in environmental worldviews and behlavmur the)f are the result of the
operation of different cognitive mechanisms in different social contexts.

Concepts and model

The central concepts for the first two rescarch questions are defined as follows.

Environmentalism: the holding of a positive environmental worldview and the
practice of environmentally responsible behaviour.

Environmental worldview: attitudes towards issues such as the preservation of
wilderness environments and natural flora and fauna, the copservatlor}
of natural resources, environmental degradation, environmental impacts 0
economic growth, and the use of science and technology to solve environ-
mental problems.

Environmentally responsible bebaviour: individual actions thgt preserve nature
and conserve resources, and involvement in communal actions that confront
environmental problems and seek solutions.

Gender: socially defined categories of male and female based on human biolo-
gical differences.

In order to establish why there are gender differences in environmentalism, thel
following model of the connection between cognitive mechanisms and socia
contexts has been constructed.

1 Attitudes towards the environment, and decisions to engage in envirpnmentally
responsible behaviour, are produced by a combman'on of the social contexts
within which an individual is located and the particular roles performed in
those contexts. ‘ - . "

2 The child-bearing and child-rearing roles entail a concern for the weltare o
succeeding generations.
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3 The particular social contexts in which everyday activities occur produce
differences in the scope and range of awareness and concern about human
issues. These social contexts range from private (domestic/local community) to
public (work/wider community).

4 Persons whose lives are predominantly in the public sphere will have a broad
range of (global) concerns while persons whose lives are predominantly in the
private sphere will have a narrower (local) range of concerns.

5 Persons who have primary responsibility for child-bearing and/or child-rearing
will be concerned abour the health and future of the next and succeeding
generations.

Therefore, the following can be concluded from this model.

® Women who have been primarily involved in home-making and child-rearing
will have a higher level of environmentalism and a greater concern with local
environmental issues than men who have been primarily breadwinners and
have pursued careers in the public sphere. In other words, differences in
environmentalism between men and women will be greatest when both are
involved in traditional segregated roles and social contexts.

¢ Women who have had a significant involvement in the public sphere will be
more like ‘traditional’ men in their level of environmentalism and locus of
concern about environmental issues.

e Men who have had and continue to have a significant involvement in the
private sphere will be more like ‘traditional’ women in their level of environ-
mentalism and locus of concern about environmental issues.

® Women who have never had child-rearing responsibilities will have a lower
level of environmentalism than women with these responsibilities and who are
involved in similar social contexts.

These conclusions will be examined to assess the relevance of the contexts and
cognitive mechanisms postulated in the model.

Data sources, types and forms

Data toanswer the first two research questions will come from previousresearch (see
Research Design 1) and will entail secondary analysis. The third research question
will require qualitative, primary data from individuals in semi-natural settings.

Selection of data sources

Two contrasting populations will be used, both defined as ‘men and women who
are married or living in a stable de facto relationship, aged between 25 and 50,
and with dependent children’. The first population will include men and women
who have ‘traditional’ marriages or de facto relationships, and the second will
have ‘modern’ marriages or stable relationships. In order to achieve some match-
ing in the social contexts, couples will be included.
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Quota sampling will be used with the following criteria: couples who meet the
definition of a ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ relationship (two categories), who come
& - (] 3

from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds (three categories — ‘high status’,

“‘middle status’ and ‘low status’, based on occupation and education), who live in

both urban and rural areas (three categories — city, country town and rural)? ar{d
who have a range of environmental behaviour (two categories). These criteria
produce a matrix of thirty-six cells. Socio-economic background and urban m?d
rural areas have been included as criteria only to ensure a diverse sample; they will
not be discussed as contexts in the model.

Initially, thirty-six couples will be selected for intensive case-study research. If
necessary, further cases will be added as the study proceeds.

Data collection and timing

Data will be collected by a combination of in-depth and ‘realist’ interviews, the
latter using the method of interviewing advocated by Pawson (1995, 1996) and
Pawson and Tilley (1997). .

