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Introduction


This book has been written specifically for the new AQA specification introduced for first teaching in September 2015. The writers are all experienced authors, teachers and subject specialists with examining experience who provide comprehensive and up-to-date information that is both accessible and informative.

As a textbook it has been written to build student understanding through a concept-driven approach to the AQA AS and A-level specifications. Each chapter is self-contained, providing content to generate the knowledge and skills required for successful completion of the AQA specification. It has been written to develop student skills to enable them to evaluate theories and research, as well as build up their knowledge to master sociological topics.

The content of this book covers all topics in the new specification. Each chapter has a range of features designed to give students confidence and to present the content of their course in a clear and accessible way, as well as supporting them in their revision and exam preparation.


Summary of the specification and its coverage in AQA Sociology for A-level books 1 and 2




	Content
	Covered in





	AS Compulsory content



	3.1.1 Education
3.1.2 Methods in Context

3.2.1 Research Methods

	AQA Sociology for A-level 1



	AS Optional – one of these topics must be studied



	3.2.2.1 Culture and Identity
3.2.2.2 Families and Households

3.2.2.3 Health

3.2.2.4 Work, Poverty and Welfare

	AQA Sociology for A-level 1



	A-level Compulsory content



	4.1 Education with Theory and Methods
4.1.1 Education

4.1.2 Methods in Context

4.1.3 Theory and Methods

	All covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 1 except Theory, which is covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 2



	4.3 Crime and Deviance with Theory and Methods
4.3.1 Crime and Deviance

4.3.2 Theory and Methods

	All covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 1 except Methods, which is covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 2



	A-level Optional – one topic from each set of options must be studied
4.2 Topics in Sociology




	Option 1
4.2.1 Culture and Identity

4.2.2 Families and Households

4.2.3 Health

4.2.4 Work, Poverty and Welfare

	AQA Sociology for A-level 1



	Option 2
4.2.5 Beliefs in Society

4.2.6 Global Development

4.2.7 The Media

4.2.8 Stratification and Differentiation

	AQA Sociology for A-level 2





This title (Book 1) covers the AS or your first year of A-level, including all the options. There is also an introduction to theory section, which will help you to understand all the different sociological concepts. Year 2 of A-level, including all the options as well as a full theory chapter, is covered in Book 2.

The book has been meticulously designed to strengthen learning and revision through each stage of the course with plenty of practice questions and extension exercises. As an innovative textbook it offers the following qualities:
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The AQA specification

Each chapter begins with a table illustrating how the content reflects the AQA specification. Every topic in the AS/Year 1 A-level AQA specification has a full chapter in this book. The content of every chapter has been carefully chosen in conjunction with the AQA specification to develop knowledge and understanding of key sociological concepts in a contemporary context.
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GETTING YOU STARTED

Each section begins with an opening activity involving text or images with questions designed to develop sociological skills with practical activities. A combination of open and closed questions is used to stimulate thinking about key ideas appropriate to the chapter. The questions may be completed individually or used to stimulate discussion and group work.
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Key terms

Key terms are written in bold type or in orange and defined in a simple way in the glossary towards the end of the book. The terms are mainly sociological, but also cover important terms from other disciplines that are relevant but may need explaining.
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IN THE NEWS

This section includes articles adapted from contemporary newspapers, websites and journals; it is used to discuss topic events that you may have seen in the news. It is designed to demonstrate the application of sociological ideas to the social world around us.
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STUDY TIPS

These are designed to give pointers towards improving students’ knowledge of sociology and skills development. They offer careful and balanced advice on concepts, ideas and theories in ways that will add depth and quality to students’ work.
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CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

This section offers a contemporary example of how each section within a chapter can be applied to the social world we live in. The content is designed to provoke thought and possibly offer examples and evidence that can supplement students’ written work.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

These extracts offer an insight into interesting and relevant contemporary research. The questions that follow them are designed to provoke understanding of the findings as well as consideration of methodological approaches and issues.
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Check your understanding

This end-of-chapter section offers a set of questions designed to test knowledge and understanding of the chapter’s content.

Practice questions

These are designed to offer study practice. A range of questions are asked along with the provision of items as appropriate.
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1 Theory and methods
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	Understanding the specification





	AQA specification
	How the specification is covered in this chapter



	
	•  What is sociology?

	•  Macro- and micro-sociological theory



	Section 1

	•  Functionalism

	•  Marxism

	•  Interactionism

	•  Feminism

	•  New Right

	•  Postmodernism






	
	•  Quantitative and qualitative methods of research; research design

	•  The relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods; the nature of ‘social facts’



	Section 2

	•  What makes a good research design?

	•  What are quantitative and qualitative methods of research?

	•  What is the relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods?






	
	•  Sources of data, including questionnaires, interviews, participant and non-participant observation, experiments, documents and official statistics



	Section 3
Why do researchers use:


	•  Questionnaires?

	•  Interviews?

	•  Participant and non-participant observation?

	•  Experiments?

	•  Documents?

	•  Official statistics?






	
	•  The distinction between primary and secondary data, and between quantitative and qualitative data



	Section 4

	•  What is the distinction between primary and secondary data?

	•  Why do researchers use different types of sampling and pilot studies?






	
	•  The theoretical, practical and ethical considerations influencing choice of topic, choice of method(s) and the conduct of research



	Section 5

	•  What theoretical considerations influence research?

	•  What are the practical issues associated with research?

	•  What ethical factors must sociologists consider?









Section 1: Sociological theory
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This section will explore the following debates:


	•  Functionalism

	•  Marxism

	•  Interactionism

	•  Feminism

	•  New Right

	•  Postmoderism
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Sociological theory is not an explicit part of the AS specification, but studying ‘sociological theories, perspectives and methods’ is one of the two ‘integral elements’ which are intended to be immersed within the study of individual topics. This section is included here to support students in order that they have some grasp of the main theoretical debates before they start the more detailed examination of, for example, the functionalist or Marxist approaches to the role of education. The brief discussion of theory here is designed to assist students and teachers as an introductory ‘What is sociology?’ module.


1.1 What is sociology?

Sociology is the systematic and, some would say, scientific study of the social world around us. Sociology emerged as an academic subject in the nineteenth century in the wake of the Industrial Revolution that first took place in Britain (1740–1850) and the democratic revolutions of the USA (1776) and France (1789).

It is often said that sociology evolved as a response to modernity. Modernity can best be understood as the modernising process whereby agricultural societies gave way to industrial and urban societies. Modernity can be seen to be centred on three significant changes: the economic evolution of industrial capitalism, the political global development of nation states and the cultural shift as rationality and scientific thinking began to replace religion and traditions.

The three ‘founders’ of sociology responded to modernity differently. Karl Marx (1818–83), as a revolutionary socialist, saw modernisation as an opportunity for creating a progressive society that could reflect the interests of the people. Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) had mixed views on change; he advocated reforms but was concerned that too much rapid social change could undermine the stability of society. Max Weber (1864–1920) was the most negative, fearing that the emerging industrial society was becoming increasingly bureaucratic and stifling. He referred to the growth of bureaucratic structures as like an ‘iron cage’ around society. What follows is a brief introduction to the central modern sociological perspectives that were, to varying degrees, influenced by these three founders.


What is the functionalist perspective?

As its name implies, this theory is centred on how the component parts that make up society operate in a way that is both functional to its members and the maintenance of society as a whole. The origins of functionalism go back to influential thinkers of the nineteenth century, including Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) and Émile Durkheim.

Spencer, heavily influenced by Charles Darwin, emphasised the evolutionary development of society and its component parts. Through his organic analogy he also compared society to the human body. Just as an organism is made of organs that are interrelated and interdependent, society is made up of social institutions (such as family, education, work) that are interrelated and interdependent.

Durkheim, a contemporary of Spencer, developed a key understanding of the role that consensus values play in reinforcing social order and stability in society. He developed key concepts, such as the collective conscience to describe the moral values that were core to any society, serving to bind people together. Such ideas were to prove highly influential to a group of sociologists in the mid-twentieth century in the USA who developed ‘structural functionalism’. As a theory, it is heavily influenced by Durkheim’s consensus view of society. It also reflects Spencer’s ideas, though its focus on integration derived from interrelationships between institutions and their members.

One of the leading structural functionalists was Talcott Parsons (1902–79). He stressed the importance of the role of socialisation in promoting consensus values, arguing that a commitment to a common morality (core values) ensured social order. Parsons developed a sophisticated model of society which he called ‘systems theory’. Besides Durkheim, Parsons was also influenced by Weber and his action theory. He attempted to synthesise Durkheim’s focus on the structures that make up society with Weber’s ideas of what shapes people’s actions.

Within the system of society, Parsons argued there were four sub-systems: economic, political, kinship and cultural. Each of these sub-systems functions to meet essential human needs. So important are they that Parsons refers to them as imperatives or prerequisites of society. For society to be healthy and survive, it has to deal with four problems: adaptation, goal attainment, integration and latency (also called pattern maintenance).

