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Introduction: The Practice of Research

We have a habit in writing articles published in scientifi c journals 
to make the work as fi nished as possible, to cover all the tracks, 
to not worry about the blind alleys or to describe how you had 
the wrong idea fi rst, and so on. So there isn’t any place to pub-
lish, in a dignifi ed manner, what you actually did in order to get 
to do the work. . . .  

Richard Feynman, Nobel Laureate, Physics

The purpose of this book is to expose students to studies in the social sci-
ences that use a range of methods and to provide accounts of how those 
studies were done. Such accounts—though not exactly confessional—
should help students recognize that research is messy. The structure of 
research write-ups often suggests that researchers knew exactly what their 
questions were and what the corresponding relevant literature was before 
beginning their work. Yet the research process is often far more iterative, 
where the exact questions of projects and what is important about those 
questions is fi nalized once the research is complete and scholars are ana-
lyzing and writing up their data.

This fact does not mean, however, that research is haphazard. As the 
contents of this book will illustrate, there is a method to social science 
inquiry—one that ensures that the fi ndings reported might reasonably 
serve as the basis for knowing something about our social world. And at 
the core of that method is a particular research attitude: skepticism. While 
much is often made of the differences between qualitative and quantita-
tive work, in this volume we argue that all studies of the social world 
that we might consider “scientifi c” share a key feature: they proceed by 
adhering to the logic of science, which is not to prove an idea correct. 
Instead, the logic of inquiry is negation.

For a scholar to feel like she has established a claim as “correct,” what 
she must do is work hard to fi nd evidence that she is wrong. Although 
this process might seem counterintuitive, it is the basic way in which 
knowledge advances: we are never certain, but the more times we try to 
show that we are wrong and cannot, the more comfortable we can feel 
that our idea has some basis in fact. Whether one is testing subjects in a 
lab or wandering the hallways of a school observing its inner workings, 
the basic approach is the same. One seeks to eliminate alternate potential 
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2 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

explanations for the observed phenomenon so that the best explanation is 
the only one that fi ts.

In this book, you will read the work by researchers who use a variety 
of methods. Even so, across all the methods used, the research is driven 
by a common theme: the only way to prove a point is to disprove all 
other possible explanations. The one supreme lesson we hope you come 
away with after reading this book is be skeptical. Research is not about 
affi rming your beliefs; it is about being unable to prove them wrong.

THE LOGIC OF THIS BOOK

This book is not a traditional methods textbook. The chapters are not set 
up to teach about each method by writing about them. Rather than talk 
about research methods, our emphasis is on illustrating research methods 
through actual research projects. You will read the results of these projects 
in the form of excerpts of published research papers and books, but you 
will also read the authors’ personal refl ections about how they did the 
research that yielded the publications. Chapters in this book center around 
nine different social science research methods, and each chapter has three 
parts. First, we provide a very brief introduction to the method in ques-
tion. Second, we illustrate this method with an excerpt of a scholarly 
paper that uses the method. These papers are written by leading scholars 
in the fi eld and were chosen because they contain creative ideas, have 
interesting fi ndings, deploy research methods in thought-provoking ways, 
and raise critical questions about how to do social research. Following 
each paper is a personal refl ection, written by the author or authors of the 
paper and specially prepared for this volume; the refl ections explore how 
the research project presented in the paper was actually done, some of 
the challenges faced, and how they were overcome. These refl ections will 
give a sense of what the authors actually did in their research, why they 
chose the particular methodology, how they think about that method, and 
how they overcame obstacles that came up throughout the research pro-
cess (obstacles always emerge).

Our aim is to show students how research works by providing exam-
ples of research but also by “pulling back the curtain” on the research 
process and having authors reveal what is often hidden when we pub-
lish papers: our missteps, challenges, and at times failures, as well as the 
practical solutions that were employed to complete the research project 
and publish its fi ndings. We hope that this book provides students with a 
better understanding of research methodology and will help them realize 
that the challenges they face are not unique. Through seeing how leaders 
of the fi eld have dealt with many of the same issues that plague all social 
research, we hope that this volume provides students with a set of practi-
cal skills to help them work through common challenges and make their 
research more methodologically sound.
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Introduction: The Practice of Research / 3

In this book, we do not advocate any particular methodological 
approach. Instead, in our introductions we point to how each method 
works and how specifi c methods are best suited to answer certain types 
of questions. For example, if you want to establish a causal claim, you are 
better served by an experiment than by content analysis; if you want to 
understand how people interact with one another, you’ll likely be better 
off observing them than surveying them. Each method is good at answer-
ing particular kinds of questions, but no method is perfect. Recognizing 
the strengths of different methods will help students more effectively 
design research projects and evaluate the projects of others.