‘Realist” interviewing is used to involve the research participants in the process
of testing the model of their cognitive mechanisms and h_ow these operate in
particular social contexts. This process is different from that in which re.sponden.ts
are required to provide answers to the researcher’s predetermined questions (as in
the use of questionnaires or structured interview schedules), or where. the
researcher tries to faithfully report social actors’ accounts of their worldviews
and activities (as in some in-depth interviews). Rather, it

requires a teacher-learner relationship to be developed between researcher .and
informant in which the medium of exchange is the CMO [context, mechanism,
outcome| theory and the function of that relationship is to rcf@ne CMO
theories. The research act thus involves ‘learning’ the stakeholder’s theories, Eog'rpa-
lizing them, ‘teaching’ them back to the informant, wyho is then in a position
to comment upon, clarify and further refine the key ideas. (Pawson and Tilley
1997: 218)

In short, the researcher has to learn about the research participant’s c‘:ognitive
mechanisms and contexts from them, construct a model of the mechanisms an_d
the context, teach the informant about this model, and then seek feedback in
order to either confirm or refine it.

The in-depth interviews will be conducted first. They will focus on the

e contexts in which everyday life now occurs, and has occurred in the past;
e roles undertaken in these contexts;

e involvement in child-rearing activities, past and present; and .

e perceptions of threats to the welfare of the next and future generations.

Each interview is expected to take up to one and a half hours. Subject to
the agreement of the respondent, all interviews will be recorded on audio
cassette.
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The ‘realist’ interviews will follow the in-depth interviews on a later occasion.
Each interview will take about forty-five minutes, will be recorded, and will be
conducted by the researcher.

The in-depth interviews will be used to refine the hypothesized model and to fill
out the details of the contexts and mechanisms. The ‘realist’ interviews will then

be used to present the model to the informants for confirmation or further
refinement.

Data reduction and analysis

The secondary data to be used to answer the first two research questions
have already been reduced. Some further re-coding may be undertaken as
the analysis proceeds. The data generated to answer the third research ques-
tion will come from the recorded conversations in the in-depth and *realist’ inter-
views.

The following analyses will be undertaken to answer the research questions.

RQ1 Cross-tabulation and non-parametric tests of significance for ‘environmen-
tal worldview’ (ordinal categories) with ‘gender’ (nominal categories). Pro-
duct moment correlation coefficient and a parametric test of significance for
‘environmental worldview’ (scores) with ‘gender’ (as a dichotomous vari-
able). The same analysis will be undertaken between the ‘environmental
worldview’ sub-scales and ‘gender”.

RQ2 The associations between ‘gender’ and the ordinal and interval/
ratio versions of the three ‘environmentally responsible behaviour’ variables
will be analysed, where appropriate, using the same methods of analysis.

RQ3 All interviews will be transcribed and formatted for entry into a NUD*IST
database. The NUD*IST software will be used to create categories and
index the darta to assist with the elaboration of the model.

Problems and limitations

While the method of sampling will provide a diversity of respondents, it will not
be possible to generalize statistically from it. However, as the aim is to understand
how certain cognitive mechanisms operate in particular social contexts, this
sample will allow for an exploration in a limited range of contexts.

Subject to what the study reveals, further cognitive processes (e.g. associated
with different types of education, or different exposure to information in
the media) and social contexts could be explored in further studies to expand
our knowledge of gender differences in environmentalism. Similar models could
be developed to understand differences in environmentalism associated with

factors such as regional, ethnic, and religious differences, should they be found
to exist.

Research Design 4 Motivation for
Environmentally Responsible Behaviour: The Case
of Environmental Activists

Statement of the topic/problem

This project addresses the issue of what motivates and sustains envirgnmentally
responsible behaviour. As solutions to many local and_ globlal lenwronmental
problems are dependent on changes in everyday behaviour, it is necessary to
understand what motivates this behaviour in order to be able to develop pro-
grammes to try to increase it. Most research in this field has been quantitative and
essentially descriptive; it has established levels of attitudes, knowledge, concern
and behaviour, and the relationship between these variables and with stanc?ard
socio-demographic variables. Some studies have begun to suggest tha}’ various
forms of environmental behaviour, such as recycling, avoidance of environmen-
tally damaging products, and energy conservation, are motivated by.a range of
factors. However, motivation has still to be studied intensively. What is therefore
required is the development and testing of theories that will explain these forms of
behaviour.

Motives and goals

The main motive is to provide a better basis for programmes designec.i to increa‘se
the practice of environmentally responsible behaviour. The continuation of so_c:al
life as we know it, and survival of many species, including the human race, is at
risk if dramatic change in human behaviour does not occur quickly.

Research questions and objectives
The research will address four questions.

