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Knowledge check answers
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About this book





This guide covers Component 2: Researching and understanding social inequalities in the OCR Sociology specification H580 (A-level).




How to use this 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 part 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 (AOs) against which your exam answers will be judged, with some guidance regarding how to display the required skills, and 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 each followed by an A-grade answer. Remember the importance of noting the structure and mark allocations of questions. 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 on pages 69–71.















Content Guidance







Section A Research methods and researching social inequalities




What is the relationship between theory and methods?





Positivism


Positivists argue that social behaviour 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 of society shapes or determines 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 behaviour. 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 clear working-class patterns of behaviour that contrast greatly with middle- or upper-class behaviour.


In light of this, positivists believe that society and the social forces that underpin it should be studied using scientific research methods, on a large scale. There are a number of principles that underpin this scientific approach.




Quantitative data


Positivists value 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. Positivists prefer to use large-scale survey methods that employ questionnaires and/or structured interviews as their primary research method because these are supposedly scientific in character. Additionally, they would value the use of official statistics because these are normally the result of standardised, reliable and objective data collection.







Patterns and trends


When quantitative data have been gathered, they will be analysed for any patterns and/or trends they might show by positivist researchers.
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Knowledge check 1


What is the difference between patterns and trends?
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Patterns in the data are links between variables — for example, patterns in relation to ethnic groups, gender or age groups. The researcher may look to see whether the data show that males have different outcomes to females, or whether members of certain ethnic groups are more likely to do certain things than those of other ethnic groups. It may be that the data just show random connections and no patterns can be identified.


Trends relate to changes over time, so if data are longitudinal in nature (see below for an explanation of longitudinal studies) or if statistics are gathered annually and can be compared, then trends might be identified. There may be an increase or decrease in poverty, unemployment levels or certain crimes, for example.
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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. Do link this to the theoretical debate between positivists and interpretivists and what they are trying to achieve when conducting research.
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Objectivity and value freedom


It is important for positivists that the research is carried out objectively 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, political or sociological position that might lead research subjects into giving 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. Thus, the values of a researcher will have no impact on the research or its findings.


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. Interpretivists (see below) would argue that sociology is composed of values because sociologists are members of society and thus cannot escape the influence of its culture and its institutions. They would argue that this should be accepted and recognised.







Reliability


The key research concept of reliability relates 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. This would be possible if the design included standardised procedures, which could easily be replicated. Therefore research methods such as structured interviews or questionnaires, which have a set list of questions in a particular order, would be seen as reliable. Reliability is particularly important to positivists, who want to carry out scientific research and who wish to generate data that can be quantified and compared in order to uncover patterns and trends.


However, reliability may be undermined by the fact that some types of research method, 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. Additionally, such methods will lack a structured set of questions or standardised procedures, making replication impossible.
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Exam tip


Reliability is a key concept to use when evaluating research methods, as is validity (see below). Make sure you have a clear understanding of its meaning and link to positivism and quantitative data.
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Interpretivism


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. Interpretivists’ aim in conducting research is to understand the meanings of experiences to individuals, rather than to generalise more widely or make predictions.
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Knowledge check 2


Explain why reliability is important to a positivist.
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Qualitative data


Interpretivists prefer qualitative to quantitative data. Qualitative data are made up of personal accounts taken directly from the subjects of sociological research in the form of interview transcriptions, descriptions of events experienced through participant observations, and so on. This type of 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.







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. Interpretivists 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. Interpretivists also emphasise the importance of establishing a rapport with the respondent. A rapport means a relationship which is based on trust and respect, and if a rapport is established, the responses in an interview situation are likely to be much more valid.







Validity


The key research concept of validity relates 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 especially important to interpretivists, who want to understand the motives and meanings that people attach to their actions. Research which generates detailed, qualitative data is often seen as being more valid, since it gives a more meaningful insight into how the respondents really feel or act.


However, validity can be undermined by a number of factors, including issues of social desirability — where the respondent gives a more socially acceptable answer rather than telling the truth about how they really feel. The personal characteristics of the researcher, and the rapport they have built with the respondent, may also impact on validity, as may issues of researcher imposition in, for example, the way the researcher designs their questions or by the way they react to things said, their facial expressions or in the way they interpret the information gained.