For the remainder of this introduction, we outline a variety of consider-
ations when designing a research project. This chapter provides a general 
but hardly exhaustive introduction to social science research. Yet it will 
provide students with some basic insights that can guide their readings 
of the papers in this volume, as well as the design of their own research 
projects.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER WHEN DOING SOCIAL RESEARCH

Perhaps the most daunting task in doing research is deciding what you 
will actually study. There are two rules of thumb to follow here. First, 
what are you passionate about? Research projects require long periods 
of time: months, often years, and sometimes lifetimes! Though scientifi c 
research is frequently presented as the product of a disinterested observer, 
you must be able to sustain interest in the project through setbacks and 
timelines that can feel endless. A commitment to your research project is 
what helps you get over the hurdles of such challenges.

Second, you should pick a project you can actually complete. If you 
want to study the Yoruba, for example, you will probably need to move 
to West Africa for a period of time; it would also help to speak Yoruba. If 
you have commitments in your life that require you to be home at night, 
you can still do social research, but it makes no sense to develop a project 
that studies the inner-workings of nightclubs. If you are not interested 
in mathematical modeling, you are probably not well suited for sophis-
ticated quantitative data analysis. These everyday constraints are impor-
tant to recognize and keep in mind as you develop your project. Having 
constraints does not make you a less dedicated scientist; it makes you a 
human being.

From Topic to Question

Once you have a research topic that you know your interest can sustain 
for a long period of time and you have confi rmed that conducting the 
research is doable (it fi ts your life and the research skills you have devel-
oped), you are ready to turn that topic into a research question. The most 

01_Kahn_Introduction.indd   Sec1:301_Kahn_Introduction.indd   Sec1:3 5/2/2013   1:01:52 PM5/2/2013   1:01:52 PM



4 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

important point to keep in mind is that your research question must really 
be a question. For example, “I want to show that people from different 
cultures have different ideas of ‘the family’ ” is not a question. First, you 
might ask, “Who would disagree with me?” It is hard to imagine that “the 
family” is universal across cultures. Your task is to think about how you 
could be wrong. Is it possible that different cultures don’t have different 
ideas of the family? If your answer is no, then you’ve set up a research 
project based not upon a question, but upon an answer you already have 
in your mind. This example points to an even greater diffi culty: if you 
say, “I want to show . . . ,” you are starting off with the wrong attitude. 
Remember that the logic of science proceeds by negation. So your aim 
ought not to be having a point you want to show. Instead, it should be 
to have a question you want to answer. Staying with our example, you 
might instead start with, “How do different cultures conceptualize ‘the 
family’?” Now that’s a researchable question.

With this kind of question, we could draw on lots of different research 
methodologies. As we will discuss in this book, some methods are more 
appropriate choices for answering certain types of questions and deal-
ing with particular populations. Yet for the most part, research questions 
are “methods-neutral.” In other words, many different social research 
methods could be used to answer the question posed above. We could 
interview people from different cultures to see how they think about the 
notion of the family. Or we could conduct an ethnography of family life 
in a number of cultures. Or we might be able to fi nd survey data that 
explores attitudes about family life. We could also do a content analysis 
of journalistic stories about “the family” and see how the stories differ in 
various countries and media outlets. If you don’t know what it means to 
use these different methods yet, don’t worry. By the time you are done 
with this book, you will.

Units of Analysis and Observation

Once you have a question, you have to decide what you actually want 
to observe. In other words, you must decide on your unit of analysis. 
Sometimes we are interested in individual people. But not always. We can 
ask questions about groups of people or about even larger units—organi-
zations, companies, or nations. For example, we might ask how people’s 
incomes are infl uenced by their education (our unit of analysis for this 
fi rst question is the individual); or, we might ask how family structure has 
changed as more women have entered the workforce (our unit of analysis 
for this second question is a social group: the family); or, we might ask 
how capitalist nations are able to extract resources from their citizenry 
compared to monarchies (our unit of analysis here is the nation). You 
should not think of certain units of analysis as better than others; they 
simply determine what types of data you must collect and which research 
methods are more or less appropriate to answering your questions.
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Quantitative versus Qualitative Research?