1 In what range and types of behaviour do environmentally responsible
individuals engage? _

2 Why do these people act responsibly towards the enwronm.ent.’

3 Why do some of these people manage to sustain this behaviour?

4 How can the incidence of this type of behaviour be increased?

While the study will have a descriptive foundation, its main emphasis will be on
understanding this behaviour. It is hoped that recommendations can be made
concerning the fourth research question. However, the development and evalua-
tion of programmes for this must await another project.
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Review the literature

Beginning with the wave of environmentalism in the 1970s, and continuing into
the middle of the 1980s, traditions of rescarch have focused on attitides towards
the environment and environmental issues and problems, and levels of environ-
mental concern and knowledge. More recently, these topics have been supplemen-
ted with research on everyday behaviour that either exacerbates environmental
problems (e.g. pollution, global warming, depletion of the ozone layer, energy
consumption, and the use of non-renewable resources) or contributes to their
amelioration, i.e. on the extent to which people practise environmentally respon-
sible behaviour,

Recently, various research projects have established patterns in environmental
attitudes and the types and levels of environmentally responsible behaviour in the
Australian population (e.g. Blaikie 1992, 1993b; Blaikie and Ward 1992; Castles
1993; Blaikie and Drysdale 1994; Environment Protection Authority of New
South Wales 1994). It is now possible to compare the Australian situation with
:?3:9;)1 twenty-two other countries, using the study conducted by Dunlap et al.

Since the 1970s, environmental attitudes and behaviour in Western societies has
been subject to considerable fluctuations. According to opinion polls in Australia,
the most recent wave of concern, which began in the late 1980s, has exhibited
considerable changes in environmental attitude, Some of these have been attrib-
uted to the effects of -an economic recession on the capacity of governments and
businesses to cope with the costs involved in acting responsibly towards the
environment, and the more immediate pressures on the population in dealing
with unemployment and economic insecurity.

The search for ways to motivate and facilitate pro-environment behaviour has
engaged researchers in the United States for at least twenty years. Particular
attention has been given to recycling (e.g. Reid et al. 1976; Witmer and Geller
1976; Humphrey et al. 1977; Luyben and Bailey 1979; Pardini and Katzev 1983/
4; De Young 1986, 1988/9). Extrinsic incentives, such as the purchase of recycled
materials or the provision of rewards for carrying out recycling, have had mixed
success; they tend to produce only short-term results (e.g.; Cook and Berrenberg
1981; Pardini and Katzev 1983/4) but not enduring behaviour change (Witmer
and Geller 1976). This may be related to the finding that ‘non-recyclers’ need
financial incentives and convenient recycling systems much more than regular
‘recyclers’ (Vining and Ebreo 1990). In many cases, the cost of the incentives
exceeded the revenue from the collections (Jacobs et al. 1984). Similar problems
in the balance of cost and benefit have been found with energy conservation
(Newsom and Makranczy 1978; McClelland and Canter 1981).

Since the 1970s, psychologists, mainly in the United States, have applied
behavioural (reward and punishment) techniques to environmental problems,
beginning with the preblem of lictering (Burgess et al. 1971; Tuso and Geller
1976; Casey and Lloyd 1977; Cone and Hayes 1984; Lahart and Bailey 1984;
chit and Leventhall 1986). Some researchers have argued that the use of behav-
ioural techniques to-discourage littering is superior to methods of persuasion and
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education, and may be more cost-effective than traditional clean-up methods.
While it has been argued that the same behavioural techniques can be applied to
other problems, such as energy conservation and recycling, this approach has been

" criticized for providing only short-term solutions. As soon as the rewards are

withdrawn the behaviour tends to return to previous levels (Gudgion and Thomas
1991).

The relationship between attitudes and behaviour, and the ability of attitudes to
predict behaviour, has concerned social psychologists for at least sixty years (for
reviews see Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; McGuire 1968; Fazio 1986; Chaiken and
Stangor 1987). Theory and research on this relationship have gone through a
number of stages (Zanna and Fazio 1982). Until the mid-1960s, the predominant
assumption was that a one-to-one correspondence must exist between attitudes
and behaviour. This was followed by a period of questioning of whether there is a
relationship and whether it is worth pursuing. By the 1970s the question became:
“When do attitudes guide behaviour?” There was a shift in concern to the condi-
tions under which artitudes might predict behaviour, with the result that many
situational and personality variables were identified as moderators of the relation-
ship. In the 1980s the question became: ‘How do attitudes guide behaviour?’ This
has involved recognizing the effects of attitudes on perception, the role of inter-
pretation (definition) of situations, and the intervention of norms (Fazio 1986).
However, this extensive tradition has tended to neglect the relationship between
agency and structure; it has ignored the alternative tradition that views attitudes
as an epiphenomenon of a person’s location in the social structure, and has
virtually overlooked the effects of social context on behaviour.

