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SOCI 1002 E
Foundations of Sociology

Week 3: How Sociologists do Research

Ordinary Human Inquiry
· Uses causal and probabilistic reasoning.
· Tradition & authority: provides us with starting points, but should not be the end.

Errors in Inquiry
· Inaccurate observations (mind doesn’t focus on exact tone of voice, colour of shirt etc).
· Overgeneralization (based on experience and comes to a conclusion too quickly).
· Selective observation (ignores certain findings).
· Illogical reasoning.
· Science is about going beyond tradition and authority (using them just as a starting point).

Social Science
· Science is about: 1. logic (theory) and 2. observations (methods).
· Study of social regularities: aims to find patterns of regularity in social life.
· Study of aggregates: create theories about the aggregate behaviour of many individuals.
· Language of attributes (characteristics of people of things i.e. male or female) & variables (logical grouping of attributes i.e. gender).

Social Research
· Idiographic: explaining one case in great detail.
· Nomothetic: explaining a set of cases using a handful of factors.
· Inductive thinking: moves from particular observations to the general.
· Deductive thinking: moves from the general to a specific.
· Quantitative versus qualitative: a lot of information versus in depth information.
· Pure research: foremost interested in understanding (wants to understand why, etc)
· Applied research: foremost interested in application (wants to apply knowledge you have)

Approaches to Science
· Objectivity: observation of the world isn’t influenced by theory or assumptions – “We all see the same thing”.
· Subjectivity: observation of the world is influenced by theory or assumptions – “You don’t see that?”
· Premodern view  Modern view  Postmodern view (moves away from objectivity as the views progress)

Values in Research
· Stage one: researchers’ values help them decide which problems are worth investigating.
· Stage two: values lead to theories for interpreting problems.
· Stage three: interpretations are influenced by previous research.
· Stage four: methods used to gather data mould perceptions.
· Values  Theories  Previous Research  Methods  “Reality”

Research Process
i. Define the problem
ii. Review existing research literature
iii. Formulate research question (something you can answer)
iv. Operationalize
v. Select research method (survey, interview, focus group, field work, experiments, analyses)
vi. Collect data
vii. Analyze data
viii. Develop the conclusion (only in university does research actually end, reflect on what was written and explain where we need to go next)

Operationalization
· How are researchers going to look at and research these concepts?
· Measurements: uses mental constructs or concepts (e.g. race, class, gender)
· Procedure by which researchers establish criteria for assigning values to variables – How are you measuring the concept? What counts and what does not count?
· Linked to definition: how will you measure/observe concept x, y and z?
· You can never be too precise, use many details

Example of Operationalization
· What is the best movie in the last ten years? (Would need to define “best” & “movie – what counts and what doesn’t count)
· On the basis of critics? Money grossed? Awards won? Viewer’s reviews? Number of downloads? Most likes on Facebook? Trending on twitter?
· People define “best” completely differently (based on above examples)
· Let’s say we choose awards, which ones? (Oscars, golden globes, film critics, screen guild, people’s view, MTV, various film festivals) 
· Which awards are relevant? Will they all have the same “value”? (best acting, best supporting actor, best picture etc)
· Offering precision on these questions will be measured/determined is what operationalization is about.

Ethical Considerations
· Treatment of subjects: need for respecting rights of research subjects, including: right to safety, right to privacy, right to confidentiality, right to informed consent.
· Treatment of research results: concern about plagiarism, especially with the Internet.

Main Methods of Sociology
· Field methods
· Experiments
· Surveys (phone, face-to-face, paper etc)
· Content analyses
· Reliability: degree to which a measurement procedure yields consistent results
· Validity: degree to which a measure actually measures what it intends to measure
· Generalizability: when research findings apply beyond specific case examined
· Causality: assessing cause and effect relationships among variables
· Convenience sample: picking people around you (family, friends) and using it for a generalization.

Field Methods
· Field research: based on observation of people in their natural settings
· Detached observation: classifying and counting behavior of interest according to predetermined scheme.
· Ethnography: spends months/years living with people to learn their language, values and mannerisms to develop an understanding of their behaviour.
· Concerns about romanticizing: loose the aspect of being an outsider and become an insider
· Purpose: achieve deep & sympathetic understanding of people’s values etc.
· Exploratory research: an attempt to describe and develop a theory (with little previous research)

Experiments
· Experiments: carefully controlled artificial situation
· Randomization: involves assigning individuals to groups by chance processes
· Dependent: effect in the cause and effect relationship
· Independent: cause in the cause and effect relationship

Surveys
· Asking people question about their knowledge/behavior
· Sample is surveyed from population

Guidelines for Designing Good Survey Questions
· Focus: each question have one specific topic
· Brevity: generally shorter questions
· Clarity: clear understandable
· Bias: avoid bias words
· Relevance: relevant to them and the research

Analysis of Documents
· Can be text, audio, visual
· Content analysis is in-depth analysis
· Most frequent used sources
· Advantages: inexpensive and convenient