In the process of specifying your unit of analysis, you will also decide 
how you will collect your data: Will you do a survey or a fi eld experi-
ment? Will you conduct participant observation or semistructured inter-
views? Will you fi nd a dataset that has already been collected and analyze 
those data? In the process of making this decision, you will also need to 
decide what types of data you want to collect and/or analyze. The dis-
tinction between quantitative and qualitative research really just concerns 
the difference between types of data you will collect—do the data refl ect 
numbers and quantities or thematic qualities? The research instrument 
itself does not actually dictate whether the data will be numbers or not. 
Some surveys include open-ended questions that collect data that are then 
qualitatively coded, and some ethnographers count things when they do 
their research.

In general, quantitative data and analyses are better suited for explain-
ing the what of a research question. For example, what explains the dif-
ferential unemployment rates of people from different backgrounds? 
Qualitative analyses, in contrast, tend to be used to answer the how. For 
example, how do policymakers decide on unemployment benefi ts? As 
we will discuss in more detail in the following sections, certain types 
of quantitative data allow for the broadest array of statistical analyses, 
whereas you can only do very limited types of quantitative analyses on 
qualitative data.

Units of Observation: Variables

Deciding on a unit of analysis does not mean you observe only that unit; 
in fact, your unit of observation can still be at the individual level even 
if you are interested in groups (and vice versa). For example, if you are 
interested in the second question posed above—how family structure has 
changed as more women have entered the workforce—you are likely to 
gather observations at the individual level, such as interview data with 
women who have recently entered the workforce. If you ask the ques-
tion about capitalist nations, you are likely to gather information about 
individual-level tax rates.

Your unit of observation is more commonly called a variable. It is 
the dimension or aspect of your unit of analysis that has various values, 
which can be either quantities or qualities. These values can be just two 
(if you’re looking at differences between men and women), or they can 
be almost infi nite (if you’re looking at people’s wealth in dollars, which 
can go from negative values for someone in debt to fi gures in the bil-
lions). Essential to all variables is that the specifi ed values for each must 
be exhaustive and mutually exclusive. In other words, if you are gathering 
information on a variable, every observation of interest must be possi-
ble as a category or value of your variable, and every observation must 
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6 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

fi t into only one category. For example, let’s say you created a value for 
“level of education” and our categories were these:

• some high school

• high school graduate only

• four-year college graduate only

• professional, master’s, or PhD degree

In this instance, there would be concern that the variable is not exhaus-
tive. Why? Well, what do you do with people who have some college 
education or who have gone to technical school or a community college? 
These people completed more than high school but did not earn a four-
year college degree. In short, not every category is represented in the val-
ues of the variables. Before collecting data, you must make sure to design 
the research in such a way as to avoid this problem. This issue is not as 
important when the question is open ended. In other words, if respon-
dents just fi ll in their own answers and do not make a choice on a survey 
or if respondents are answering interview questions orally, then this issue 
will be resolved during data analysis.

Once you have ensured that every observation can fi t within your 
variable, you must also ensure that no observation can fi t within more 
than one value. So let’s say we’re doing a survey and asking people their 
income levels. We give research subjects the following to choose from:

• $10,000–25,000

• $25,000–50,000

• $50,000–75,000

• >$75,000

There are two problems with our design. First, our variable is not exhaus-
tive. What if you make less than $10,000? You have nothing to select! 
Also, the categories of our variable aren’t mutually exclusive. What if you 
make $25,000 or $50,000 or $75,000? You have two categories to choose 
between, both of which “match” your income. Again, we must redesign 
our instrument to make sure that every answer can go into one, and only 
one, value for our variable. As a researcher, it is your job to defi ne your 
variables and make sure the values you collect information about are 
exhaustive and mutually exclusive.

Although the two previous examples illustrate challenges to survey 
research with closed-ended questions, similar challenges come up in inter-
view and ethnographic research. Qualitative researchers must defi ne how 
to characterize their observations and make sure that such observations 
are complete. For example, if you want to conduct participant observa-
tion to understand the economic behavior of gangs in a neighborhood but 
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you did your research only in the morning, you would miss all kinds of 
activity because you did not make observations across every condition of 
the variable (during the afternoon, at night, etc.). Your research would not 
be exhaustive, and your observations would be subject to bias. Further, if 
a gang operated a “legitimate” business—say, an auto repair shop—you 
would have to be careful in coding that activity. If the work at the auto 
repair shop counts as both categories of your variable (gang economic 
activity and legitimate economic activity), your observations will be too 
vague and require reconstruction or considerable explanation.