The relationship between attitudes and behaviour has also been a central topic
of research in environmental sociology and social psychology (e.g. Ehrlich 1969;
Vicker 1969; Geller et al. 1982; Dunlap et al. 1983; Dunlap and van Liere 1984;
Heberlein 1989; Gigliotti 1992). The predominant assumption has been that
changing people’s environmental attitudes will change their environmentally
related behaviour. However, as pro-environmental attitudes have become more
socially acceptable, and concern for the environment has become better estab-
lished, the gap in this relationship has become a focus of attention. In some cases,
environmental knowledge has been added to produce a two-stage model with
causal implications: knowledge is related to attitude and attitude is related ro
behaviour {e.g. Pettus 1976; Ramsey and Rickson 1976; Borden and Schettino
1979; Hausbeck et al. 1990).

There has been a long tradition of research on environmental attitudes and
behaviour in the Netherlands (see e.g. Scheepers and Nelissen 1989; Nelissen and
Scheepers 1992). Using a variety of measures of environmental behaviour (recy-
cling, consumption of ecological products, energy consumption, and means of
transport) with a national sample in 1990, Nelissen and Scheepers (1992) identi-
fied patterns of consistency and non-consistency in a typology that related
environmental attitudes (ecological consciousness) and behaviour: ‘consistent
non-ecologists’ {low ecological consciousness and no ecological behaviour);
‘inconsistent consciousness-ecologists’ (moderate ecological consciousness and
moderate ecological behaviour); and ‘consistent ecologists’ (strong ecological
consciousness and consistent ecological behaviour). They found that one form
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of ecological behaviour, buying ecologically sound products and refraining from
buying non-ecological products, had the weakest association with both ecological
consciousness and other forms of ecological behaviour.

More recently, the role of social context has been given explicit recognition in
the link between environmental attitudes and behaviour (Derksen and Gartrell,
1993). These researchers compared two Canadian cities (Edmonton and Calgary)
and the remaining small towns and rural areas in the province of Alberta. Only
one of the cities, Edmonton, had a well-developed and user-friendly recycling
programme. They found a very high level of concern for the environment across
the province, with a result that socio-demographic variables, such as age, gender,
education and income, showed weak associations. Predictably, the Edmonton
residents had a much higher level of recycling than in the rest of the province,
particularly in the rural areas.

Changes in environmental attitudes and behaviour in Australia have been
investigated between 1989 and 1994 (Blaikie 1992, 1993b; Blaikie and Ward
1992; Blaikie and Drysdale 1994) using samples of residents in the Melbourne
Metropolitan Area and university students. These studies found that the strongest
commitment to an environmental worldview is to be found in the middle-aged
cohort; younger cohorts hold a middle position and older cohorts have the lowest
levels of commitment. Compared with people generally, on average, university
students did not rate higher on environmental worldview, were no more active in
or supportive of environmental groups, and did not exhibit a higher level of
environmentally responsible behaviour. This raises some questions about the
extent to which a university education produces higher levels of environmental
commitment and action.

American research has produced conflicting results on the relationship between
environmental concern and gender (van Liere and Dunlap 1980; McStay and
Dunlap 1983; Blocker and Eckberg 1989; Samdhal and Robertson 1989; Acury
and Christianson 1990). Australian data indicate that women of all ages are only
marginally more committed to an environmental worldview than men (Blaikie
1992).

