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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers Component 2: Researching and understanding social inequalities in the OCR Sociology specifications H180 (AS) and H580 (A-level). The content is identical for both, but A-level students will be expected to demonstrate a greater knowledge and understanding of sociological theory. The structure of the examination is also different for AS and A-level, so when you come to read through the questions, it is important that you note which are the correct ones for your course, though you may, of course, wish to use the others for revision or exam practice.


How to use the book


The first main section of the book is Content Guidance. It follows the headings for Researching and understanding social inequalities in the OCR specification. Each section of the Content Guidance contains exam tips, knowledge checks and definitions of some key terms. Knowing and understanding the meaning of sociological concepts is an essential part of the whole course.


The second main section of the book is Questions & Answers. At the beginning of this section are the three assessment objectives against which your exam answers will be judged, with some guidance regarding how to display the required skills, and also a list of command words, which will help you to understand more clearly what each question is asking you to do. The questions provided are in the style of the OCR exam for Component 2 and are divided into AS and A-level questions, each followed by an A-grade answer. Remember the importance of noting the structure and mark allocations of questions at the appropriate level for you, either AS or A-level. However, given that the content is the same, there is no harm in writing answers to all the questions given here — just remember when you look at the marks awarded and read the comments that they are being applied to a particular level, either AS or A-level. Throughout the student answers, you will find comments, explaining why what has been written is good and is scoring well. More detailed guidance on how to use the Questions & Answers section is given at the beginning of that section.





Content Guidance


Section A Research methods and researching social inequalities


What is the relationship between theory and methods?


Key research concepts


Validity


Validity is a concept that generally refers to whether research and its findings give a true picture of what is being studied, that is, whether research reflects the reality of the activities or attitudes of the person/group being studied. Validity is important to all sociologists but especially important to those researchers known as interpretivists who want to understand the motives and meanings that people attach to their actions.
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Exam tip


Make sure you go into the exam with a clear definition of validity and an illustration. Do not make the common error of confusing it with reliability.
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However, validity can be undermined by a number of factors:





•  First, the results of research can sometimes be the product of poor research design rather than a reflection of the social situation being studied.



•  Second, the research subjects may sometimes lie to or mislead researchers or quite simply tell them what they think he or she would like to hear.



•  Third, people may change their behaviour because they are anxious about being the subject of research.



•  Fourth, the researcher may misinterpret the behaviour or words of the research subjects.





Reliability


Reliability is a concept usually applied to the way the research or measurement process is designed. If the research design is reliable, it generally means that if it is used by other researchers on a similar group of people, the same or similar results should be produced. Reliability is particularly important to sociologists known as positivists who want to carry out scientific research and who wish to generate data that can be quantified and compared in order to uncover correlations or cause-and-effect relationships.


However, reliability may be undermined by the fact that some types of research methods, notably unstructured interviews and participant observation, often depend on the quality of the personal relationship established between the researcher and the research subjects. It may be impossible for other sociologists to replicate these unique relationships.
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Knowledge check 1


Why do some sociologists argue that reliability is overrated as a component of the scientific method?
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Representativeness


Sociologists are often interested in how social groups behave or think. However, some social groups are so large it is impractical and too expensive to include every member of that group in the research. Sociologists therefore research samples of the larger social group. Nevertheless, it is important that the sample is representative, that is, it is made up of people who mirror the characteristics of the larger population in terms of social class, age, gender, ethnicity etc. If the researcher fails to ensure that the group participating in the research is representative, then bias may result and the data collected may be invalid.


Generalisability


Sociologists use representative samples because they normally want to generalise about the behaviour and attitudes of a larger group, of which the sample is a typical cross-section. They want to say that because the sample behaves or thinks in a particular way, it is highly likely that people similar to those included in the sample will also behave/think in this way. However, critics argue that even if people share the same social characteristics, this is no guarantee that they will interpret the same social situation in a similar way.
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Exam tip


Examiners will reward successful attempts to link the strengths and weaknesses of research methods to the concepts of reliability, validity and representativeness.
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Positivism


Positivists argue that social behaviour and therefore society is the product of social forces beyond the control of the individual. The origin of these social forces or laws lies in the way societies are organised, that is, their social structure. Positivists argue that the social structure produces social forces such as consensus, integration, social class, patriarchy and so on that shape or determine the behaviour of human beings. In this way, people are the puppets of society.