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. Positivists would tend to argue that by maintaining objectivity and value freedom, researcher imposition will be avoided.
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Knowledge check 3


How is the problem of researcher imposition linked to value freedom?
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Interpretivists argue that their approach of putting the research subjects at the centre of the research is a better way of avoiding 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.


Interpretivists 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 of the research process in which they critically self-reflect on their research design and everyday experience of contact with their subjects. A reflexive researcher will also often ask their respondents what impact they feel taking part in the research has had on them, in order to fully acknowledge the two-way nature of social research.







Representativeness and generalisability


Although mentioned in the specification as part of this section, these concepts, which relate more to sampling, will be discussed later in this Guide, under ‘The sampling process’.
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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.


[image: ]












[image: ]


Summary




	
•  There are two important theoretical approaches to sociological research: 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, objective and value free in order to identify patterns and trends in behaviour.


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


	
•  In contrast, 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 importance of validity, arguing that research methods should produce qualitative data that reflect authentic and natural behaviour as well as achieving verstehen and building a rapport.


	
•  Interpretivists therefore prefer methods such as unstructured or semi-structured 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 topic may be influenced by several issues.




Theoretical approach and personal interest


Many sociologists will agree with a particular theory, such as feminism, Marxism or postmodernism. This will influence the topic on which they will tend to focus. For example, a Marxist is likely to be interested in social class inequalities, and a feminist in gender issues. Interactionists often focus on power relationships, which may involve some form of labelling, such as those between teachers and pupils, or between the police and young people.


The researcher’s personal interests, often based on their experiences, may also influence their choice of topic. For example, several of the researchers you may have come across in the topic of disability and identity (Component 1) are themselves disabled, and many of the sociologists who investigate issues of racism and ethnic inequalities (considered later in this Guide) are from a minority ethnic background.







Current social problems or issues


Much sociological research is influenced by the important issues of the time, so when levels of unemployment, poverty or crime are high, these are more likely to be topics that are studied by sociologists. Current areas of particular interest to sociologists include issues relating to aspects of identity, and also the influence of the internet and social media on society and individuals.







Funding


Much sociological research is carried out within university departments, and the department might drive the agenda of any research. Other funding organisations may include charities, the Economic and Social Research Council and even the government. Those providing the funding can determine the topic area to be researched. For example, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation is a social policy research charity that focuses on poverty, therefore any research they commission and fund will be related to this area.







Issues of access


Though a sociologist may wish to research a particular area of interest, this may not prove possible due to the problem of access. For example, if wishing to research the backgrounds of those who commit serious crimes, it may be difficult to gain access to prisons in order to interview such people. Similarly, victims of serious crimes may also be hard to track down and persuade to take part. This may impact on topic choice.










Aims, hypothesis and research questions


The aims of a piece of research are the things the researcher is intending to find out about. There will often be between one and three aims which a researcher is trying to achieve. For example, a researcher may aim to uncover links between gender and youth crime, and also aim to discover whether gender affects the likelihood of joining a gang.
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Knowledge check 4


Use another example to illustrate the difference between research aims, a hypothesis and research questions.
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A hypothesis is a predictive statement, usually based on prior knowledge, which predicts what is expected to be found. This hypothesis can then be proved or disproved in the course of the research. If researching the above aim, a suitable hypothesis may be:




	
•  ‘Young males are more likely to become involved in gangs than young females.’





It is more likely that positivists will start with a hypothesis, since they are approaching research in a more scientific manner, and proving or disproving a stated hypothesis tends to be an approach used in scientific research.


Research questions are usually more detailed than aims, and the researcher may generate five or six research questions relating to the aims. For example:




	
1  Do young males feel more pressure to join gangs than young females?


	
2  What effects do the media representations of gangs have on young males?


	
3  Is social class more of an indicator of youth crime than gender?










Operationalisation


An important part of the research process involves the researcher breaking down the aims and/or hypothesis into something that can be consistently measured. 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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Knowledge check 5


Why might interpretivists be less concerned about the precise operationalising of concepts they are investigating?
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It is also vital that central concepts used in questions are operationalised to ensure that everyone is responding to them in the same way. Researchers use indicators to break down such concepts, enabling them to ask much more specific and standardised questions rather than asking about the concept itself, which may well be understood differently by each respondent. For example, asking people what social class they are from may give a range of answers based on different criteria, because respondents may each interpret social class in a different way. Responses to such questions are therefore worthless, and good researchers will ensure that they break down potentially vague concepts into clear indicators, to make them fully testable and measurable.