Each type of environmental behaviour appears to have its own form of moriva-
tion (Blaikie and Drysdale 1994). While the level of ‘avoidance of environmen-
tally dangerous products’ is associated as strongly as any other variable with
‘environmental worldview’, which products are avoided appears to have been
influenced by the attention received in the media. In spite of the small increase in
the level of ‘support for environmental groups’, this form of environmental
behaviour has remained low; it is very much an activity of those with favourable
‘environmental worldviews’. Dramatic increases in recycling have occurred, but
this form of environmental behaviour shows little or no association with environ-
mental attitudes; it is dependent on the availability of convenient, regular and
publicly supported collection systems. However, it also appears to be motivated
by attitudes, values and practices that have arisen from periods when conservation
(i.e. making things last by taking good care of them and maintaining them well)
and reuse were a necessity. People who lived through the depression of the 1930s

and World War II can be keen recyclers without having favourable environmental
worldviews.
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It is clear from the literature that the relationship between environmental
worldviews and behaviour is complex and that such worldviews are not good
predictors of behaviour. The explanation for environmentally responsible behaY-
iour must be sought elsewhere. Some useful ideas have eme.rged about how t.hIS
type of behaviour can be changed. The following chclusnons about changing
environmental behaviour have been drawn from the literature.

1 Various forms of environmental behaviour have different types of rpotivanon,
thus requiring different strategies for changing envi@nm&nt&_l behaviour. .

2 Changing environmental attitudes, certainly on their own, is not an effective
way to change environmental behaviour. _ o

3 Improving environmental knowledge, through education and‘ t'he media, may
change attitudes. Improving knowledge is a necessary condition for change
in some forms of behaviour. However, this knowledge needs to l?e accom-
panied by both opportunity and meaningful motivation for behaviour to be
sustained.

4 Some forms of behaviour can be dramatically changed, and, perhags, can only
be changed, with the establishment of effective, convenient and socially accep-
table systems. o

5 Generating social acceptance and support for different behaviour is an under-
rated, and, perhaps, a necessary condition for some forms of behaviour change.

While this project will not test these possible hypotheses by the mote conven-
tional deductive strategy, they will provide some ideas about the direction in
which to look in the process of theory generation.

Research strategies

Itis clear from the literature review that a different research strategy than the ones
that have been used so far is required to understand environmental behavio.ur. As
there are no clear theoretical leads from the literature, theory generation is
required. Therefore, the abductive research strategy will be adopted in order to
explore this understanding in depth.

Concepts

Some concepts will be used in a sensitizing mode to provide initial direction for
the study. The aim will be to explore the meaning given to them 1.>y the people
studied, and to discover other concepts they use that are roughly equivalent, or are
different. The main concepts are:

environment

nature

environmental problems
environmental protection
conservation
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o recycling
® cconomic growth

No theories or hypotheses are proposed. Models in the form of jdeal types will
be developed to grasp the variety of motives and behaviour.

Data sources, types and forms

Primary data will be obtained from individuals in semi-natural settings. Apart

from a few simple fr ;
equency counts and percentages, the data wi itati
will b
at all stages of the research. ’ W ualintiv

Selection of data sources

he popula iOﬂ j“ il C. € i 1vi S 10 éngage in a1 g V. 1 ilail[a]
l L w 1 hld Indlvldllal W] 0 éen i i y
; . g g€ 1 ange Olc enviro
IESpOnSlbIe )ellavloul', SLILh as: l

active involvement in environmental groups and movements;
1nyqlv§mellt in local protests on environmental issues; ,
mln'ln}lzing the use of non-renewable resources; ;
avoiding the use of environmentally damaging products; and
recycling ‘waste’ products. ’

The.mtention is to include both public and private activities,

'vaen the nature of the population, non-probability sampling will be used
with a combination of quota sampling, as well as snowball and o ortun'x i
san?phng. Interviewers will collectively maintain a gender balance andpgn a ISUS
soc1§l class distribution in the selection of respondents. The aim will be to iﬁglzze
as diverse a range of people as possible. Some respondents will be contacted
though environmental organizations and the interviewers will recruit oth
using their own friends and acquaintances. Persons contacted will be askedeiz’

suggest other ibl i b
begiEd- possible respondents. It is expected that a sample of about 100 will

Data collection and timing

Data \_mll -be collected by in-depth interviews over a period of four months. Each

Interview 1s expected to take about two hours. In addition to the rese’trche. ?'L

experienced interviewers will be employed. Subject to the agreem‘enr f% l}‘;e

re.spondem, all interviews will be recorded on audio cassette, Each r - dt -

will complete a one-page bio-dara sheet, i e
Initially, the following themes will be used:

: i 7
® meaning of environment’, ‘environmental problems’, ‘nature’, etc.:
¢ knowledge and awareness of environmental problems; T
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e understanding of the causes and effects of these problems;

views on who is responsible for dealing with them and whether individual
actions can make a difference;

actions taken by the respondent;

motivation for these actions;

influences of significant others; and

experience with natural environments and animals as a child and youth.