Functionalism dominated sociology until the 1960s, when it became increasingly challenged by Marxist and interactionist thinking. Its critics argue that it is a naïve and overly optimistic theory, choosing to over-emphasise consensus while ignoring the widespread conflict that exists in society. As a theory it also struggles to adequately explain social change.



What is the Marxist perspective?

Like functionalism, Marxism is a response to modernism. It evolved out of the writings of Karl Marx who observed, first-hand, the new industrial society of capitalism.

Like functionalism, this theory is structuralist in that it places a lot of emphasis on the structures that make up society. The two theories have also been described as macro-theories, as they are top-down theories that explain the operation of society as a system. However, in contrast to the social system theory of Parsons, Marxism is preoccupied with the economic system of capitalism.

Politically, functionalism and Marxism are poles apart. In contrast to the consensus basis of functionalism, Marxism is based on a conflict analysis of society, especially that centred around class conflict. Marxism is much better equipped to deal with and explain social change, as this is a cornerstone of Marx’s theory. Through his theory of historical materialism, Marx portrayed capitalism as merely a stage or ‘epoch’ in the history of human development. The end of history, he argued, will be a truly equal communist society.

The driver of social change, Marx argued, is class conflict. He shows that all societies are class societies with a dominant and a subordinate class. The interests of these two classes can never coincide, and ultimately the subordinate class will sieze power and overthrow the dominant class. Under capitalism, the dominant class is the bourgeoisie and the subordinate class the proletariat. However, Marx showed that the subordinate class can be duped and fooled into supporting the society that actually exploits it. He referred to this process as false consciousness.

Marx was clearly aware of how ideologies can distort reality and prevent workers seeing their true class position – exploited, alienated beings. Institutions such as the media, religion, education and the family all divert people’s attention away from revolutionary thought. Marxism has been criticised for being over-negative and crudely deterministic in that all social problems are inevitably blamed on the capitalist system. Critics argue that people (not the economic system) make their own history and, for that reason, the assumed future of communism cannot be predicted. Functionalists argue that Marxism places too much emphasis on conflict at the expense of recognising the fair amount of consensus in society. Feminists argue that focusing solely on class ignores gender relations.



What is the interactionist perspective?

Interactionism, also called symbolic interactionism, derives particularly from the work of Max Weber, and was developed by sociologists at the University of Chicago, in particular Herbert Blumer and George Herbert Mead in the mid-twentieth century. As a perspective it is fundamentally different to both functionalism and Marxism. It rejects any attempt to make sense of society as a system, choosing instead to try and understand the meanings behind individual actions. As a consequence it is described as micro-sociology because its starting point is how individuals make sense of the world, not how society works. It has three key characteristics:


	•  It focuses on the interaction between the individuals (which it calls actors) and the world (effectively the ‘stage’ on which the actors perform a variety of roles).

	•  It is interested in the actions of individuals (such as why people choose to behave the way they do, ‘voluntaristic’ behaviour), rather than the structures in which they operate (such as family obligations, compulsory education, speed cameras, etc.).

	•  It stresses the importance of an actor’s ability to interpret the social world, arguing that there is no objective reality; instead the world is real inside the head of each individual.



Much of interactionism centres on the concept of the self, which is at the very hub of this perspective. As individuals we are very conscious of the people around us and how they think about us and our behaviour. As such, the self can be interpreted in three ways:


	•  how we imagine we appear to others

	•  how we imagine their judgement of that appearance

	•  our response to those perceived judgements, such as pride, anger or humiliation.



Erving Goffman (1959) developed the idea of the self. He recognised the discrepancy between our ‘all-too-human selves and our socialised selves’. The tension is between what people expect us to do, and what we spontaneously want to do.

The concept of power relations and labelling theory were introduced by Howard Becker (1963). He noted how powerful groups can impose labels on the less powerful. Such labels often stick and can become self-fulfilling, so a teacher may negatively label a student as ‘difficult’ or ‘troublesome’ which can become a shared meaning and even internalised by the student who may feel an obligation to live up to the label.

To interactionists, there is no such thing as objective reality. Reality is what is inside people’s heads – individual’s interpretations of the world. This is an idea that would be adopted subsequently by postmodernists. Both functionalists and Marxists criticise interactionism for neglecting social structures, which they argue impact directly on people’s lives and shape life chances and opportunities. Marxists argue that the structure of social class is particularly important, whether or not actors are consciously aware of it or not.



What is the feminist perspective?

Feminism developed as a specific theoretical perspective because its supporters claimed that sociology can render women invisible simply by ignoring them and their experiences, or else it marginalised the importance of women’s roles. Feminists argue that this is largely as a result of the systematic biases and inadequacies of what they refer to as ‘malestream’ theories. A feminist theory is necessary as a check to the male domination.

Feminism offers an alternative view and constructs reality by drawing on women’s own interpretations of their own experiences and interests. Feminist theory can be complex. It is a structural theory in the sense that it is centred on how patriarchy shapes the experiences of women (and men) across society. However, it is also interpretive since it seeks to make sense of women’s experiences by portraying the meanings of being a woman in patriarchal society. As a perspective it is divided into different types of feminisms, reflecting disagreement on the nature, causes and solutions to patriarchy.


Liberal feminism

This type of feminism views gender inequality as stemming primarily from the ignorance of men that derives primarily from the strength of socialisation and ‘sex-role conditioning’. The solution to gender inequality is simply the education and reform of men, although they recognise this sometimes needs the ‘stick’ of anti-discrimination legislation. This is, therefore, the least radical of all the feminisms and is often criticised by other feminists for glossing over the true oppression and exploitation that women experience. Other feminists also claim that men are not simply ignorant, but have a vested interest in maintaining the patriarchal ways of living and thinking that empower them.



Marxist-feminism

As their name implies these are feminists who adopt the Marxist view that the economic dependence women have on men has been created by capitalism. This serves two functions: firstly, to provide cheap female workers who can be exploited even more than men, and secondly to ensure that household chores are done cheaply. When women do enter the workforce they traditionally work in low-paid, low-status, mainly part-time jobs (although this can now be viewed as somewhat simplistic and changing).

Marxist-feminists argue that the solution to women’s oppression is the abolition of capitalism. This would eradicate the double oppression of patriarchy in the home and economic exploitation in the workplace.



Radical feminism

As the name implies, this is the most extreme form of feminism. Radical feminists focus their attention on the power relations between men and women, which is referred to as ‘sexual politics’. They argue that all women are oppressed by men, in particular within the home, and need to break this imbalance of power through a collective identification of their interests through a sense of ‘sisterhood’. Radical feminists see gender as a shared class identity. They argue that women share the same sex-class position because they are controlled and sometimes abused by the violence of men. Women’s liberation can only be achieved by actively challenging and eradicating the prevailing systems of patriarchy.



Black feminism

Black feminism evolved because black women felt that white feminists failed to recognise that some women were oppressed not only by patriarchy but racism as well. Black feminists criticised the ethnocentricity of most feminism for being blinkered and focused on just white women’s experiences. Therefore, in order to eliminate women’s subordination, the system of racism must be challenged alongside patriarchy and capitalism.



Postmodernist feminists

The claim of some that we now live in a postmodern society has led to two polar strands in feminism. Some people, called post-feminists, argue that the shift towards an increasingly gender-equal society has made feminism no longer relevant. The battle has largely been won! Clearly the bulk of feminists would challenge this assertion.

The other strand, postmodernist-feminism, embraces the essential argument of postmodernism, that we are now living in an increasingly fragmented and pluralistic society centred on individuality and multiple identities. While they recognise that gender is clearly a very important determinant of life chances, the experiences of individual women differ. Factors such as social class, age, ethnicity, physical appearance and even locality all shape and individualise women’s experiences. Clearly some women are more oppressed by men than others, so a more individualistic approach is necessary, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.




What is New Right theory?

Strictly speaking the New Right perspective is a neo-liberal political theory rather than sociological. However, its contribution has penetrated so much of sociology, especially topics like the family, education and poverty, work and wealth, that it simply cannot be ignored. In addition, as the influence and popularity of functionalism declined after the 1960s, New Right thinkers became the new right-wing voice of sociology.

The New Right shares much in common with functionalism, such as support for a meritocratic society and the traditional family, but is far more focused on and influenced by neo-liberal ideology. This openly advocates minimal government and sees the free market as the most efficient way to allocate resources. As a perspective, the New Right is clearly isolated and commands little support except from its enthusiastic advocates. It is generally criticised for being ideologically blinkered and over-focused on looking for simple scapegoats to blame for society’s problems. These include feminists generally and specifically groups such as single-parent mothers and the so-called underclass. This is seen as simplistic and short-sighted, ignoring the complexities of modern society and reinforcing a world view that lacks evidence. Instead New Right ideas, like those of one its leading proponents, Charles Murray, are seen as being more reliant on ‘innuendos, assertions and anecdotes’ (Walker, 1990).