Types of Variables

There are many different kinds of variables, and they allow for different 
kinds of analysis. This point is particularly important if you want to do 
statistical analysis on your data. The rules for what types of variables are 
appropriate for what types of analyses will not be covered thoroughly in 
this book, but students who are likely to do statistical analyses should 
consult textbooks or papers that deal with how different types of variables 
are analyzed. For now, we will cover just four common types of variables 
and give you some insights into what they mean for doing analysis. The 
four types are nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio.

Nominal data are often called categorical data, because they are data 
that deal with categories of things that do not have a meaningful numeri-
cal value. Nominal data are classifi ed by category. Eye color would be an 
example (brown, blue, gray, etc.) or gender (male, female, or other) or col-
lege major (sociology, physics, etc.). Again, when gathering nominal data, 
it is important that the categories are exhaustive and mutually exclusive.

Ordinal data are like nominal data, but some kind of meaningful 
distance is placed between the values of categories. This value happens 
through a scale. The scale shows the order of variables but not the distance 
between one value and another. An example of an ordinal scale might be 
the fi nal position of swimmers in a race. It would show who came fi rst, 
second, third, and so on but reveal nothing about the swimmers’ times. 
Did the winner win handily, or was it a photo fi nish? Who knows? The 
ranking of items can be important, but not knowing the distance between 
values limits the kinds of statistical analyses one can do.

Interval data are like ordinal data in that we know the values of cat-
egories and they are placed on a scale, but with these data we also know 
the size of the intervals between the categories. A good example here is a 
temperature scale. For example, in Celsius 0° indicates the freezing point 
of water, and 100° is its boiling point. Moreover, the distance between 23° 
and 24° Celsius is the same as the distance between 15° and 16°. However, 
such scales do not have a true or meaningful zero. While the freezing 
point of water may be interesting to know, setting this temperature as 
0° is arbitrary. On the Fahrenheit scale, in contrast, the zero temperature 
value is well below the point at which water freezes. On the Celsius scale, 
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8 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

we could as easily set 0° at the boiling point of water or the average tem-
perature in Oklahoma City during the summer months. It is completely 
arbitrary. To do particular types of statistical analyses, there must be a 
meaningful zero point.

Ratio data are like interval data in that we have an ordered scale with 
fi xed intervals between values, but something is added: a meaningful, or 
true, zero point. Examples of ratio data might be your income in dollars, 
the number of people enrolled in a class, or your height in inches or cen-
timeters. Although there is a big difference between being 187 centimeters 
tall and 187 inches tall, in both metrics the zero point is the same.

If all of these details make it seem as if social scientists just create 
categories of data for the fun of it, let us assure you that these differ-
ences matter! They particularly matter for the kinds of analyses you can 
do with data. With nominal and ordinal data, you have limited options, 
but you can look at aspects of the distribution across your sample. For 
example, you can look at the frequency of different items (how often you 
observed different social phenomena), percentages, and modes (the mode 
is the most common value). These kinds of analyses can be conducted on 
just about all types of data if they are collected correctly. For example, an 
ethnographer can count how often a student asks a teacher for help or 
her interview data can be coded to see how often activists talk about the 
outcome of a political campaign.

With interval and ratio data you can look at the mean, calculate stan-
dard deviations, correlations, and other statistics. So as you seek to gather 
data on variables, ask yourself what kinds of analyses you want to do on 
those variables. If you are analyzing data you did not collect yourself—
what is called secondary data—you must be sensitive to what kind of 
data you are working with, as this information will determine some of 
the analytic techniques you can deploy. Again, we will not systematically 
cover these techniques in this book. For more information about them, 
consult a statistical textbook or a textbook on quantitative or qualitative 
analyses.

Making Sure Variables Vary

In order for social scientists to observe relationships, no matter what kinds 
of variables we are working with, we must observe covariation. So let’s 
say we posit a relationship between two units of analysis: building upon 
our example above, perhaps the relationship is that your education infl u-
ences your income. In this instance, your education would be an indepen-
dent variable; that is, it is related to the variable you are trying to explain. 
The other variable—income in this case—is your dependent variable; that 
is, its value or categorization is dependent on the independent variable. 
To put it more simply, it is the effect you are looking to observe.

When we say that we must observe covariation to observe a relation-
ship, we mean that observations of both the independent variable and 
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the dependent variable must have more than one value. Let’s say we 
observed only people with a high school diploma (nothing less, nothing 
more). Looking at these people’s incomes, we would see lots of varia-
tion—that is, many different values of income. A few of our subjects 
would make a lot of money, most would make some money, and a few 
would be unemployed. But given that we have only one category of the 
independent variable—high school education—we could not say anything 
about the relationship between that variable and our dependent variable, 
because our independent variable does not vary! However, if we gathered 
information on people with varying amounts of education, we would be 
able to say something meaningful about the relationship between our 
variables.