After fifty interviews have been completed, the transcripts will be analysed.
This may lead to some changes in the interview themes. After a further fifty
interviews, further analysis will be undertaken. The first fifty respondents will
be re-interviewed, using what has been learnt to increase the focus of the inter-
view. Further analysis of these interviews will occur before the second fifty
respondents are re-interviewed. Following the analysis of these transcripts, a
few respondents may be selected for a third interview if it is felt that theoretical
saturation has not been reached. In this way, the data collection and analysis will
involve a spiral learning process in which each wave of interviews builds on the
understanding gained up to that point. Re-interviewing will allow an in-depth
understanding of all respondents.

As it is impossible to anticipate when theoretical saturation will be reached, the
size of the sample must remain approximate at this stage. However, for budget
purposes, it is assumed that a total of 225 interviews will be required.

Data reduction and analysis

All interviews will be transcribed and formatted for entry into a NUD*IST
database. The basic information on the bio-data sheets will be included in the
file for each respondent. The NUD*IST software will be used to create categories
and index the data. The methods of open and axial coding (grounded theory) will
be used to generate typologies and, hopefully, theory.

Alongside this method of analysis, interviewers will be asked to write a brief
summary of their impressions of each interview, and, from time to time, their
impressions of what they see developing from the interviews. The researcher will
listen to all the cassettes and also record impressions and ideas from the record-
ings. Interviewers’ impressions of each interview will be added to the transcript of
the relevant interview. Overall impressions will be entered into separate inter-
viewer files and will constitute additional data.

Problems and limitations

The major problem of a study of this kind is the uncertainty about how it
will develop. A balance must be struck between the order of a planned pro-
gramme and the flexibility required to allow the learning process to evolve.
Another problem is the time required to collect and analyse the data. Given
limited resources, and the developmental nature of the research strategy, the
sample size must be limited.
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The sample will not allow for generalization to a population. However, this is
not the intention of this project. Its aim is to generate a theoretical understanding
that can be used as the basis for an intervention programme. Any theory that
emerges can be tested in other contexts to establish its range of application, as will
the evaluation of any intervention programmes based on it.

Postscript

I 'hope that these sample research designs will provide not only some guidance as
to what is required, but also encouragement to spend the time attending to the
many decisions that must be made. In many ways, designing a research project is
more difficult than doing it. If a project is well designed, the steps involved in
carrying it out should follow reasonably smoothly. Of course, the ability to collect
and analyse data successfully requires a great deal of knowledge, skill, persistence
and ingenuity. It is also fraught with difficulties and barriers that have to be
overcome, before and during the research process.

Even in the most carefully planned research projects, there is always the
possibility that something will go wrong. We may have overlooked something,
or factors outside our control may upset our plans; things do go wrong. Published
reports of research rarely mention these. They present us with a ‘reconstructed
logic’. T have been guilty of this myself, and would therefore like to give an
example of a problem and how it was overcome.

In the late 1960s I directed a class in social research methods to undertake a
study of values and occupational choice among university students (Blaikie 1971).
The research design included a combined stratified and systematic sampling
method with students from three different degree programmes, arts (including
most of the social sciences), law and science at Monash University in Melbourne.
These three categories, as well as year at university (1, 2 and 3+4), were used as
strata. Systematic sampling, with different sampling ratios, was to be used to
produce roughly the same number in each stratum. Lists of students in these
programmes, and their addresses, were available from the university’s admin-
istration and data were to be collected by a mailed questionnaire.

Precisely at the time that we were about to draw the sample, the university put
an embargo on access to such student records. It was the time of the Vietnam War,
and young Australians were being conscripted by ballot to go to fight. Some
university students were trying to dodge the draft. Being the most radical campus
in the country at the time, the very powerful student body had persuaded the
university authorities not to release any information about students to anyone,
without the individual student’s written permission. Therefore, we were unable to
get the anticipated access to the information required to draw the sample.