Operationalisation is an important part of the research process. Precise measurement of social phenomena cannot occur without it. Positivists require it as it assists reliability — ensuring that all responses are standardised and allowing other researchers to 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, ensuring that all respondents interpret questions in the same way.
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Exam tip


Operationalisation is often asked about in exam questions. Make sure you look at the research in the relevant source, determine which concepts require operationalisation and consider which indicators have been or might be used.
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Primary and secondary data



Primary data are gathered ‘first-hand’ by the sociologist using a variety of methods, for example, asking people questions via questionnaires or interviews, or observing their behaviour.


Secondary data are data that have been collected or produced by another person or organisation for other purposes. For example, official statistics relating to the life chances of people from specific social classes, ethnic groups and men and women are collected by the government, in the form of statistics on crime, unemployment, poverty and educational achievement. Journalists may research poverty or inequality and publish their findings in the form of a newspaper or magazine article, and other research organisations may conduct their own studies. Sociologists may wish to use this type of data, but must be aware that they have had no control over its collection, and therefore be alert for any bias or weaknesses in the data.







Data collection


The data collection stage refers to the actual carrying out of the research — delivering the questionnaires or conducting the interviews or observations, for example. Research methods are considered later in the section, but the data collection process will also include other considerations.







Pilot studies


Before carrying out the research on a large scale, many researchers will conduct a pilot study in order to iron out any potential problems with the questions and/or the ways interviews are conducted. Pilot studies are a ‘trial run’ of 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, unambiguous and free from bias, and that those taking part are interpreting the questions in the same way. A pilot study can also ensure that the research design has successfully identified the ‘right’ types of people as the research subjects and that the data produced are the required kind.
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Knowledge check 6


For which kinds of methods would a pilot study be more or less important?


[image: ]













Interpretation of data


Once the data have been collected, the findings will then need to be interpreted and analysed. Positivists believe it is important that the interpretation of data should be carried out objectively and that data should not be selected simply because they support the hypothesis. They would seek to identify patterns and trends, and thus are likely to present data in the form of tables or graphs, to make the findings easily identifiable.


Interpretivists are likely to have gathered qualitative data, which may be in the form of detailed transcripts from semi-structured or unstructured interviews, or lengthy descriptions from observations. Such data will be presented and interpreted differently from quantitative data — it is unlikely that patterns and trends will be sought. Instead interpretivists will identify themes and categorise their findings accordingly. They will tend to include quotes from the respondents themselves. The process of selecting from the vast amount of qualitative data is potentially problematic and subject to researcher imposition. The use of respondent validation and reflexivity is a response to this problem.







Respondent validation


Respondent validation is a method used to double-check the validity of the data collected. For example, it is sometimes used to check whether the sociological interpretation of why certain attitudes have been expressed during an interview, and the key points the respondent was trying to make, is supported by the respondents themselves. 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 — an aspect of ‘researcher imposition’. Respondent validation aims to address these problems that potentially undermine the validity, or truth, of the data collected.


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 or answered 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 7


What approach to research (positivism or interpretivism) is more likely to adopt respondent validation?
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Longitudinal studies


Some sociological research is longitudinal in nature. This involves returning to the same respondents at regular intervals during a long time period. 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 intervals and given sociologists fascinating insights into the influence of class, education and family on life chances. There are other well-known examples of longitudinal studies made by documentary companies — for example, the World in Action ‘Up’ programmes or the BBC’s Child of Our Time. One benefit of such an approach is that it will produce more valid data, since you are not asking people to remember how they felt or acted in the past, but are finding out about such things at the time when they occur.


However, such studies can be problematic. Respondents may drop out or die or the researchers may lose track of them — referred to as the rate of attrition. This may undermine the representativeness of the original sample. It may be that the views of those that remain in the sample may be significantly different to those of the subjects that drop out. Objectivity is also hard to maintain as researchers get to know their subjects over time.


It is important to note that a longitudinal study is not related to a specific method but rather to how it is carried out. You could do a more qualitative longitudinal study, using unstructured interviews every few years, or you could construct a more quantitative study which collects statistical data or involves questionnaires.