So when selecting independent variables and dependent variables, we 
must make sure we have more than one value for each. It is possible that 
when we look for a relationship, we do not observe any covariation. In 
this case, it is simply that we do not fi nd a relationship between variables. 
To take a silly example, we might ask if the length of your thumb was 
predictive of your income. We could then observe the thumb length of 
many people (we have variation) and see how this characteristic is related 
to their income (again we have variation). In this case, it is unlikely that 
we have any meaningful covariation, so our two variables are not related 
to one another. Lots of things in the world are unrelated to one another, 
and sometimes fi nding out that social phenomena are not related can be 
as important as fi nding out that they are.

Causal Direction and Spuriousness

Let’s say we do fi nd covariation. What can we say once we fi nd a relation-
ship between two variables? Do we know that our independent variable 
has caused our dependent variable? In all likelihood, we do not. Some 
of you may have heard the expression “correlation does not mean cau-
sation.” There are two potential reasons that this statement is so often 
repeated. First, just because we have observed covariation does not mean 
that we have identifi ed the correct direction of the relationship: x does 
not necessarily cause y; y could be causing x. For example, let’s look at 
two variables: (1) the health of children and (2) the amount of time their 
fathers spend with them. Doing a study, we fi nd that there is a positive 
correlation, or association, between fathers spending more time with chil-
dren and children being in good health. The researcher might be tempted 
to argue that children are more healthy because their fathers spend time 
with them. Intuitively, this explanation makes sense. However, we could 
have the causal direction completely wrong. In other words, it could be 
that fathers are more likely to spend time with healthy children than 
unhealthy children. To establish a causal relationship requires consider-
ably more work than establishing an association. One of the ways we can 
show causality is through research design—for example, through using 
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10 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

experiments. (You will learn more about this research method in the fi rst 
chapter of the book.) Another reason to interpret a causal relationship is if 
one variable precedes the other (it happens fi rst). For example, to test the 
problem above (with children’s health and fathers’ time), we might look 
for cases where children get sick and see what happens. Do fathers then 
decrease their parenting time, or vice versa? If fathers begin to spend less 
time with their children, what happens to the children’s health?

Finally, even if we solve the problem of causal direction, the nonspu-
riousness of the observed relationship still needs to be ensured. A spuri-
ous relationship is one where it looks as if there is a connection between 
two variables because of observed covariation but in reality there is 
some other variable that has a causal impact on both our independent 
and dependent variables. This situation is easiest to understand with an 
example.

Let’s return to the case of the impact of education on income. In this 
instance, we observe a strong relationship between the two. People with 
more education make more money. Given that education precedes income, 
we can be fairly certain of the causal direction: education causes higher 
earnings. So we have a situation that looks something like this fi gure:

Higher Education         Higher Earnings

However, we still have to worry about spuriousness. That is, what if some 
other variable has an impact on both level of education and earnings? 
Our worry can be presented in the following diagram:

Higher Education    Higher Earnings

Something Else?

In other words, the association we fi nd between higher education and higher 
earnings exists, but it is not because education has an effect on earnings. It 
is because some other variable has a positive effect on both education and 
earnings. If this explanation is correct, it is possible that we have assumed 
a relationship where one does not exist. One potential spurious variable 
might be parents’ earnings. In other words, we might fi nd that children of 
wealthier parents are more likely to have more schooling and are also more 
likely to make more money themselves. In this case, then, parental earnings 
might explain both education and earnings. Thus the association between 
the two variables exists, but education does not explain earnings; instead, 
parents’ earnings explain both level of education and earnings. Social sci-
ence researchers looking at this particular question have found that if we 
look at education alone we overestimate the effect of education on earnings, 
because both education and parents’ earnings help explain earnings but par-
ents’ earnings also have a positive effect on education.
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Such spuriousness is a challenge for most social science methods—
except experiments. Experiments isolate the effects of a single variable, 
and so there are few worries of spurious results (they have other wor-
ries!). For all other methods, however, an unobserved spurious variable 
is always a concern. Survey instruments can deal with spuriousness of 
observed variables by using statistical controls (more about them in later 
chapters). Qualitative methods often describe social processes (how things 
happen) more than causal pathways (what variables explain what out-
comes); this difference allows researchers to avoid some of the challenges 
of spuriousness. However, for most research, it is important to keep two 
points in mind when conducting research: (1) some unobserved variable 
(the “something else” in the image above) might explain the results, and 
therefore (2) it is important to gather information on the most likely spu-
rious variables so that you can rule them out as competing explanations.