Positivists highlight the predictability of human actions by identifying social patterns and trends in social actions. For example, they note that the mass of working-class people generally behave in similar ways with regard to family life, educational achievement, consumption of consumer goods, leisure and cultural pursuits and so on to the extent that there are very clear working-class patterns of behaviour that contrast greatly with middle-class or upper-class social behaviour.


Positivists believe that society and the social forces that underpin it should be studied using scientific research methods. There are a number of principles that underpin this scientific approach.
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Exam tip


It is important to remember that the theories of functionalism, Marxism and feminism have this positivist approach to human behaviour in common.
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Patterns and trends


First, research should be designed so that it is standardised, systematic and logical. All those who take part in the research should be equally exposed to the same potential independent variable (for example, questions) in order to uncover the cause of their behaviour/attitudes. This aspect of research design should ensure reliability.


Objectivity and value freedom


Second, it is important that the research is carried out in an objective fashion to ensure that bias does not undermine the research findings. Value freedom is the idea that all sources of bias have been eliminated from the research process. For example, the research design needs to ensure that if the researcher is using a questionnaire or interview, the questions are neutral — they should not reflect any personal, moral, political or sociological position that might lead research subjects into giving only certain responses. The researcher also needs to ensure that their interpretation of data is objective — they should avoid being selective when analysing and evaluating their data.


However, the notion of value freedom is a contentious one because critics argue that sociology is social knowledge that is underpinned by sociological perspectives, moral codes, prejudices and therefore bias. For example, most sociology reflects Western, capitalist and patriarchal values. Sociology is therefore composed of values because sociologists are members of society and thus cannot escape the influence of its culture and its institutions.
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Exam tip


The notion that value freedom is virtually impossible to achieve is important when discussing the relationship between sociology and social policy.
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Quantitative data


Third, positivists are very keen on the collection and use of quantitative or numerical data that can be converted into graphs, tables and charts, which allow them to identify correlations between patterns and trends. Statistics are viewed as the objective result of the scientific process and are regarded as essential in the identification of the social forces (independent variables) which positivists argue are the main influence on the behaviour of individuals (dependent variable).


Positivist sociologists prefer to use social surveys that employ questionnaires and/or structured interviews as their primary research method because these supposedly are scientific in character. However, they are also keen to use official statistics because these are normally the result of standardised, reliable and objective research and/or data collection.
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Knowledge check 2


Who or what is responsible for society and the actions of its members according to positivist sociologists?
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Interpretivism or social action theory


Interpretivists do not believe that human behaviour is predictable or that it is shaped by social laws or social forces over which people have no control. They argue that people have free will and can therefore exercise choice and make decisions to pursue their own courses of action. Individuals are therefore active rather than passive. They create their own destinies rather than having them shaped by social structures. They are architects of society rather than puppets.
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Knowledge check 3


Who or what is responsible for society and the actions of its members according to interpretivist sociologists?


[image: ]





Meanings and experiences


Interpretivists consider the social world to be socially constructed — it is the product of shared interaction and the meanings or interpretations that humans use to make sense of that interaction. The role of sociologists is to uncover these shared interpretations or meanings, to document social experience and identify the motives and reasons for social actions.


Verstehen, empathy and rapport


Interpretivists argue that the aim of sociological research should be to get inside people’s heads and to experience the world from their point of view. This is called empathetic understanding or verstehen. They therefore emphasise the use of ethnographic methods such as unstructured interviews and participant observation, which aim to conduct research in the research subject’s natural environment and to establish a rapport or trust between the sociologist and the research subject. This approach stresses that the validity of the research data is more important than reliability.