What is postmodernist theory?

As noted above, the period of modernity is associated with industrialisation. Since society today is very different to that of the Industrial Revolution, some argue that we are now living in a postmodern society. It is worth stating here that not everyone supports this view. Marxists, for example, argue that society is fundamentally the same capitalist system, with the same economic relations of class exploitation. Those who believe we are still in the modern period sometimes use the term ‘late modern’ to concede some social and cultural differences to the nineteenth century.

Supporters of postmodernism argue that society is fundamentally different now than it was during the era of industrialisation. They argue that it is now characterised by its preoccupation with consumerism, shopping and style, which is fundamentally different to the old society centred on production and work. Postmodernists argue that society has become considerably fragmented and individualistic – there is so much diversity, allowing people to make personal choices in almost every field of life. Like interactionism, postmodernism does not recognise objective reality. Reality is what is inside people’s heads. Since there are multiple versions of reality, postmodernism rejects the very idea of grand theories like the ones discussed above, although it is ironically a theory (of sorts) itself.
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STUDY TIP

In your notebook, or on a sheet of paper, construct a two-column grid with lots of rows. In the first column write the terms ‘collective consciousness’, ‘false consciousness’ and ‘systems theory’. In the second column write an explanation for each term. Add to your list all unfamiliar terms you encounter relating to theories and methods.
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Section 2: Sociological research
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This section will explore:


	•  What makes a good sociological research design?

	•  What are quantitative and qualitative methods of research?

	•  What is the relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods?
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Figure 1.1 Doing sociological research
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GETTING YOU STARTED

What makes good research?
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Figure 1.2 Collecting data in the field



Good sociological research is both valid and reliable. To be valid, it must accurately record or measure what you originally wanted to explore. To be reliable, your research methods need to be applicable to a different example of the same situation and give the similar results.

To achieve validity you need to define your terms. For example, you may want to compare and measure intelligence levels among certain groups. You would need to decide exactly what you meant by the term ‘intelligence’ as well as the groups you want to look at, to pinpoint what it is you are hoping to record.

It is sometimes easier to ensure validity in qualitative research where all the relevant details of a respondent’s situation can be explored. In survey-based quantitative research where you are relying on a small number of short-answer questions, you need to design and test the questions carefully to make sure that the respondents understand them as you intended.

It’s important to understand that research can be reliable without being valid and vice versa. For example, a poorly designed questionnaire might yield consistent (reliable) but misleading (therefore not valid) results. Research can also be valid without being reliable. For example, if you achieve a fascinating case study that offers insight into an aspect of society, but it is impossible to repeat the methods used, or to show that the study could not have been interpreted differently, then it can’t be said to be reliable.

Adapted from Economic and Social Research Council (2014) Methodologies: What makes good research? (www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/what-makes-good-research_tcm8-32679.pdf).
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Questions


	1.  How does the extract define good sociological research?

	2.  In what ways does the extract imply the use of the word ‘work’ is problematic?

	3.  What is meant by validity?

	4.  What is meant by the term ‘reliable’?

	5.  Why is it easier to ensure validity in qualitative rather than quantitative research?
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2.1 What makes a good sociological research design?

In this section you will learn about the fundamental qualities that make sociological research successful: representativeness, validity, reliability and generalisability.


Common sense versus sociological research

People make judgements about other people’s behaviour all the time. However, these tend to be based on ‘gut feelings’, prejudices, or on the basis of common-sense reasoning. As a result of this, people’s judgements may be biased, inaccurate and consequently of no real value. To really make sense of human behaviour and how society is organised, sociologists need a research approach that is both different and better than that used by ordinary people. For sociological research to be able to stand up to close scrutiny, it must be designed in such a way that it avoids the characteristics of common-sense thinking. To ensure this, sociological research must satisfy two conditions: it must be rigorous in its execution, and be based on empirical evidence. Sociological research therefore needs to adopt a systematic approach.



Representativeness and generalisability

Good sociological research should be representative. This means that the group of people being studied (normally called a sample) shares the characteristics of the larger group or target population. This means that the findings of the research can be applied to them. By choosing the type and size of the sample carefully, researchers can help ensure that their research is good quality (see page 38).

Good research is also generalisable. Generalisability means that information that is collected about a small group can be applied to larger groups. For example, if a representative group of young people reported that bullying was a common experience, then it could be generalised that bullying probably had a real impact on young people across society. Generalisability derives from research that is valid, reliable and representative.



Validity and reliability

Validity means that the research findings are true to life. Research findings that are high in validity tend to derive from qualitative research (see page 11). In qualitative research, researchers tend to sample small numbers of people and take very detailed accounts of their emotions or behaviour. Researchers have to be careful however, because people will not always tell the truth. For example, asking car drivers if they ever drink alcohol over the legal limit and then drive may get dishonest responses as this is an example of irresponsible behaviour. To gain qualitative data rich in validity, researchers tend to use research methods such as in-depth interviews or participant observation (see pages 20–26). If the researcher suspects someone is not telling the truth, their data gets discarded.

Research findings that are high in reliability tend to derive from quantitative research (see page 10). Reliability means that the data collected would be the same if the researcher or anyone else was to repeat the research. In sociological research this can be difficult because groups can change over time and because people can change their attitudes or behaviour simply because they know they are being studied. To gain data high in reliability, researchers tend to use research methods such as social surveys (questionnaires or structured interviews) and experiments.
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

Alan Bryman wrote the influential, Social Research Methods (2004). It outlines and evaluates important research practices with regard to both qualitative and quantitative methods.
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Sociological research must apply academic rigour and be systematic in its attempt to understand human behaviour. Sociological research must:


	•  be based on evidence

	•  be verifiable (it can be tested) and

	•  be able to be cross-referenced (checked against other findings).



It is important to recognise that validity, reliability and representativeness are sometimes lacking in research. You should assess research design against these criteria: will it produce valid, reliable, representative data? How might the research design be compromised by using this method?
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CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

All sociological research has a duty to uphold the reputation of the subject and its members. Therefore all researchers must adhere to the British Sociological Association’s Code of Ethics, and maintain good practices in the course of their research. Otherwise they run the risk of bringing the subject into disrepute.
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STUDY TIP

There is generally an inverse relationship between validity and reliability. If a piece of research can be shown to offer elements of validity and reliability, discuss evidence for this but make sure you don’t conflate them – use two separate sentences.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Accessing insular groups
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Figure 1.3 Amish communities tend to be very private



Natalie Jolly undertook a study of a very private religious sect, the Amish, who reject most aspects of modern American society. She wanted to gain an understanding of community power within Amish society – who has power, how it is gained, and how it is exercised. She gained access to the Amish community through a ‘gatekeeper’ – a non-Amish midwife who permitted Jolly access to this secretive religious society.

She undertook an ethnographic study in the form of a two-year participant observation. Jolly acted as a volunteer health care worker and apprentice to the non-Amish midwife. She gained her primary data from observing 40 Amish homebirths as well as countless prenatal visits and postnatal checkups over a period of 30 months.

Jolly describes the tension she felt between becoming a fully active participant and a completely detached passive spectator. She describes a potential pitfall of subjectivity, or what she calls the ‘vulnerable observer’. On the other hand, she felt active participation enhanced the quality of her research in two ways. Firstly, it enhanced the quality of the data obtained during fieldwork. Secondly, it enhanced the quality of the interpretation of the data.

Jolly’s primary source of data was the notes on her conversations and observations. Frequent examination of these notes yielded themes of interest, substantiating and elaborating on the patterns that came out of her participant observations. Using this data, Jolly was able to gain an insight into the mechanisms by which power operates and is transacted between individuals and groups within the Amish community.

Adapted from Natalie Jolly (2014) In this world but not of it: Midwives, Amish, and the politics of power. Sociological Research Online, 19 (2), 13.

[image: ]







2.2 What are the methods of research?

When you are studying quantitative or qualitative methods, both these approaches as well as the research methods that are associated with them and how they are associated with the respective approaches of positivism and interpretivism are important.


The quantitative approach

When sociologists accumulate data for their research they can collect either quantitative data or qualitative data (or both). Quantitative data refers to data that is essentially factual and generally takes a numerical form. It is the type of data that is traditionally associated with positivist sociologists.