From Research Question to Hypothesis

Now that we have a sense of some of the basic building blocks of research, 
we are ready to make our question a little more specifi c. We are ready to 
turn our research question into a hypothesis. An hypothesis is simply a 
statement about how variables relate to one another. Let’s stay with the 
topic above—that of the relationship between education and earnings. In 
this section we will talk about three kinds of hypotheses: (1) the general 
form of a hypothesis, which is converted into (2) an abstract form based 
upon your question of interest, and then into (3) your operational form, 
which is what you actually study.

The general form of a hypothesis is the form that almost all hypotheses 
take. And it looks something like this:

For Population (P) in Condition (C), Independent Variable (X) is related to 
Dependent Variable (Y)

This phrase might seem overly complicated and abstract, but bear with 
us; it will become clearer! The basic insight here is that for an hypothesis, 
you need to defi ne the population you’re interested in studying, under 
conditions that are of interest relative to variables you think are impor-
tant. Are you interested in people from the United States or just people 
from Texas? If it’s Texans, there is no point in gathering information about 
people from California. We rarely want to know about the entire world. In 
fact, we usually just want to know about a very small part of it. So fi rst, 
we must defi ne whom it is we want to know about: our population.

We also want to know about what counts as a condition of interest 
for that population. So again, let’s say we’re interested in the relationship 
between education and wealth in the United States. Do we want to gather 
information from everyone in the United States? Probably not. We proba-
bly want to limit our information gathering to people who are of working 
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age; there is no point in gathering information about people who have 
yet to work a job or whose education is incomplete. So we are unlikely 
to decide to gather information about people under the age of 18. But 
we also might not want to gather information from people above the age 
of 65, since many of these people are retired and not earning money in 
the labor market anymore. We may also want to exclude people who are 
presently in college or unable to work because of a disability or because 
they are incarcerated. These are important research decisions that relate to 
how we gather information and who is of research interest. How we deal 
with these questions has implications for the population we can draw 
generalizations about. We will talk more about these issues when we get 
to our sampling section, next. But for now, it is important to note that we 
must specify the conditions of interest for our population.

Next, we need to construct variables that we think might explain a rela-
tionship. These are our independent and dependent variables discussed 
above. In our case, the independent variable is education. Our dependent 
variable is income. Once we have all of these elements, we are ready to 
move on to our abstract hypothesis.

For Americans (P) who are of working age (C), their education (X) explains how 
much income they make (Y)

Now we have an abstract hypothesis that tells us whom we are inter-
ested in and what a possible relationship might be between the variables 
of interest. But at this point, we are still not ready to gather any data. 
We have yet to fi gure out how we will measure each of our variables. 
We must, therefore, make some measurement assumptions. Such mea-
surement assumptions are how we move from an abstract idea—say, 
“education”—to something more concrete about which we can gather 
data.

The most obvious way to measure education is to look at years of 
schooling. But such a measurement makes all kinds of assumptions about 
education: that it only happens in schools, that a year at one school is 
equivalent to a year in another school, that “on the job training” does 
not count as education, and so on. We can think of many instances where 
people learn outside school: where people “educates themselves” (say, 
by learning how to do computer programming or to cut hair), where a 
very wealthy school might be able to do more by way of educating than 
one that is a very poor school, or where someone learns a considerable 
amount through working. By gathering information about years in school, 
you make certain assumptions about what counts as “education” and 
what does not. We could have a similar discussion of “income.” Again, 
while it seems clear that we measure income in terms of salary (so we 
ask about your salary on a survey), this measurement misses important 
sources of money. What if your parents continue to support you? Does 
that count as income? What if you receive government support? What if 
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you have investments that give you income but aren’t part of your salary? 
Again, we miss all these factors by assuming that we can measure money 
as “salary.”

Such assumptions about how you will measure your variables are 
referred to as the variable’s operationalization. In other words, how do 
you convert your abstract idea into something concrete that is measurable 
so you can gather data? Such operationalizations can be better or worse, 
but it is unlikely that they will be “right” or “wrong.” Take another vari-
able that is often of interest to social scientists: social class. There are 
many ways to operationalize class. We could look at a more quantitative 
variable and collect data about how much money you have. Or we could 
use a more qualitative measure and collect data about whether you are 
in charge of determining how you do your job or if someone else tells 
you what to do. We could also look at the kinds of items you like to buy: 
a Ferrari and an antique chair can cost the same amount of money, but 
if you choose to buy one rather than the other, it might say something 
about you and your social class! All of these operationalizations of “class” 
make sense, but they are very different. Making a choice to operationalize 
class in one way rather than another will infl uence your research project.