The relationship between sociology and social policy



Social policy 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, and sociological research is often used to demonstrate the need for certain social policies or to evaluate their impact.


There are essentially two perspectives with regard to the relationship between sociology and social policy. The first suggests that the job of sociologists is merely to collect evidence on behalf of social policymakers but it is no concern of the sociologist how those data are 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.


In contrast, the second perspective suggests sociologists need to take responsibility for how their work is translated into social policy because society is characterised by conflicts of interest between different social groups. Some of these wield tremendous power and may be the cause of the social problems identified by sociologists. Therefore, some sociologists have argued that the point of sociology is not just to interpret the world but to challenge its organisation and change it for the better.










The sampling process




Target population


When conducting research, a sociologist will normally be focusing on a particular section of society. It may be all adults in the UK, but it may be more focused — for example, all women in a particular age group or all males from a particular minority ethnic group. Research is also often focused on certain areas of the country. The overall group that the research is focused on, about whom the researcher will then intend to make claims based on their research findings, is referred to as the target population. It is usually too expensive and time-consuming to ask everybody in the target population to take part in research. Most researchers select a sample that is representative (i.e. a typical cross section) of the target population they are interested in. With a representative sample, it is possible to generalise the findings of the research to the target population: what is true of the sample should be true of the target population as a whole.







Representativeness


It is important that the sample of people the research is carried out with is representative of the target population. This means the sample should be made up of people who reflect the characteristics of the larger population in terms of social class, age, gender, ethnicity and so on. If the researcher fails to ensure that the sample group participating in the research is representative, then the findings will not be applicable to the wider target population.
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Exam tip


It is common for students to mix up representativeness and generalisability or use them in the wrong way. Representativeness relates to the sample — it is nothing to do with the research methods you then use with this sample. Generalisability relates to what you can do with the findings of your research if your sample is representative.
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Generalisability


Sociologists use representative samples because they normally want to generalise about the behaviour and attitudes of the target population being studied, 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. Thus, research which is carried out on a representative sample is usually claimed to be generalisable — the findings of the research are applicable to the whole target population.







Sampling frame


A sampling frame is a list of names of all or most of the people in a particular target population. Examples could include the electoral register (if your target population is all adults in the UK), the postcode address file (which could be useful for a target population from a certain region), school or college registers (if your target population is the students in a particular school or college), GP patient records and club membership lists. All sampling frames are unsatisfactory in some respect — not everyone is included, they are often out of date and some groups may be over-represented while other groups may not be included.
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Knowledge check 8


Suggest a suitable sampling frame if your target population is people in your area who keep fit.
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Sampling techniques




Random sampling techniques


There are two main techniques available to sociologists to select their sample: random and non-random. Random sampling techniques require a sampling frame from which to select the names ‘at random’ — meaning that every name has an equal chance of being selected and there is no selection bias.




Random sampling


A simple random sample involves selecting names randomly from a sampling frame. The most common ways of generating a random sample may be picking names out of a hat, or getting a computer to generate names. Using this technique, every member of the research population has an equal chance of being included in the sample, so those chosen are likely to be a cross section of the population. However, a simple random sample may not guarantee a representative sample — the technique may select too many young people or too many males, for example.







Systematic sampling


This involves a system for selecting names, such as every tenth name or every fourth name on your sampling frame. This does not always guarantee a representative sample, but the larger the sample, the more likely it is to be representative. This technique may be particularly useful if the sampling frame is in the form of a written list.







Stratified sampling (often referred to as stratified random sampling)


This technique is the most common and representative form of random sampling used in sociological research. It involves dividing the sampling frame into a number of sections or ‘strata’. For example, if researchers were sampling students at a college and discovered that 60% of students were female and 40% were male, they would want their sample to reflect those proportions. The sampling frame, i.e. college registers, would need to be split into two: a list of female students and a list of male students. If the researchers intended to have an overall sample of 100 students, they could then randomly select 60 female and 40 male students from their two lists.
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Knowledge check 9


Give one advantage and one disadvantage of choosing to use a stratified sample for your research.
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Non-random sampling techniques



Non-random sampling techniques may be used instead of random techniques for both practical and theoretical reasons. Sometimes no suitable sampling frame is available to the research team. For example, there is unlikely to be a sampling frame that lists the names of homeless people. Some interpretivists do not see the need for random sampling because they are interested in the specific experience of particular small-scale groups located in specific locations, for example homeless people who use a particular hostel. They have no intention of generalising their findings more widely, so a representative sample is not so important to them.