Most sociologists in the nineteenth century adopted the positivist position. Positivists believe that people’s behaviour is shaped by factors that are directly observable, so they undertake a scientific method of collecting social facts. As a consequence, quantitative data is often numerical in nature and expressed in the form of statistics. Because it is easier to replicate quantitative research, the data is said to be higher in reliability.
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Questions


	1.  What was the key research method used by Jolly?

	2.  In the context of research methods, what is meant by the term ‘gatekeeper’?

	3.  What is meant by the term ‘active participation’?

	4.  What do you think Jolly meant by being a ‘vulnerable observer’?

	5.  Why is the research of insular groups like the Amish potentially difficult for sociologists?
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Some research methods are more appropriate than others for collecting quantitative data. The most common research method is using a social survey, based on a closed-question questionnaire or structured interview. When sociologists collect their own data this is known as primary data. However, they can also simply use data that has already been collected by someone else. This is known as secondary data and is comprised of findings from existing research and official statistics. Often secondary data will come in the form of quantitative data, such as official crime statistics, marriage rates, or the percentage of pupils who attain five 9-5 GCSEs. The quantitative approach is favoured by researchers who are studying trends or statistical truths.



The qualitative approach

In contrast to quantitative data, which is usually numerical, qualitative data is made up of words. Those who gather and use qualitative data are known collectively as interpretivist sociologists, adopting an approach modelled on social action theory, originally devised by Max Weber. Researchers can interpret the motives and meanings behind people’s experiences by exploring their behaviour and feelings.

The most common research methods used to collect qualitative data include unstructured interviews and participant observation. Whereas collecting quantitative data involves the objective accumulation of factual and measurable data, qualitative data is subjective; essentially it is data about how people feel. Qualitative data consequently tends to be viewed as richer in detail than data obtained by quantitative means. Because it gets to the heart of the matter, qualitative data is generally considered higher in validity.

It is important to recognise that while quantitative data is associated particularly with a positivistic approach, all sociologists will inevitably collect some numerical data in the course of their research.



	 
	Positivist/structural approach
	Interpretive/social action approach



	Sociology perspective
	Functionalism, New Right
	Marxism, neo-Marxism, feminism*
	Interactionism, labelling theory, feminism, phenomenology



	Emphasis on
	Consensus
	Conflict
	Meanings and motives



	Views on behaviour
	Determinism – behaviour is determined by structures that surround individuals
	Voluntarism (agency behaviour) – behaviour reflects free will and derives from within the individual



	Characteristics
	Scientific, value-free, objective, quantitative data, high in reliability
	Non-scientific, value-laden, subjective, qualitative data, high in validity



	Giddens’ contribution (see page 14)
	Structuration theory
(structure + agency)





Table 1.1

* Feminism can be viewed as both structural (focusing on the structure of patriarchy) and interpretive (focusing on the meanings of gender oppression)
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

Emile Durkheim (1897) sought to collect quantitative data through a positivist approach in his study of suicide. It was a ground-breaking analysis of statistical data from which Durkheim concluded that social factors rather than individual personalities caused suicide. Later, interpretivists argued that Durkheim’s positivistic approach overlooked the meanings that lay behind not just suicidal behaviour but also how statistics were interpreted by people such as coroners.
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STUDY TIP

As you study this topic make a note of examples of methodological pluralism as you come across them. Being able to cite them will strengthen your work.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Gay men and ageing
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Figure 1.4 A gay couple



Paul Simpson (2013) undertook an ethnographic study into gay men and ageing. His methodology was to use participant observation in the bars of Manchester’s gay village and semi-structured interviews conducted in private places. He used this qualitative approach as he felt it was better suited to accessing the personal stories and practices of his target population.

Simpson was aware of a common problem associated with observation – the observer effect. This is when close contact with the people whose actions are being studied can distort their behaviour in their ‘natural’ habitats. In addition, there is a danger of the researcher going native. This is when the researcher gets so close to the people they are studying that it makes the findings biased and no longer objective.

There were also ethical issues. Because Simpson could not ask the people he observed for their permission, his research had to be covert. The British Sociological Association’s Code of Ethics approves covert research provided there is no other way of obtaining the data and that the possibility of causing harm is minimised as far as possible.

Finally, Simpson chose to sample for difference. This was because Manchester’s gay village is a dynamic, multi-sited, cultural space where different behaviours occur. His observations took place in different kinds of bars – ‘mixed’ or associated with younger or older men, some with huge dance floors, others small and intimate.

Adapted from Paul Simpson, ‘Doing Ethnography’, Sociology Review, vol. 23, 2, pp.9–11.
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Questions


	1.  What methods did Simpson use in his research of gay men?

	2.  Why did Simpson adopt a qualitative approach for his study of gay men?

	3.  Outline and explain the two potential problems associated with observation that Simpson was aware of.

	4.  What is meant by covert research?

	5.  Why do you think Simpson ‘chose to sample for difference’?
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2.3 What are the main sociological perspectives?

If you are studying the relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods, you will develop an awareness of each of these two approaches and how sociologists typically embrace them both in contemporary research.

The sociological perspectives that tend to adopt the positivist, scientific, macro approach and focus on structure are: consensus-orientated functionalism, New Right, and conflict-orientated Marxism and feminism.

The sociological perspectives that tend to adopt the interpretivist, micro approach and focus on action and agency are: interactionism, labelling theory, phenomenology and feminism.


Positivism

Most early sociologists felt their research should adopt the methodological approach of the natural sciences in order to ensure it was sufficiently rigorous, objective and based on empirical evidence. This scientific approach, which had been advocated by Auguste Comte (1798–1857) somewhat earlier, was known as positivism. It argued that only by adopting a rigorous methodological approach based on the scientific principles of collecting objective evidence in the form of facts, could sociology stand up to academic scrutiny.

Such research was based on evidence, subject to verification (it could be tested) and was considered truly objective. The approach and results were believed to be genuinely value-free and, like scientific research, could be cross-referenced against existing research findings. Positivism researches society by focusing on the macro level; it does this by observing how the social structures of society influence and shape the behaviour of individuals.



Interpretivism

Max Weber (1864–1920) challenged the positivist approach when he pointed out that sociology’s subject matter was not the same as that of the natural sciences. Unlike crystals, cells or earthquakes, human beings have consciousness and are normally aware when they are being studied. Therefore they tend to stop behaving naturally, simply because they know they are being observed. To truly understand human behaviour, Weber advocated a totally new approach which he called verstehen, which literally translates as ‘understand’. He said we should try to understand human behaviour by putting ourselves in the shoes of those we are studying and by focusing on interpreting the meanings behind people’s actions.

Weber’s ‘action theory’ focuses on the micro-level of social life – the way in which individuals behave with one another. Behaviour is seen as agency driven, being shaped by personal choice and hence voluntaristic, as opposed to being constrained by structures. This approach still stresses the importance of adopting a rigorous and systematic approach, stressing that making sense of human behaviour requires a careful interpretation of it – hence this alternative approach is known as interpretivism.



Realism

Sociological researchers rarely fall neatly into the positivist or interpretivist approaches. The reality is that when undertaking research sociologists use a combination of the two approaches. The approach of realism recognises strengths and weaknesses within positivism and interpretivism and seeks to use their respective strengths.

The analogy of an onion is sometimes used to illustrate the strengths of a realist approach over a positivist approach. The positivist approach is centred on the observation of structures. If this approach was applied to an onion, it would conclude that onions are dry and papery. Realists believe that a structured reality exists but, unlike positivists, disagree that this reality is necessarily directly observable. Sometimes you have to probe beneath the surface. If applied to onions, a realist perspective would reveal their moist texture and ring structure.

Realists also identify with the interpretivist view that people operate as conscious actors who behave in meaningful and voluntaristic ways. It is important, therefore, to research the meanings and feelings that shape their behaviour.

Realists collect both quantitative and qualitative data and tend to use each to offset the weaknesses of the other. To do this they embrace triangulation, the process of using two or more research methods in a single piece of research to check the reliability and validity of research data. Using triangulation means that researchers are not boxed into theoretical corners and can use one set of data to offset the weaknesses of the other.



Structuration

Structuration was developed by Anthony Giddens (1976) to illustrate the complex interplay that exists between structures and agency. He argues that it is impossible to isolate structure and action from each other – as a result of action we create structures. For example, we choose to get engaged and thereby create the structures of the family and marriage. On the other hand, structure is what enables us to act at all. For example, if we are in an unhappy marriage we can choose the agency action of divorcing our partner. Giddens makes the useful point that structure and agency therefore cannot be viewed in isolation.



Post-structuralism

Post-structuralism argues that, to get to the truth, researchers need to go beneath the surface of society. The post-structuralist criticism of the structure/agency polarisation is that all perspectives actually include both. They conclude that the sensible conclusion to draw from the structure versus agency debate is that the distinction does not so much present a problem to be solved but rather is a way of describing reality.
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Figure 1.5 Flowchart of positivism versus interpretivism



It would probably be fair to say in the twenty-first century that sociology has risen above the stale and polarised debate of positivism versus interpretivism. Today most sociological research involves elements of both approaches. This is known as a realist approach and involves collecting both quantitative and qualitative data.
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

Karl Popper (1959) is associated with the deductive approach (see laboratory experiments, page 27) and the idea of falsification. Popper advocated that all researchers should constantly attempt to falsify or disprove their theories. By doing so they do not take any hypothesis for granted (no matter how many times it proves true) and demonstrate their duty to be objective.
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STUDY TIP

While quantitative data is associated particularly with a positivistic approach and qualitative data with interpretivists, this is a simple analysis of how these methods interact. Be aware of methodological pluralism, the realist approach and Giddens’ structuration theory.