Qualitative data



Interpretivists are not that keen on quantitative data because they believe it tells researchers little about feelings, experiences or reasons for behaviour. They also believe that such data is socially constructed and therefore it may reflect the biases of the groups involved in its collection.


Interpretivists prefer qualitative data. This is data that speaks for itself because it is made up of personal accounts taken directly from the subjects of sociological research in the form of interview transcriptions, quotes from conversations that occur as part of the process of participant observations, diary entries and so on. This data tends to focus on how the research subjects see or interpret the world around them and consequently it often provides insight into the feelings, opinions, motivations and thoughts of those being researched. It allows those being studied to speak for themselves.
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Exam tip


Much of the debate about the strengths and weaknesses of research methods reflects the debate about whether to take a positivist or interpretivist approach to the investigation of social life. Work this positivist–interpretivist distinction into your answers whenever you can.
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Subjectivity, researcher imposition and reflexivity


Interpretivists argue that researcher imposition is an important source of bias in positivist sociological research, that is, when developing research tools, researchers often make decisions or have assumptions about what is and is not important based on their own experience rather than that of the research subjects. Consequently they may miss something important.


Interpretivists argue that their approach of putting the research subjects at the centre of the research avoids this problem. However, critics point out that there is always the danger in research involving the establishment of rapport and close relationships with subjects that the sociologist may ‘go native’ and allow their subjective relationships to overcome their detachment and objectivity. There is also the danger that subjectivity might intrude into the research process in the form of selective interpretation of the data because the researcher sympathises with the lifestyle of the group being studied.
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Knowledge check 4


Why might interpretivist methods be seen by positivists as unreliable?
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However, interpretivist sociologists tend to be aware of this possibility of bias and have stressed the importance of reflexivity. This refers to researchers being aware of how their decisions and actions may impact on the social behaviour of their subjects during the research process. In order to improve the validity of their findings, many researchers keep a journal or diary of the research process in which they critically self-reflect on their research design and everyday experience of contact with their subjects.


Interpretivist sociologists prefer to use research methods such as unstructured interviews and overt/covert participant observation, which allow sociologists access to the everyday world of research subjects. Nevertheless, they are also keen to use secondary sources of data such as diaries, biographies, autobiographies and so on because these focus on how specific individuals interpret their everyday social reality.
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Summary





•  There are two important approaches to choosing a research method: positivism and interpretivism.



•  Positivists believe that social behaviour is largely the product of social forces that originate in the social structure or organisation of society.



•  Positivists believe that sociologists should use scientific methods that are standardised, reliable and objectively value-free.



•  They use methods such as questionnaire surveys and structured interviews which use representative samples and produce quantitative data.



•  In contrast, interpretivists reject the idea that people are the puppets of society.



•  Interpretivists believe that social behaviour is the result of people actively choosing to interact in social groups and the interpretations or social meanings that people apply to those encounters.



•  Interpretivists stress the concept of validity, that is, research methods should be ethnographic in order to produce qualitative data that reflects true, authentic and natural behaviour as well as achieving verstehen, that is, seeing the world through the eyes of those being studied by the sociologist.



•  Interpretivists therefore prefer methods such as unstructured interviews and participant observation.
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What are the main stages of the research process?


Key concepts in the research process


Factors influencing the choice of research topic


The choice of research method is likely to be influenced by several practical issues.


Costs


Research plans, i.e. what to research, how to research and the size of the research team, are dependent on the economic resources available. Large-scale research projects are expensive, for example, the costs of such research are likely to include the salaries of the research team and the secretarial help, equipment such as computers, travel and so on. The employment and training of a large interviewing team, or a long-term participant observation (that is, living alongside or among the social group being studied for months or years), will require substantial funds. If financial resources are low, a survey using postal questionnaires may be more practical than methods that involve employing several people.


Funding


The problems of cost may be eased if the research is funded by social institutions that can pay salaries or offer grants. A student carrying out sociological research for a dissertation is likely to use a cheap research method such as a questionnaire on a limited sample of people because they do not have access to funding. However, many sociologists are funded by their university departments, the Economic and Social Research Council, government departments, think-tanks and social policy research charities such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. These sociologists are likely to be more ambitious in the scope and design of their research. For example, they may be able to afford to use national samples of thousands of people, to recruit large teams of interviewers and to use a variety of research tools.