Snowball sampling


This type of sampling is used mainly when it is difficult to gain access to a particular group of people because there is no sampling frame available or because they engage in deviant or illegal activities that are normally carried out in isolation or in secret. The technique involves finding and interviewing a person who fits the research needs and then asking them to suggest another person who might be willing to be interviewed. The sample can grow as large as the researcher wants. However, snowball sampling may produce an atypical sample because those who agree to take part are unlikely to be representative of the wider group to which they belong, and will all be connected.







Volunteer sampling


People may be asked to volunteer to take part in research where the research question is too specific or even embarrassing for a wider audience and therefore results in a high level of non-response or refusal. To access volunteers, an advertisement could be placed on a website or in a newspaper, or a poster may be put up, for example. However, this is regarded as the weakest form of sampling since the volunteers are ‘self-selecting’ — choosing to take part for their own reasons and perhaps with strong views on the topic, affecting representativeness.
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Knowledge check 10


Which of the non-random sampling techniques is likely to achieve the most representative sample and why?
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Opportunity sampling


Opportunity sampling involves researchers choosing individuals who are available at the time of the study. For example, if you wanted to research the views of students, you might just ask those who are free at the same time as you and easy to access.







Purposive sampling


Purposive sampling is when a researcher chooses specific people within the population to use for a particular study or research project. Usually, the researcher is not interested in a diverse research population. Rather they will want to focus on people with particular characteristics who will be better able to assist with the relevant research. For example, research on single mothers who are claiming benefits logically would look to sample precisely that group rather than mothers in general or single mothers who are not claiming benefits because they would be unable to relate anything relevant to the study. To access a purposive sample, the researcher will often go to a place where such people are likely to be found. For example, a researcher interested in how skateboarders see themselves might visit a local skate park over a weekend and ask all those present to take part in the research.







Quota sampling


This technique is often used by researchers from large-scale companies who do not have a sampling frame and select their sample by going to a public place such as a shopping centre or by going door to door and asking people they come across to take part. What makes it different from an opportunity sample is that such researchers are given quotas for different categories of people to fulfil. For example, they may have a quota of 30 males and 30 females and, within that, more specific quotas for different age groups. Once they have filled a particular quota, they will not ask any more of that type of person.
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Exam tip


It is important to understand that sampling is a technique that helps sociologists to recruit people to take part in their research. Do not make the mistake of referring to sampling as a research method.
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Access and gatekeeping


Researchers need to think carefully about how they are going to access the institution in which their research group is mostly likely to be found. Access to some groups may be relatively straightforward. For example, if the research is focused on teenagers, this group is most likely to be found in a school. Researchers could gain access to this group by writing to local education authorities and head teachers for permission.


Other groups may be quite difficult to access. For example, there is no sampling frame for elderly people and the researcher may be forced to use non-random methods such as purposive sampling at social events for older people, or snowball sampling asking any older contacts they have to access others.


Some sociologists have accessed particular groups via the internet, for example through chat rooms or interactive sites such as Facebook. This is especially useful for research situations that are potentially embarrassing and off-putting if carried out face to face. Some researchers have even set up interactive research sites where they post notices asking for volunteers, or questionnaires for internet users to complete.


Some groups have the power to deny access to sociologists. This is probably the main reason why there are few sociological studies of institutions such as private schools or big businesses. The person who has the power to grant access, and also potentially to control the sample used, is known as the gatekeeper. For example, if you wanted to study students in a college, the principal of the college would be the gatekeeper, and they could deny or grant you access. They could also decide to select the students for you, rather than allowing you to select your own representative sample. This could impact on representativeness, and thus the later generalisability of any research findings.


If a sociologist wants to access a group using participant observation they will usually need to share the social characteristics of the group. However, some groups do not want to be studied because they are engaged in deviant or criminal activity, so unless the researcher was covert and presented themselves as a group member, access could be difficult. Some sociologists have managed to access deviant or criminal worlds as participant observers by offering a service to the group or its leader or by being sponsored by a trusted member of the group, who reassures the group of the legitimacy of the newcomer and that they pose no threat to the group.