Knowing and understanding Figure 1.5 will ensure that you demonstrate a joined-up understanding of the different approaches to sociological research.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Interpretivist research in the field
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Figure 1.6 Single-room occupancy hotel



Terressa Benz undertook interpretivist research by living as a resident for 14 months in a seedy single-room occupancy (SRO) hotel in Los Angeles. Such establishments are a common feature of ‘skid rows’ in the USA, where mainly single, non-white, middle-aged to older males live with a degree of permanence. As a female researcher she highlights how doing interpretive studies in the field can be wrought with challenges. These challenges are well covered in sociological literature. However, she argues, neither the emotions involved nor the specific techniques for dealing with this emotional fallout are openly discussed.

In her research Benz explores not only the emotions of fieldwork, specifically as a woman in a male-dominated research setting, but actual tactics for dealing with these feelings – tactics she calls ‘flanking gestures’. Flanking gestures are techniques that allow the researcher to blur and stretch their gender, which she suggests provides a certain amount of emotional relief in the field.

As part of her research strategy, Benz chose to play the role of an incompetent observer. ‘Playing dumb’ has long been a technique used by ethnographers to not only gather information but also to build rapport. She suggests that what she termed ‘playing dumb’ can also serve as a tactic for dealing with the emotional challenges of fieldwork, especially for a female in a male-dominated setting. SRO hotels tend to function according to very traditional gender norms in which women are assumed to be less knowledgeable than men.

Benz reports finding it infuriating when people in her everyday life treat women as less intelligent than men; in research settings she is able to embrace this demeaning gendered assumption in a constructive way. She says: ‘Embracing the role of the less-intelligent female in the field means that your research subjects are underestimating you, which is, in my opinion, a very good thing. When research subjects underestimate you they tend to share more information as they expect you are unlikely to fully understand or remember what they have said. They will also try to teach you different things which build their confidence while also developing rapport.’

Adapted from Terressa Benz (2014) Flanking gestures: Gender and emotion in fieldwork. Sociological Research Online, 19 (2), 15.
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Questions


	1.  What aspect of research has received little discussion according to Benz?

	2.  Why does Benz suggest some researchers play the role of the ‘incompetent observer’?

	3.  How does Benz ‘embrace this demeaning gendered assumption in a constructive way’?

	4.  Why might some feminists disapprove of this research strategy?

	5.  Make a list of the potential problems that an academic female researcher might experience while doing participant observation in a single-room occupancy hotel.
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Check your understanding


	  1.  How is sociological knowledge different to common-sense knowledge?

	  2.  What does ‘valid’ mean?

	  3.  What does ‘reliable’ mean?

	  4.  What is the difference between structure and agency?

	  5.  What does ‘representative’ mean?

	  6.  What does ‘generalisability’ mean?

	  7.  What is the difference between primary and secondary data?

	  8.  What is meant by the term ‘positivist approach’?

	  9.  What is meant by the term ‘interpretivist approach’?

	10.  What is meant by triangulation?



Practice questions


	1.  Outline two characteristics of a positivist approach to sociological research.
(4 marks)


	2.  Evaluate how and why sociological knowledge is different to common-sense knowledge.
(16 marks)
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Section 3: Sources of data
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This section will explore:


	•  Why do researchers use questionnaires?

	•  Why do researchers use interviews?

	•  Why do researchers use participant and non-participant observation?

	•  Why do researchers use experiments?

	•  Why do researchers use documents?

	•  Why do researchers use official statistics?
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GETTING YOU STARTED

Attitudes of poor, white working-class boys in a high-achieving school

The participants for the study were in Year 10 (approximately 14–15 years of age) and selected by their free school meals (FSM) status. The students were interviewed in the school. The problem with using FSM status is that it is something of a blunt instrument for social class analysis. The study was designed not to select participants based on poor behaviour or lack of engagement in an effort to learn more about the heterogeneity of white working-class boys’ educational experiences.

With parental consent, the first stage in the data-collection process was classroom observation. As attitudes and perceptions are actively constructed in social contexts, it is critical to observe participants among their peers. Since observation is always filtered through the researcher’s interpretive frames, the study used these observations to access the boys’ perceptions of the lesson, their role in the lesson and their understanding of the expectations in the lesson. The study also used interviews, being mindful of the impact of the interviewer on the interview process.

At no point in the research were the boys made aware that they were selected on their FSM status. However, they were asked their own social class identification. Pseudonyms were used in the presentation of the data.

Adapted from Garth Stahl (2013) Habitus disjunctures, reflexivity and white working-class boys’ conceptions of status in learner and social identities. Sociological Research Online, 18 (3), 2.
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Questions


	1.  Why do you think the researcher chose to use boys receiving free school meals for his sample?

	2.  Why did the researcher not select participants based on poor behaviour or lack of engagement?

	3.  What do you think the researcher meant by the phrase ‘observation is always filtered through the researcher’s interpretive frames’?

	4.  Why do you think the researcher was careful to hide from the boys the fact that they were selected on their FSM status?

	5.  Why were pseudonyms (false names) used in the presentation of the data?
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3.1 Why do researchers use questionnaires?

If you are discussing questionnaires, you could start by developing an awareness of their strengths and weaknesses, their favoured use by positivists and their association with quantitative data. It is also important to critically compare the alternative methods, such as interviews or observation.

Self-completion questionnaires are a series of written questions distributed directly, electronically or by post, to a group. The respondents answer in their own words. The questionnaire is most associated with the positivistic approach and is generally used to collect quantitative data in response to closed questions.

Open questions can be used to collect some qualitative data, but respondents tend not to write very much in questionnaires, even when invited to do so. This means questionnaires are of limited use in collecting data about people’s feelings or experiences.

Because of their association with quantitative data, questionnaires are regarded as a method that generally produces data high in reliability. Because of their problem with collecting qualitative data, they are generally viewed as being low in validity.

Questionnaires are associated with a positivistic approach. As a method they are generally associated with functionalism and Marxism, but all types of sociologists can and do use questionnaires in their research.

Social surveys use either questionnaires or involve structured interviews. Structured interviews are effectively questionnaires, as the interviewer uses a schedule where the questions are read out in the same order and responses written down.

Traditionally, a lot of questionnaires were distributed through the post or were expected to be returned to the researcher by post. It is increasingly common, however, for self-completion questionnaires to be distributed electronically using online tools such as SurveyMonkey.

Self-completion questionnaires have certain benefits:


	•  Financial – when funds are low and travel costs for the researcher are prohibitive, this method can be attractive.

	•  Potential sample size – electronic or postal questionnaires are really the only practical method to use when samples are very large.

	•  Privacy – they allow respondents time and privacy to give the questions a considered response, particularly useful when researching a sensitive or delicate subject matter. If respondents are honest and reflective with their answers, this should increase the validity of the research.

	•  Removing the interviewer – the absence of face-to-face interaction may make people answer more honestly and removes any interviewer effect.



The biggest problem with electronic and postal questionnaires is the poor response rate, which undermines the representativeness of the sample and the ability to make generalisations from the findings.




	Advantages of self-completion questionnaires
	Disadvantages of self-completion questionnaires





	Questionnaires administered at specific locations have the advantage of allowing the researcher to distribute and collect them. This allows the sociologist to explain what they want and clarify any difficulties that may arise.
It is possible to research very large samples as it is both quick and relatively cheap in comparison to other methods.

In institutions like schools, the nature by which they are organised can provide easy sampling approaches, through providing sampling frames such as the school roll, year groups and classes. This facilitates giving out questionnaires within a school setting.

Questionnaires produce data that is generally high in reliability.

Because questions are standardised it is possible to collect quantitative data and identify patterns. Comparisons can be drawn between different groups, such as social class, gender or ethnicity.

If questionnaires encourage respondents to reflect on their responses then they can still provide valid, in-depth qualitative data.

Because questionnaires are completed in private it is a good method to use when researching personal or sensitive issues.

When questions are pre-coded and standardised, analysing the results is a relatively quick process.

Analysis of large sample results is even easier when done by a computer using pre-coded answers and optical character reader (OCR) technology.

When researchers have to negotiate ‘gatekeepers’ (such as head teachers), it may be easier to access their sample through questionnaires than through interviews or observation.

	Response rates can be low when individuals are given the responsibility of returning the completed questionnaire.
Sometimes respondents can be guided in their responses. For example, if a researcher was not present in a school, teachers could possibly influence pupils in how to respond.

Questionnaires may be returned incomplete, illegible or incomprehensible.

Questionnaires can still be biased and involve researcher imposition factors as a result of the way questions are asked.