However, their research may also be shaped by the funding body. For example, those financing the research may demand quantitative data as the outcome because they wish to highlight certain trends and patterns. This demand for statistics will obviously restrict the researcher to a choice of questionnaires and structured interviews. However, some funding bodies may wish for qualitative data that documents first-hand the daily experience of, say, living in poverty, which then gives the researcher scope for using research methods such as unstructured interviews and participant observation.
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Knowledge check 5


Why might funding undermine the objectivity of sociological research?
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Time


The time scale may be an important factor in the choice of method. If the time scale is short, a survey questionnaire may be used because questionnaires can be designed, sent out and returned within a month. Structured interviews, too, can be conducted very quickly. However, if the researcher has the funding for long-term research they may choose to use ethnographic methods. It takes time to develop the trust and rapport that produce the qualitative data that comes from unstructured interviews when observing the lives of particular groups, while living among them on a daily basis may take several years. Even if the researcher chooses to use a survey method, they may decide that they have the funding and time to conduct a longitudinal study that involves revisiting the research subjects over a period of years to document how their situation has changed.


The nature of the subject matter


Some topics are sensitive and people may be reluctant to admit to behaviour such as domestic violence, racism, crime or sexual activity when face to face with an interviewer. Yet they may be prepared to answer questions on these topics if a questionnaire guarantees them anonymity and confidentiality. Some sociologists may choose to go undercover and use covert participant observation to investigate certain types of crime and deviance that would not normally be open to researchers because criminals equate questionnaires and interviews with officialdom. Some researchers may be forced into using particular methods because the subject matter excludes other methods. For example, if the subject matter is illiteracy, the chosen research method is unlikely to be questionnaires.
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Knowledge check 6


Why might the subject matter undermine the validity of the data collected by sociological research?
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The social characteristics of the researchers


The social characteristics of the researcher(s) and particularly their status in the eyes of those being researched must be considered if research is to be successful. Social class, gender, age, ethnicity, accents, dress, personality etc. are all factors that may impact positively or negatively on the choice of research method. For example, white middle-class researchers interested in the everyday experience of poverty experienced by black and Asian people may find that participant observation is unlikely to be successful and that they may not be able to establish the trust and rapport required to produce successful unstructured interviews.
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Exam tip


Examiners are fond of asking about the influence of these practical factors on research, but remember that researchers are just as influenced by theoretical and ethical factors.
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Aims, hypothesis and research questions


Stage one of the research process is to decide on the topic, issue or social problem that is going to be researched and the research method that is going to be used. The most common research methods used by sociologists are: survey questionnaires; various types of interviews, particularly the structured, unstructured and group forms; various types of observation, especially direct observation and participant forms of observation; and either content or semiotic analysis of mass media content. Experiments are also a possibility, but sociologists rarely use them because they throw up a range of practical and ethical problems.


Stage two of the research is to read what others have published on the subject in order to avoid repeating what somebody else has already done. Such reading may give the researcher ideas about how to approach the topic or issue.


Stage three involves constructing a hypothesis. This is an informed guess that something is true. It is usually based on previous sociological research and knowledge rather than being a random gut feeling. A hypothesis usually takes the form of a statement or a set of aims or research questions that can be tested. It is a prediction of what the research will find. However, in some types of sociological research studies, the researcher does not have a clear hypothesis, but starts with a general aim and develops the hypothesis and research questions as the data collection proceeds.


Primary and secondary data


Stage four involves deciding whether to exclusively collect primary data or secondary data or a combination of both.


Primary data is gathered ‘first-hand’ by the sociologist using a variety of methods, for example:





•  asking people questions via questionnaires or interviews



•  observing their behaviour



•  conducting experiments.