Measurement assumptions (how you operationalize your abstract 
hypothesis) are not something you can escape. They apply to all research 
projects. But given that they are important for your fi ndings, it is impera-
tive that you are clear about what they are, how you arrived at the opera-
tionalizations you selected, and what the implications are for generalizing 
your fi ndings back to your abstract hypothesis.

After we have made our measurement assumptions, we are fi nally ready 
to articulate our operational hypothesis, which is even more specifi c.

Among people who live in the United States, are of working age, and fi ll out a 
survey where they report their schooling and salary, those who report having spent 
more years in school will report having a higher salary than those who report less 
schooling.

This hypothesis seems considerably more limited than where we started. 
Although social research aims to answer big questions about social phe-
nomena, the design of research projects is typically narrow. As we move 
from a general interest to a specifi c question, we must narrow it to a ques-
tion we can actually answer. We have made some assumptions along the 
way—unavoidable ones but ones we must be clear about articulating. We 
have moved from an interest in education and income to years of school-
ing and salary. We could have made other measurement assumptions and 
moved in a different direction, but the practice of research requires that 
we make such specifi c choices to get from abstract concepts to particular 
operationalizations. And this move means making assumptions and nar-
rowing the scope of our work. But being more narrow or specifi c has 
its benefi ts: we are asking a question we can actually answer. And that 
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means that through our answer we will know more about the world than 
when we started.

This variable-based articulation of an hypothesis may seem closer to 
what quantitative scholars do than what qualitative researchers do. To a 
degree, that is true. As you will see over the course of these chapters, the 
hypotheses that researchers end up with are not always the ones they 
started with! Sometimes such articulations are created after data are col-
lected and the researcher asks, “What do I have here?” Regardless, the 
questions we have identifi ed are of equal importance to the qualitative 
researcher, even if his or her hypotheses are less focused on causality and 
more on relationships among qualities. In other words, before beginning 
any research project, you must be able to answer the following questions: 
What are the relationships that I am interested in studying? How do I 
decide who counts as part of my population of interest? What are the 
concepts that I want to study? And what counts as an observation of 
these concepts? Whether you do an ethnography or an experiment, these 
are important questions you must be able to answer in order to do your 
research.

Selecting a Population of Interest

Once a research question has been pared down to an operational hypoth-
esis, it is time to fi gure out whom exactly you will observe to test this 
hypothesis. Sampling is the way in which social scientists select a repre-
sentation of their population of interest. It is very rare that we can study 
everyone we are interested in—or what we call a population. Instead, 
we often have to study a smaller group of people whom we claim are 
representative of that population. Such sampling happens in quantitative 
and qualitative work. In qualitative work we might, for example, be inter-
ested in the conditions of homelessness. We cannot study all homeless 
people in the country. Instead, we might do an ethnography of a neigh-
borhood where homeless people live. In this instance, we are not study-
ing all homeless people. We are studying a sample of homeless people (a 
neighborhood), with the hope that what we learn from our sample can be 
generalized to our population of interest.

In quantitative work, it is most often the case that samples are drawn 
to be as representative as possible, so that we can generalize to as large 
a population of interest as is manageable. There are generally four steps 
to this process: (1) deciding upon a population of interest, (2) creating a 
study population, (3) deciding on a sample frame, and (4) constructing a 
sample. We will deal with each of these points in turn.

Your fi rst question when creating a sample is “Whom do I want to 
study?” This is your population of interest. It could be everyone in 
the United States or everyone enrolled at your college. The population 
of interest is the population about which you hope to generalize your 
research fi ndings.
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It is very rare that you can actually study everyone in your population 
of interest. Instead, you will have to take a sample. In other words, you 
will have to come up with a plan for how to select some of them in a 
way that is representative in meaningful ways to the larger population you 
want to understand. One of the main questions you should ask yourself 
when you start to develop your sampling is how you actually gain access 
to the people you want to study? If you cannot access them, then you 
cannot study them! The group that you can access through your sampling 
techniques is called your study population. If you are interested in the 
entire population of the United States, chances are you will not be able to 
access everyone due to time and resource constraints, as well as to the fact 
that some members of your population may be inaccessible because they 
will not respond to you or they are unavailable. For example, if your pop-
ulation of interest is the entire United States, it is unlikely that you will be 
able to access prisoners; so your study population will miss these two mil-
lion Americans. It is also unlikely that you can access the very, very rich or 
the very, very poor. People who are living here illegally are similarly likely 
to avoid being accessed by researchers. As a result of these issues, your 
population of interest and your study population are rarely the same.