Questionnaires and quantitative data are poor at indicating the meanings or experiences that individuals might have wanted to share.

Questionnaires may not generate data high in validity.

Researchers cannot control for how individuals may interpret questions, making comparisons potentially difficult.

If the sample size is very large, analysis might be time consuming, especially if computer technology cannot be used.

It is impossible to check whether individuals have answered honestly in questionnaires.






Table 1.2 Advantages and disadvantages of self-completion questionnaires
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Operationalisation means defining an abstract concept in such a way that it can be measured and subsequently studied. Problems can arise when individuals operationalise concepts or define terms in ways that differ to the interpretation of the researcher.
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

Carolyn Jackson (2006) studied lads and ladettes in Year 9, researching gender and fear of failure. Because her sample was big she used self-completion questionnaires to explore: academic goals and disruptive behaviours, academic performance and aspirations, and views about laddishness and popularity. Pupils responded to statements on a five-point agreement scale with anonymity encouraging honesty. The questionnaire had to assume pupils understood her concept of ‘laddishness’ and there was the potential problem of pupils exaggerating their laddishness.
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CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

Although there will always be a place for the paper questionnaire, it is likely that the medium for the delivery of questionnaires will increasingly be electronic. This is because software packages not only facilitate the writing of questionnaires but increasingly collate responses, producing graphs, charts and tables that enable swift analysis of results.

[image: ]






[image: ]

RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Does fear of debt put students off going to university?
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Figure 1.7 Students graduating



Claire Callender and Jon Jackson (2005) used self-completion questionnaires to measure the fear of debt arising from university study. They researched the attitudes of prospective students in England towards debt and their decisions about whether or not to apply to university. Their research involved the postal distribution of 3,582 questionnaires to 101 school sixth forms and further education (FE) colleges. Responses were received from 1,954 students in 82 schools and colleges; the response rate for the student questionnaires was 55 per cent. The research was quantitative and positivistic in style.

The self-completion questionnaires were handed out to students in classes by teachers. There were three specific questions designed to gather information about student attitudes to debt. To operationalise social class, the researchers had to translate this concept into a way that was measurable. To do this they used a variant of the Office for National Statistics’ (ONS) Socio-Economic Classification, but reduced the six levels to three, which were lower income, middle class and upper class.

Callender and Jackson’s conclusion was that debt aversion is a class issue. They found that fear of debt was considerably higher among those from the lower-income group than the other two classes. This was still the case when other factors were held constant, such as type of institution they attended (FE college, state or independent school), gender, ethnicity and age. The lower-income group was also more likely to evaluate going to university as having more costs than benefits.

Adapted from Blundell, J. and Griffiths, J. (2008) Sociology Research Since 2000. Cooksbridge: Connect Publications.
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Questions


	1.  What was the response rate to Callender and Jackson’s postal questionnaire?

	2.  Do you think the response rate would have been higher or lower if they had posted questionnaires to each student’s home? (Explain your reasons.)

	3.  What does the term ‘operationalise’ mean when applied to social class?

	4.  Explain why this research was both quantitative and positivistic in style.
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3.2 Why do researchers use interviews?

When thinking about interviews, knowledge of the different types of interview (structured, semi-structured, unstructured, group interview and focus groups) along with their strengths and weaknesses, together with the association with qualitative data and research generally high in validity, is important.

Interviews come in a variety of forms and can be used to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.

Structured interviews are another way of conducting social surveys. In-depth interviews are either unstructured or semi-structured and provide rich qualitative data, generally high in validity. Besides providing spoken narratives about people’s experiences and emotions, they can raise new ideas that the researcher had not necessarily thought of. These can then be probed further.

Interviews are associated with the interpretivist approach. As a method they are generally associated with interactionism, labelling theory and phenomenology, but all types of sociologists use interviews in their research.


Structured interviews

A structured interview (sometimes referred to as a formal interview) involves the interviewer asking a series of questions from an interview schedule (effectively a questionnaire). As with questionnaires, all respondents are given the same set of questions in the same order. Transcribing answers is normally straightforward as questions tend to be closed with simple tick boxes or multiple-choice answers. The interviewer normally checks the appropriate boxes on the interview schedule or records word-for-word the answer of respondents. The data collected is therefore usually quantitative.
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Figure 1.8 An interview



Open questions can be asked to collect some qualitative data, but there is a danger that interviewers may abbreviate answers and potentially exclude key points. Positivists view structured interviews as scientific because they are standardised, high in reliability and generate quantifiable results.



Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews involve a set of common questions, but the interviewer can develop and expand on these according to the answers given. So, for example, in response to an interesting reply, the interviewer might invite the interviewee to expand on their answer. Or, if an answer given was vague or unclear, the interviewer could ask them to clarify what they meant.

An advantage of using semi-structured interviews is that it allows researchers to generate both quantitative and qualitative data. As a research method it offers elements of reliability (as common questions can be replicated) and the qualitative data gained from follow-up questions adds to the validity of the findings. The follow-up questions allow for some rapport to be built between the respondents and the researchers.



Unstructured interviews

An unstructured interview (sometimes called an informal interview) are extended sessions of conversation where an interviewer asks open-ended questions about a topic, during which the respondent is able to answer freely and in-depth. Because unstructured interviews can be quite lengthy in time (sometimes repeated over several sessions) trust and rapport can build between the interviewer and the respondent. This can produce rich qualitative data, high in validity. Because interviewers are not constrained by fixed questions, the conversation can flow freely, adding to the validity of the data produced because respondents feel that their input is valued.



Group interviews/focus groups

Researchers sometimes find that interviewing people collectively can be useful. Group interviews (sometimes called focus groups) provide a quick way of interviewing a larger number of people. Group interviews or focus groups involve intensive discussion and interviewing on a given topic.

This method generates qualitative data by building up a rapport with and between respondents and encouraging them to volunteer data rich in validity. The ‘group dynamics’ encourage one person’s answer to stimulate answers from someone else, adding to the richness of the data recorded. Group interviews are becoming increasingly common in sociological research.
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The interviewer effect can derive from the personal bias, values or judgements an interviewer brings to the interview. It can also stem from the social characteristics of the interviewer. For example, teenage girls are unlikely to open up and discuss female issues with a male interviewer. The validity of the qualitative data generated in interviews can be compromised by the interviewee feeling uncomfortable with the characteristics of the interviewer.




	Advantages of interviews
	Disadvantages of interviews





	Response rates are high as responses are collected directly by the interviewer.
The interviewer is able to clarify terms and explain questions that individuals may not have understood.

Interviews offer the opportunity for the individuals to clarify their responses if the researcher feels that this is necessary.

The interviewer can pick up on non-verbal signs, such as facial expressions of respondents, in order to detect lying.

With structured interviews, individuals are asked the same questions in the same order, which means comparisons can be made.

With semi-structured interviews the researcher can collect both quantitative and qualitative data. This reflects a triangulation or realist approach.

With semi- and unstructured interviews a rapport between interviewer and interviewees can build and contribute to the richness and validity of qualitative data.

The interview can be carried out in a familiar place where individuals feel safe. This can encourage the free response of valid qualitative data.

	The nature of structured interviews does not encourage elaboration as it invites short answers (often multiple-choice answers).
Pupils may respond to interviewers as authority figures and hold back information.

There is a danger of the ‘interviewer effect’ where the very presence of an interviewer can influence the quality of data.

The interviewer’s tone of voice, dress, gender, age and ethnicity could influence respondents and their answers.

Interviews are more costly and time consuming than questionnaires.

Interviews may be inappropriate for researching sensitive and embarrassing issues. Individuals may be unwilling to verbalise responses that they would write in a questionnaire.

Samples tend to be small with non-standardised questions in semi- and unstructured interviews, making generalisations and production of statistics difficult.

Some argue that observation is a more appropriate method for the study of areas such as education, allowing the pupils/teachers to be relaxed and therefore behave more naturally.






Table 1.3 Advantages and disadvantages of interviews
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

Louise Archer (2003) studied Muslim boys and education in the context of race, masculinity and schooling. Working with two non-academic Asian British women, Archer held group interviews using a semi-structured interview schedule. Archer discovered that the boys were willing to talk about racism with Asian interviewers but that her whiteness silenced the boys in some of the discussions. This is a classic example of an interviewer effect.
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STUDY TIP

It is important to demonstrate knowledge of strengths and weaknesses of the different types of interviews. In addition, you need to be able to compare and contrast interviews with other research methods such as questionnaires and observation. Finally, it is helpful to locate them as a method favoured by interpretivists for the collection of qualitative data, high in validity.
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CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

There is no reason why interviews have to be face-to-face. Researchers may increasingly use electronic software such as Skype or Facetime to conduct interviews. This saves on travelling. In addition, although researchers may still encounter ‘gatekeepers’, there may be fewer risks and barriers to conducting an interview.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Why are African-Caribbean students subject to more exclusions from school?