Secondary data is data that has been collected or produced by people who are not sociologists. For example, official statistics relating to the life-chances of specific social classes, ethnic groups and men and women are collected by the government. Journalists may research poverty or inequality and publish their findings in the form of a newspaper or magazine article.


Operationalisation


Stage five of the research process involves the researcher breaking down the hypothesis and the aims that result from this into something that can be observed or measured. For example, any concepts in the hypothesis must be broken down into questions or observable categories. This process is known as ‘operationalisation’. For example, the hypothesis ‘Working-class people are less likely to experience upward social mobility’ gives rise to three questions of operationalisation:





•  What is meant by ‘working-class’? This is the research population to be studied so it is important to be precise as to who should be included in this group.



•  Are ‘less likely’ than who? It is important to precisely identify the social group that will be compared with the research population.



•  What is meant by ‘upward social mobility’? It is important to identify a range of indicators of upward social mobility.
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Exam tip


Operationalisation refers to the practical process of turning a hypothesis or research aim into something that can be observed and quantified. For example, social class can be quantified by asking about people’s jobs, incomes, lifestyles etc. via a questionnaire or interview.
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Operationalisation of concepts is an important part of the research process. Precise measurement of social phenomena cannot occur without it. Positivists prefer it as it assists reliability because other researchers can use the same operationalisation criteria. It also aids objectivity because the operationalisation process should weed out potential bias, for example in the design of the questions. Finally, it should ensure that validity is achieved in terms of the data gathered because operationalisation should establish what the sociologist is setting out to measure.


Data collection


Stage six involves choosing the type of data required. The researchers may prefer quantitative data, that is, factual data in the form of numbers or statistics which can be displayed in various ways, such as tables, graphs, bar charts, pie charts, tally charts, columns of figures and lists of percentages.


Some researchers prefer qualitative data, which provides a richly descriptive and personal account of the social world, often in the actual words of those being studied. The worldview of the research subjects in terms of their experiences, attitudes, interpretations, motives for behaviour and so on may be selected for use from interview transcripts or accounts of conversations that have taken place during participant observation or from diaries that the research team has asked the research subjects to keep to document their daily activities.
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Knowledge check 7


What approach to research prefers qualitative rather than quantitative data?
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Most sociological research tends to combine both primary and secondary forms of data, that is, quantitative data is collected to show the facts, for example, the patterns and trends, that support (or challenge) the hypothesis while qualitative evidence adds a human dimension as to how the research subjects actually experience and interpret the social processes highlighted by the hypothesis.


Pilot studies


Stage seven of the research process involves testing the reliability of the research design and therefore hopefully improving the validity of the data eventually collected.


Most sociologists intending to use a questionnaire or interviews will carry out pilot studies in order to iron out any potential problems with the questions and/or the ways interviews are conducted. Pilot studies are therefore a dress rehearsal for the main research and are tested on a relatively small number of people who have similar characteristics to those who will constitute the main sample. A pilot study is useful because it can check:





•  whether questions are clear and unambiguous and that those taking part are interpreting the questions in the same way



•  that the questions do not upset or lead the participants in giving particular types of responses that may bias the outcome of the research findings



•  that the research design has successfully identified the ‘right’ types of people as the research subjects



•  that the interviewers are well trained and not biasing the data by the way they respond to the research subjects



•  that the data produced is the kind that is wanted.
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Exam tip


It is important that you are able to identify the seven stages of the research process in sequence. Invent some sort of mnemonic sentence to help you learn the stages: PRHDOCP — Prince (Problem to be investigated), Rupert (Reading previous research), Henry (Hypothesis), Dismisses (Data — primary or secondary?), Old (operationalisation), Crown (Choice of quantitative or qualitative data), Prince (Pilot study). You might be able to come up with a more memorable version.
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Respondent validation


Respondent validation is a method used by some sociologists to double-check the validity of behaviour that they might have observed the research subjects displaying. It is sometimes used to check whether the sociological interpretation of why certain attitudes have been expressed on a questionnaire or during an interview is supported by those who have expressed such feelings.