Clearly, there were some options. Abandon the study, get the students’ permis-
sion, or modify the design. We couldn’t really exercise the first option because the
completion of the study was an integral part of the course. We considered the
second, but it was impractical. How do you contact members of a sample without
first drawing the sample? The university was not prepared to do this for us, and,
in any case, as we had no research funds, this, and the cost incurred by the

Postscript

university in writing to all the students, could not be coveredlln. addntlf)n,} this
process would have taken some time, and we were operating within the limits of
one semester. Time had already been lost in dealing with the problem. We had no

alternative but to modify the research design.

Instead of the rather complex two-stage sampling plan, and collecting the §ata
using mailed questionnaires, we used a quota sample with strluctur‘ed interview-
ing. Because this method of data collecting was more labour-intensive, and time
was limited, we decided to restrict the sample to arts students. These .changes
clearly limited our ability to deal with some of the ongq:al research questions and
to test the theoretical model (see the section on ‘Theoretical Modf:ls’ in chapter_ 5.).
Nevertheless, some useful and publishable results were obtained (see Blaikie
1971). ‘

The core theme of this book has been that all social research nef:ds to be
planned thoroughly in order to ensure a successful outcome, and that mev1'tabl_e
setbacks will not be fatal. At the same time, it is recognized that research destgn is
always a compromise between the ideal way of answering research questions and
what is practical in the light of financial, time and other constraints. In short,
good research designs are creative and professionally acceptable solunonsi to the
problems and limitations that are encountered at the beginning and during the
course of the research. .

The time and care taken to prepare a detailed and comprehens;ve research
design is bound to be worth the effort. It only‘remains for me fo wish you wz?}l
in your research activities and to hope that meticulous and creative planning will
lead to successful and fruitful outcomes.
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Appendix

Examples of Research Topics and
Research Questions

Research Topics

Topic 1 “Absenteeism in the Public Sector: A Case Study of Hospital-based
Nurses’

Topic 2 ‘Job Sarisfaction among Administeative Staff a the University of Srew-
art Island’

Topic 3 ‘Student Plagiarism at the University of Alice Springs’

Topic 4 ‘Industrialization, Urbanization and Juvenile Delinquency in Malaysia’

Topic §  ‘Changing Religious Practices and Orientations to the World of New
Religious Movements: The Case of the New Light Sect’

Most topics can be stated at various levels of precision. To illustrate this, let us
examine Topic 4. This could have been stated as ‘Juvenile Delinquency in Malay-
sia’, but this would be too general. It could be stated precisely in terms of both the
key concepts to be investigated, and the location of the study, as ‘Juvenile Delin-
quency and the Breakdown of Family and Religious Values in the Context of
Industrialization and Urbanization in Penang, Malaysia’. This version has the
advantage of being very informative, and it also illustrates how the scope of a
research project can be focused and narrowed. However, it is rather long; too long
for the spine of a thesis! Hence, it is useful to use a double-barrelled title. The
general and long versions could be combined as ‘Juvenile Delinquency in Malay-
sia: The Breakdown of Family and Religious Values in the Context of Industrial-
ization and Urbanization in Penang, Malaysia’. Alternatively, the title above js a
reasonable compromise.

The first four topics deal with social problems, and the last one with a socio-
logical problem. The topic on ‘absenteeism’ no doubt stems from someone’s
concern about hospital management and patient care. Similarly, the ropic on
‘job satisfaction’ would have been prompted by a perceived lack of efficiency in
administration, or by the overt behaviour of the staff, such as complaints
to supervisors or disruptive action. The topic on ‘student plagiarism’ could

SRS S —

Research Questions

have emerged from anecdotal evidence reported by lecturers about th mc;depce
of this practice in students’ essays and papers, an_d a concern that this is a serious
academic offence. The fourth topic, ‘juvenile delinquency’, may have arisen fr_om
evidence of rising rates of juvenile crime that seem to accompany the mdustnlail-
ization and urbanization associated with economic dcvclopment. The SPE.C‘lfIC
problem is how to prevent young people becoming involve_d'm such activities.
The final topic is probably based on curiosity about‘ new rellgllnus movementsl:n
general, and about the beliefs and practices of a particular religious sect. Just why
a researcher has this interest is another matter.

Research Questions

Topic |: Absenteeism
Absenteeism here refers to absences from work on other than approved leave.