Cecile Wright et al (2005) researched the high level of exclusions of African-Caribbean boys. They noted that official figures show that for both African-Caribbean boys and girls, they are at least four times more likely to be excluded than white boys and girls. The fact that official statistics do not take into account unofficial and unrecorded exclusions means that this figure is probably an underestimate.

They used four data collection processes that involved interviewing. The initial interview of excluded boys was followed by a friendship group interview. They undertook a third interview ten months after the first, although not all of the young people were interviewed three times. Finally, they interviewed family members and carers. All interviews were recorded.

Their findings were that many African Caribbean students felt labelled and discriminated against and that their exclusion had been unjust. They also found it difficult to return to school because they were viewed as troublemakers by both teachers and other students. This led some to develop a sense of resistance against the schooling system. Exclusion understandably often led to poor qualifications and poor employment opportunities, though Wright et al found that some students had returned successfully to full-time education.

The strength of this research is that the consequences for both students and families of exclusion are discussed in detail. However, Wright et al say little about the causes of the exclusion other than referral to possible racism by the schools, teachers and other pupils. The full complexity of the exclusions therefore remains unpacked.

Adapted from Cecile Wright, Penny Standen, Gus John, Gerry German and Tina Patel (2005) School exclusion and transition into adulthood in African-Caribbean communities. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (www.jrf.org.uk/publications/school-exclusion-and-transition-adulthood-african-caribbean-communities).
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Questions


	1.  What were the four data collection processes that involved interviewing?

	2.  Given that many of the researchers are from minority ethnic groups, including the African-Caribbean community, could there be any potential methodological pitfalls associated with this research?

	3.  What is highlighted as a weakness of the research?

	4.  In what ways is this a qualitative piece of research?
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3.3 Why do researchers use participant and non-participant observation?

When studying participant and non-participant observations, you will develop an awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of this method, together with its association with qualitative data and research generally high in validity.

Participant observation involves immersion by the researcher within the group that is being studied. It can be overt or covert, but when covert it is felt people act most naturally, producing data that is high in validity. Classic but highy controversial examples include John Howard Griffin (1961) who dyed his skin to go under cover in order to discover first hand the cultural racism people of colour experienced, and Erving Goffman (1961) who became a porter and physiotherapist in a psychiatric hospital in order to understand the meanings of being a patient in a psychiatric hospital. Non-participant observation occurs when researchers observe a group from outside without actively participating within it. This can also be overt or covert.

Observation as a research method is widely used by interpretivist sociologists, especially interactionists. It is therefore most commonly associated with the collection of qualitative data that is rich and meaningful, hence high in validity. The key attraction is that it can be naturalistic, that is, people are observed behaving in their natural environment. It provides a perfect opportunity to exercise Weber’s concept of verstehen whereby the researcher can interpret the behaviour through the eyes of those being observed. It is this interpretation of those being studied that forms the basis of this research method. There are four types of observation:
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Figure 1.9 Participant observation versus non-participant observation



Overt observation occurs when the researcher joins a group with their full knowledge in order to observe their behaviour. For example, when Paul Willis (1977) was doing classroom observations, the pupils in the class were aware of his presence as a researcher. Covert observation has lots of ethical implications since it involves studying a group without their knowledge and hence informed consent. The BSA Code of Ethics only permits this when there is no other way of obtaining the data and that the possibility of causing harm in minimised. When Willis was pretending to be a snack bar worker in the school his research was covert because none of the pupils knew he was researching their behaviour.

Remember successful observation has much to do with acceptance of the researcher by the group. The social class, gender, ethnicity and age of the researcher can all act as barriers to acceptance. Even the presence of a stranger among the group can influence behaviour and make it less natural.



	 
	Advantages
	Disadvantages



	Overt research
	The researcher is being honest and open about her/his role. No one is being deceived.
As the group is aware of the researcher and the research being undertaken, the participants may agree to take part in interviews or self-complete questionnaires as well.

	When researching certain deviant behaviour or groups closed to outsiders, only someone on the inside can really gain access to their behaviour and secrets.
Even a researcher considered sympathetic by the group may still not be fully trusted by its members.




	Covert research
	Because groups are unaware they are being researched their behaviour should be natural. There should be no ‘observer effect’.
Researchers can penetrate deviant groups and other areas considered forbidden. Such research can produce insightful data rich in validity.

	It can be hard to gain entry into a remote or insular group and then to achieve acceptance from its members.
It is ethically wrong to spy on people behind their backs. In addition, if the group studied breaks the law this puts the researcher in a compromised legal position.

Covert research can be dangerous if the cover of the researcher is blown. Several sociologists have had to flee groups they have been studying, fearing for their lives.

Making notes in the field is difficult when you are pretending to be an ordinary member of the group.





Table 1.4 Advantages and disadvantages of overt and covert research


Ethnography

Ethnography was a method originally applied to research in anthropology but is often used synonymously in sociology to refer to participant observation. It literally means the study of the culture and structure of a group of people in a society. Ethnographic research involves the production of highly detailed accounts of how people in a particular social setting lead their lives, based on systematic and long-term observation of, and interviews with, informants. Ethnography often uses gatekeepers to gain access to groups on the margins of society. It can use different research methods but the most common is participant observation. In-depth interviews and the use of qualitative documents can also be used in ethnographic studies.

The ‘observer effect’ is a key concept relevant to this debate. This occurs when people are aware that they are being watched and occurs particularly when observation is overt. When this occurs there is a danger that those being studied will not behave normally or naturally, rendering the research worthless. Even when research is covert, the presence of a stranger or extra person can affect the dynamics of a group and change people’s behaviour. However, many researchers are surprised at how quickly their presence can be ‘forgotten’ by those they are overtly observing. When this happens the group’s behaviour seems to become quite natural.




	Advantages of observation
	Disadvantages of observation





	It is a naturalistic approach studying individuals in their natural environment.
If observation is undertaken covertly, it is least likely to result in an imposition factor.

Observations offer an opportunity for small-scale, detailed research. The qualitative data obtained tends to be rich and high in validity.

Observation is a highly suitable method for interpretive study of environments, offering the kind of sociological insight generally not found in surveys.

Observation offers an opportunity to study the interaction among individuals and between them and outsiders, offering validity to the research.

Providing access can be gained, observation is a good way of penetrating the underworld of subcultures, gaining insight into their behaviour, values and language.

By its nature, observation can take the researcher in unexpected directions, possibly generating new research questions.

Within the certain environments, observation can form a useful preliminary method in order to develop research questions when subsequently carrying out a questionnaire or interviews.

	Covert observation raises ethical concerns: spying on individuals without their knowledge or informed consent has to be justified in terms of the BSA’s ethical code.
When observation is overt there is the danger of an ‘observer effect’. The observer’s presence may change or influence the behaviour of the group (the Hawthorne effect).

The researcher could become too involved (‘going native’), fail to remain objective and can become influenced by the values of those they are observing.

Some small-scale observations are not generalisable, meaning the data has limited value.

With observation it can be difficult to gain access to certain groups protected by ‘gatekeepers’, such as hospital patients.

Researchers can encounter problems when trying to penetrate certain groups in order to observe them, such as gangs.

It can be very time consuming compared to other methods.

Practically, it is difficult to record information when observing. Relying on memory is problematic, but microphones and video recorders are intrusive or raise ethical issues of not having informed consent if covert.

Observation as a method is low in reliability. It is very difficult to replicate research.






Table 1.5 Advantages and disadvantages of observation
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KEY SOCIOLOGISTS

John Hughes (1976) once described good sociological research as ‘getting the seat of your pants dirty’, implying researchers should immerse themselves fully into their area of investigation. He also advocated that observation should ‘become part of a daily round, learning languages and meanings, rules of impersonal, relations … and in short, living the life of the people under study’.
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STUDY TIP

It is important to demonstrate an ability to compare the strengths and weaknesses of participant and non-participant observation, but be careful to avoid just using narrative lists in extended-answer questions requiring AO2 and AO3 skills. You will need to critically evaluate this method.
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CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

Structured observation was originally a quantitative method of data gathering adopted by positivist anthropologists such as Bronislaw Malinowski and Margaret Mead in the 1920s and 1930s. It is now almost exclusively associated with qualitative research and the interpretivist approach. There may still be a place for mixed-methods research; structured observation could provide valuable pointers for case selection in an otherwise interpretivist research project.
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RESEARCH IN FOCUS

‘Ordinary’ young people’s experiences of the everyday antisocial

This ethnographic project involved 14 months of youth work in a traditional youth club and a street-based project. As well as participant observation, groups of young people were engaged in ‘task-based’ activities including walkabouts, photo diaries and ‘mapping’ exercises. Methods were designed to engage young people in discussion about antisocial behaviour while avoiding abstract adult-led concepts. For example, the term ‘antisocial behaviour’ was avoided during the research. Activities and discussions were instead centred around general topics such as growing up in Robbiestoun, schools and friendships, and the places and spaces important to young people. This provided a route away from a simplistic categorisation of behaviours or activities as antisocial and also evaded values and labels in favour of a more ‘neutral’ starting point.