It is based on the acknowledgement that sociologists often come from different backgrounds to the people they are studying and that their upbringing and education may mean they are ill-equipped to understand the behaviour they are researching. It is also a response to a common critique of sociological research that the sociologist often ends up imposing their interpretation of reality on the behaviour of the group being studied. Respondent validation aims to address these problems that potentially undermine validity.


Respondent validation aims to improve the authenticity of the collected data by asking a sample of the research subjects whether the sociological interpretation of their behaviour and motives equates with the reality of why they behaved in the way they did. Research subjects are invited to answer further questions, perhaps as part of a follow-up, unstructured interview, or, if the research is observation-based, the observer may engage a person in an informal conversation in an attempt to understand the motives for that person’s behaviour.
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Knowledge check 8


What approach to research is most likely to adopt respondent validation?
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Longitudinal studies


Some sociological research is longitudinal in nature. This means that it is carried out over a long period of years, for example, participant observation studies have been known to last 7–8 years, or that the research team revisits the same research subjects on an annual basis for a number of years to carry out questionnaires, surveys or interviews.


Such surveys are useful because they can provide a clear image of changes in attitudes and behaviour over a number of years. For example, the National Child Development Study has followed the same 40,000 children all born in one week in March 1958. Follow-up surveys have tracked the group at the ages of 16, 23 and 33 and given sociologists fascinating insights into the influence of class, education and family on life-chances. However, such surveys can be problematic:





a  Respondents may drop out or die or the researchers may lose track of them. This may undermine the representativeness of the original sample.



b  The views of those that remain in the sample may be significantly different to those of the subjects that drop out. This may undermine both the reliability and the validity of the research.



c  There is a danger that the research team over time gets too emotionally close to the group and consequently may lose its ability to be objective.
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Exam tip


It is important to remember that longitudinal studies are a type of social survey. This means you can include them in any discussion of the merits of surveys in general.
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Interpretation of data


Positivist sociologists believe it is important that the interpretation of data should be carried out in an objective fashion and that data should not be selected simply because it supports the hypothesis. The sociologist should therefore also unbiasedly include all data in their published findings, even if this challenges their hypothesis. Positivists believe that research that mainly uses quantitative data is more likely to achieve this objective than research that focuses mainly on qualitative data because it is argued that the latter involves more subjective and therefore potentially biased interpretation from the sociologist. The use of respondent validation and reflexivity is a response to this critique.


The relationship between sociology and social policy


Social policy generally refers to attempts by governments to influence how society is organised and how members of society should behave by bringing in new laws, guidelines and controls. Social policy is often aimed at bringing about social change. This change may have profound immediate effects (e.g. the government introduced a free National Health Service overnight in 1948) or it may have a more gradual influence (e.g. the government often tinkers with the education system).
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Exam tip


Most social policy is concerned with tackling or solving social problems such as crime or poverty. Make sure you are able to illustrate how this works by equipping yourself with three or four examples of such policies from areas such as family or crime.
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Sociologists play an important part in helping social policymakers formulate social policy because they collect evidence relating to two types of problem that often result in the need for social policy. First, sociologists are interested in explaining and solving social problems, that is, behaviour that causes misery and conflict such as poverty, inequality, unemployment, racism, crime, divorce and so on. Second, sociologists are interested in explaining sociological problems, that is, why society and the social institutions that make it up are organised in the way they are. Some of these sociological problems are social problems, but many are positive processes that are beneficial to society. For example, the sociologist is just as interested in why people in the UK are motivated to marry as they are in why people get divorced. The evidence collected by sociologists with regard to both social and sociological problems therefore often underpins the rationale for social policy.


There are essentially two perspectives with regard to the relationship between sociology and social policy. The first suggests that the job of sociologists is to merely collect evidence on behalf of social policymakers but it is no concern of the sociologist how that data is used. We have to trust that the social policymaker uses the sociological data for the good of all members of society and even if they do not, sociologists do not have the moral responsibility to ensure social policymakers use the data properly. From this perspective, sociologists are merely disinterested and objective pursuers of facts and truth.
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