1 What is the rate of absentecism among nurses? .

2 What kinds of nurses are most frequently absent from work unoffmally?

3 What effects does absenteeism have on patient care and hospital manage-
ment?

4 Why does absenteeism occur?

5 How can absenteeism be reduced?

The first two questions are seeking descriptions of the frequenc?' and the types of
nurses involved in absenteeism. Question 4 seeks an explanation for these, an.d
Question 5 an intervention strategy. Question 3 is about the consequences of rl-us
behaviour for the organization; it could be regarded as bemg con.cc'rned wulh
impact assessment, and it expresses this by asking a ‘wh;:r’ question. This example
clearly illustrates a sequence of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions.

Topic 2: Job Satisfaction
This topic has a rather more complex set of research questions.

1 What is the level and range of job satisfaction among the administrative
staff? . o

2 To whar extent can the level and range of job satisfaction be regarded as
satisfactory? ‘ . . o

3 Under what circumstances do staff experience job satisfaction and dissatisfac-
tion? ‘ . bl e

4 Why do some staff experience job satisfaction and others dissatisfaction in

these circumstances? . _ . )
5 What consequences does level of job satisfaction have for work performance?
6 How can the level of job satisfaction be improved?
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Again, the first three questions require descriptions, Question 4 an explanation,
Question 5 refers to the impact of job satisfaction on relevant behaviour, and
Question 6 seeks strategies for change. It is worth noting that Question 3, a ‘what’
question, verges on a ‘why’ question. This illustrates the point that answers to
some ‘why’ questions can be achieved by asking a number of ‘what’ questions.

Topic 3: Student Plagiarism
This project has a similar sequence of questions.

1 What has been the extent of detected student plagiarism over the past five
years?

2 In what types of plagiarism have students engaged?

3 What types of students have been caught plagiarizing?

4 What attitudes do lecturers and university administrators have towards plagi-
arism?

5 What consequences does plagiarism have for students’ intellectual develop-
ment?

6 Why do students plagiarize?

7 How can student plagiarism be eliminated?

Again, most of the research questions are ‘what’ questions (Questions 1 to 4),
including one (Question 5) which is about impact assessment. This would be a
very large, complex and difficult project as it would require a number of separate
studies to complete it: secondary sources (Question 1-3); attitude surveys of both
lecturers and administrators (Question 4); a longitudinal comparative study of
plagiarizers and non-plagiarizers (Question 5); an in-depth study of the plagiar-
izers (Question 6); and a policy development study (Question 7). Question 5
would be the most challenging in this set of research questions.

Topic 4: Juvenile Delinquency

1 What is the incidence of the main types of juvenile delinquency in Malaysia?
2 Why do young people engage in these types of criminal activities?

3 To what extent has the incidence changed in the past ten years?

4 (If the incidence has increased): Why has there been an increase?

5 What is the role of industrialization and urbanization in this increase?

6 How can the incidence of juvenile delinquency be reduced?

This is a more complex set of questions. Questions 1 and 2 are concerned with the
description and explanation of the present situation, while Questions 3 and 4 are
concerned with the description and explanation of change. Question 4 has a
subsidiary question which is proposing a possible answer, a broad hypothesis,
that ‘the increase in juvenile delinquency is a result of industrialization and
urbanization’. However, this doesn’t explain very much. What is needed is an

Research Questions

understanding of how these social and economic changes affect family, commun-
ity and religious life. This would require the development of a theory from which
hypotheses could be deduced for testing. Finally, the study seeks solutions to what
is regarded as a social problem. It may be difficult to answer such a ‘how’ question
within this study. Further policy-oriented research to develop intervention pro-
grammes, and then evaluation studies of these programmes, would be required.

Topic 5: New Religious Movements

This study provides an example of how a research project might address only one
research question.

What internal and external changes are related to changes in the religious
practices and orientation to the world adopted by new religious movements?

The question is also an example of how the descriptive answer to a ‘what’
question constitutes a possible answer to a ‘why’ question. For example, changes
in membership or leadership, and social and economic changes in the wider
society that result in the emergence of different individual needs, might be related
to changes in beliefs and practices. Such a description could be an answer to the
question, “Why do new religious movements change their orientations to the
world? Both the internal and external changes may be regarded as a set of
necessary and sufficient conditions, or as causal mechanisms operating in a
particular context. (See Blaikie and Kelsen (1979) and Kelsen (1981) for an
example of research on this topic.)
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