The research focused on the ‘middling’ young people who were the majority of those involved in the project. These young people identified themselves as neither conformists nor troublemakers. Indeed, their narratives about school, friendships and involvement in crime revealed that their experiences and their identities fell somewhere in-between these two categories. While their lives ‘in the middle’ lacked the everyday drama, chaos and vulnerability of the minority groups, antisocial behaviour remained a salient and everyday issue.

Adapted from Emma Davidson (2013) Between edges and margins: Exploring ‘ordinary’ young people’s experiences of the everyday antisocial. Sociological Research Online, 18 (1), 5.
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Figure 1.10 Research is vital for sociologists
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Questions


	1   What methods were used besides participant observation?

	2.  Why do you think the term ‘antisocial behaviour’ was deliberately avoided by Davidson?

	3.  Why do you think Davidson focused her research on ‘middling young people’ rather than the minority groups either involved in crime and deviance or victims of antisocial behaviour?

	4.  What were her findings about this middling group?
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3.4 Why do researchers use experiments?

When studying experiments, you will learn to distinguish between laboratory and field experiments, develop an awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of this method, and its association with quantitative data and research.

Though experiments are frequently used in natural sciences and psychology, there are fundamental problems with their use in sociology and they are rarely used.

Positivist sociologists argue that research should be carried out under controlled conditions, but even positivists rarely use experiments. This is because of ethical concerns and the clinical environment of the laboratory. Human behaviour is infinitely complex and humans will not behave in a natural way if they believe they are being experimented on.

Interpretivist sociologists, in particular, argue that because humans are conscious, they know they are being experimented on. Therefore, they argue, it is impossible to observe natural behaviour and gain consistent results from overt experiments. This then brings in the case for carrying out covert experiments on people, which may be unethical as they have not given their informed consent.


Laboratory experiments

Where laboratory experiments are used within sociology they are used in specific circumstances. For example, Karl Popper (1959) advocated a deductive approach





Field experiments





Comparative research





	Advantages of using experiments
	Disadvantages of using experiments





	Experiments reflect the positivist belief that research should be undertaken in controlled conditions. The structured nature of some organisations could help facilitate this.




	Attempts to conduct experiments can produce doubtful results if people are aware that they are being studied – the ‘experimenter effect’.
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3.5 Why do researchers use documents?




Personal documents






	•  How authentic is the document? Is it complete and can it be credited to a particular author?

	•  What were the motives for writing the document? Is it creditable or exaggerated or biased?

	•  Is the document representative or typical?

	•  Are the feeling and emotions expressed in the document clear?







Public documents






	Advantages of using documents
	Disadvantages of using documents





	Using data from earlier research in the form of secondary documents can save time.







	Since documents offer a very personal account of individuals, they may not be representative or provide generalisable data.
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	•  they provide ‘voices’ to the respondents (they write in their own words)

	•  they give an insight into the individual’s ‘learning agenda’

	•  they provide a means of ‘listening’ to the respondents.
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	1.  What were the three advantages of using diaries in research according to Krishan and Hoon?

	2.  What threatens to undermine the use of diaries in research?

	3.  Do you think that researchers generally, like the teachers in this study, do not ‘listen’ enough to their respondents?
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3.6 Why do researchers use official statistics?
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	Advantages of using official statistics
	Disadvantages of using official statistics





	Positivist sociologists largely accept official statistics as accurate, reflecting objective social facts.







	Conflict and interpretivist sociologists question the accuracy of official statistics; they argue that they are inevitably socially constructed. They only offer information about those who produced the data.
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	  1.  What type of question is generally asked in self-completion questionnaires?

	  2.  What circumstances might make a postal questionnaire (or an equivalent electronic version) an obvious choice of method?

	  3.  What is a key problem with postal (or electronic) questionnaires?

	  4.  Name the four types of interview.

	  5.  What sort of data is collected and what type of questions are asked in unstructured interviews?

	  6.  What does ‘going native’ mean in the context of observations?

	  7.  Why is covert research generally viewed as unethical?

	  8.  Why is the experiment rarely used in sociological research?

	  9.  Why must sociologists be wary of using personal documents?

	10.  What are official statistics?





	1.  Outline two advantages of using questionnaires in sociological research.


	2.  Evaluate why sociologists use official statistics in their research.
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Section 4: Data and sampling
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	•  What is the distinction between primary and secondary data?

	•  Why do researchers use different types of samples and pilot studies?
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	1.  Why did Ellis-Sloan start with participant observation?

	2.  How did the informal interviews (conversations) conducted during observation aid the research?

	3.  Why did Ellis-Sloan use two focus groups?

	4.  What point does she make about group dynamics within a focus group?

	5.  What was the primary focus of research by Ellis-Sloan?
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4.1 Primary and secondary data




Primary data



	•  they have control over how the data is collected

	•  they can adjust their research strategy and research questions to obtain data specific to the aims of their research or hypothesis

	•  it is up-to-date data that does not currently exist within the public domain.
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Secondary data





Oral history




Media content analysis





Novels
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	1.  Why do you think Paterson chose to use secondary data rather than collect her own primary data?

	2.  What is a longitudinal survey?

	3.  What are the problems in using the same sample in a longitudinal survey?

	4.  What were Paterson’s findings?

	5.  Why is it good to use data in succession?
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4.2 What are samples and pilot studies?









	Representative samples
	Non-representative samples





	Random sample
	Snowball sample



	Stratified random sample
	Purposive sample



	Systematic sample
	 



	Cluster sample
	 



	Multi-stage sample
	 



	Quota sample
	 







Representative samples










Non-representative samples


Snowball sampling




Purposive sampling






Pilot studies
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	1.  What was the original sampling frame used by ELSA?

	2.  What does the term ‘nationally representative random sample’ mean?

	3.  Explain two reasons why the researchers used a stratified random sample.
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	  1.  What is primary data?

	  2.  Give two advantages of using primary data.

	  3.  What is secondary data?

	  4.  Give two advantages of using secondary data.

	  5.  Give one disadvantage of using secondary data.

	  6.  What is meant by the term ‘target population’?

	  7.  What is a sampling frame?

	  8.  Identify four types of representative sample.

	  9.  Identify two types of unrepresentative sample.

	10.  Why is it normally considered important for samples to be representative?





	1.  Outline two characteristics of a positivist approach to sociological research.


	2.  Evaluate why sociological researchers might use a non-representative sample.
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Section 5: Influences on research
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	•  What theoretical considerations influence research?

	•  What are the practical issues associated with research?

	•  What ethical factors must sociologists consider?
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	1.  Why did the researchers adopt a qualitative approach?

	2.  Outline and briefly explain the three stages of the research.

	3.  Why was primary research supplemented by secondary data?

	4.  What is a literature review?
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5.1 What are the theoretical considerations?




Structural approaches




Social action approaches





Different perspectives
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	1.  Why were the Moonies willing to participate in this research?

	2.  Why do you think religious sects are normally reluctant to let researchers study them?

	3.  Outline and briefly describe the three methods she used.

	4.  Discuss what is particularly interesting about Barker’s use of her methods.

	5.  Would her approach be acceptable and tolerated normally by respondents?

	6.  What might be described as her fourth method?
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5.2 What are the practical issues?




The personal values of the researcher




Funding









Accessibility of the target audience




Size of research team
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Different perspectives
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	1.  How does Winlow’s research follow in the tradition of the Chicago School?

	2.  What does ethnographic mean?

	3.  How did Winlow use his local knowledge of the area to his advantage in his research?

	4.  What two research methods did Winlow use?

	5.  Explain why this is a good example of qualitative research.
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5.3 What are the ethical considerations?



Informed consent





Preserve confidentiality




Avoid harming people





Competence




Research should not involve an intrusion of privacy




Ethical issues with secondary data
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Different perspectives
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	  1.  What is a structural theory?

	  2.  What is meant by the terms ‘macro-theory’ and ‘top-down’?

	  3.  What type of data is assumed to be collected primarily by structural theorists?

	  4.  Why is social action theory described as a micro- and bottom-up theory?

	  5.  Explain why funding issues may result in sociologists not necessarily doing the research of their choice.

	  6.  Why might career advancement influence the choice of research by a sociologist?

	  7.  Why might sociologists from conflict perspectives such as Marxism find it harder to fund research than those from consensus theories?

	  8.  Why do covert methods violate the principles of informed consent?

	  9.  Good interpretivist research involves getting close to those being researched. What are the potential problems with this?

	10.  What ethical issues can derive from using secondary data?





	1.  Outline two ethical issues to be considered when undertaking sociological research.


	2.  Evaluate the how and why sociological knowledge is different to common sense knowledge.
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Links to other topics



	•  Chapter 3 Methods in context: education.
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