Ethics


The British Sociological Association argues that ethical issues are important because research can have a powerful impact on people’s lives. It insists, therefore, that researchers must always think carefully about the impact of their research. Researchers need to acknowledge that research subjects have rights and that researchers have responsibilities and obligations towards them. There are certain broad ethical rules which underpin all sociological research, although some researchers will bend these rules and argue that the ends justify the means.
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Exam tip


When evaluating the usefulness of a research method to study a particular topic, consider whether ethical issues could constitute a strength and/or a weakness of such an approach.
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Informed consent


One issue is informed consent: research participants have a right to know what the research is about and the right to refuse to take part or to answer particular questions. People should know that research is being carried out on them and how the results will be used so that they can make an informed choice as to whether they should take part. Deception in any shape or form therefore needs to be avoided. However, informed consent is not always a straightforward matter. For example, very young children or people with learning disabilities may not be able to understand fully what the researcher is doing.


However, researchers using covert forms of observation depend on deception for the success of their research, and this would not be possible if their research subjects were informed that the research was taking place. This is because these groups tend to be involved in deviant behaviour and in normal circumstances would not be willing to cooperate with a sociological study. In these cases, interpretivists argue that deception is outweighed by the validity of the data gathered, which gives insight into why such deviance occurs.







Privacy and confidentiality


Another important issue is the right to privacy and confidentiality: most sociologists agree that the privacy of research subjects should be safeguarded as much as possible. However, sociological research is by its very nature intrusive — sociologists are interested in what goes on in private and intimate social situations. The problem of maintaining privacy can be countered by keeping the identity of research participants secret. Confidentiality means that the information an individual gives to the researcher cannot be traced back to that individual. Ethical researchers are therefore careful to disguise the identity of individual participants when they write up their research. If participants know they cannot be identified, they may be more willing to reveal personal and private matters, and thus confidentiality may increase the validity of the data collected.
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Knowledge check 11


Explain how a 4-hour unstructured interview with a victim of domestic abuse could be seen as ethical, or unethical, from different perspectives.
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Protection from harm


Most sociologists agree that research participants should be protected from any sort of physical harm and this is seldom a problem. However, some sociological research may harm participants emotionally and psychologically by asking insensitive questions or by reminding them of some traumatic experience. Sociological research may also have harmful social consequences. For example, people’s reputations may be damaged or they may be exposed to ridicule because of something a sociologist has published.







Illegality and immorality


Sociologists should avoid being drawn into situations where they may commit crimes or assist/witness deviant acts. If they come into possession of information about crimes committed or about to be committed, for example, it is suggested that this should be reported to the relevant authorities. However, interpretivists argue that if sociologists investigating deviant groups were to adopt this ethical rule, it would undermine the trust and rapport between the sociologist and research subjects and consequently seriously undermine the validity of the research. There are several famous studies which involve researchers going undercover into criminal gangs and finding themselves drawn into criminal behaviour.







Exploitation of research participants


Although it may appear that quantitative research such as questionnaires and structured interviews are less intrusive and thus less likely to create ethical issues, some researchers, especially feminists, have argued that another ethical concern involves the exploitation of research participants, arguing that more collaborative and in-depth research is actually more ethical as well, since the respondent has more control and gets more out of the experience. On the other hand, questionnaires tend to simply extract information from respondents, leaving them with nothing in return.
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Summary




	
•  The choice of research topic is influenced by a range of factors, including personal interest and which issues are current.


	
•  The research hypothesis and aims must be operationalised, that is, broken down into components such as indicators that can be measured and quantified.


	
•  The design and/or progress of a research project can be tested by using pilot studies or respondent validation.


	
•  Sociologists make a big contribution to social policy, but there is disagreement as to how involved sociologists should be with social policymakers.


	
•  It is usually impractical to study the whole of the population that sociologists are interested in and therefore some sociologists tend to use sampling frames and random sampling techniques in order to choose samples that are representative of the larger group.


	
•  If sampling frames are unavailable, sociologists might use non-random sampling techniques to gather suitable people to be researched.


	
•  There are various ethical guidelines that sociologists are expected to follow.
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