Once you have decided upon your study population, you have to fi g-
ure out how you will actually access that population. This step involves 
creating a sampling frame. The sampling frame is how you determine 
who will be contacted to be part of your sample. Let’s say you want to 
study the entire US population’s attitudes toward civic engagement. First, 
you identify your study population; that is, those people you potentially 
could access. Second, you construct a sampling frame, which is how you 
actually access them. Examples of a sampling frame might be randomly 
selecting from a telephone book, a voter list, or a mailing list or using 
random-digit dialing (randomly dialing phone numbers).

Each of these sampling frames comes with challenges. For example, 
if you decide to use the telephone book, you will not be able to access 
people who do not list their phone numbers, people who do not have 
phones, and people who have only cellular phones. If you use voter lists 
you will access only people who are registered to vote. If you use home 
addresses, you will miss people who move frequently or who have moved 
since your list of addresses was constructed. You will also miss those who 
are in institutions (dorms, nursing homes, prisons), as well as those who 
do not have homes. Selecting a sampling frame means balancing issues 
such as cost (some procedures are more costly than others), as well as 
considering what it is you want to know and from whom. If you would 
like to know what young people think about an issue, for example, using 
a telephone directory as your sampling frame may not be wise, as many 
young people have only cellular phones and are unlikely to be listed in 
phone directories.

Your sampling frame defi nes the population about whom you can actu-
ally make generalizations. This point is very important. When you draw 
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conclusions from your work, strictly speaking, you cannot draw conclu-
sions about your populations of interest, or even your study population. 
Instead, you can draw them only about the group of people represented 
by your sampling frame. So returning to the example above, if we are 
interested in the attitude of Americans to civic engagement and we decide 
to use a sampling frame of the telephone directory, then we can make 
claims only of the sort that say, “Of people listed in the telephone book, 
their attitudes about civic engagement are . . . [whatever you fi nd].” In 
actuality, papers are rarely this specifi c about the constraints of their sam-
pling frame. However, as a reader it is important to pay attention to the 
limits of fi ndings based upon the sampling frame.

Once we have defi ned a sampling frame, we must draw a sample. This 
process can be done either randomly or nonrandomly. If we draw a non-
random sample, then we are even more restricted in the claims we can 
make about our sample. For nonrandom samples, if we are being strict 
and accurate, we can truly make claims only about the actual people we 
studied and no one else. That is, we have no generalizability beyond our 
sample. However, a lot of social science work draws upon nonrandom 
samples and still makes claims beyond the particular people studied. In 
these cases, scholars argue that even though their sample is nonrandom, 
it can still be seen as representative of general trends. These types of sam-
ples are common in qualitative work like interviews and ethnographies. 
But they also appear in experiments and surveys. As you read through 
the papers in this volume, you should pay attention to whether or not 
the samples drawn are random or nonrandom. If they are nonrandom, 
you should also pay attention to how scholars argue that even though 
they cannot make claims beyond their sample, they feel confi dent in mak-
ing more generalizable claims. We will not cover all the various types of 
random samples in this introduction. Interested students should consult 
textbooks on sampling for detailed information on many different ways 
to construct both a random and nonrandom sample.

Many scholars, however, in particular researchers involved with many 
large-scale survey instruments, like the census, use random samples, 
which are often called probability samples. All random samples have 
two elements in common. For a sample to be random, each element of 
the population must be (1) known and (2) have a nonzero probability of 
selection. In other words, if some elements of the population cannot be 
selected (they have a zero probability of selection), then the sample is 
not random. An example would be if the sample excluded people who 
were in the sampling frame (say, a telephone book) because they lived 
too far away and were, therefore, too hard to reach or too costly to access. 
Second, to be a random sample, the researcher must know the probability 
of selection for each unit. If you do a simple random sample, this method 
means that every unit selected has an equal probability of selection.

However, there are other kinds of samples—say, stratifi ed random sam-
ples—where some units have a greater chance of selection than others. 
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Scholars do these kinds of samples when they know that there is an ele-
ment of the population that is comparatively small but that they defi nitely 
want to have within the sample. Let’s say in your research project you 
want to make sure that there are Native Americans within your sample 
(their data are important for your project for some reason). There are not 
many Native Americans in the United States. So if you do a simple ran-
dom sample—where everyone has the same chance of being selected—you 
are unlikely to have many Native Americans in your sample. Therefore, 
you may choose to oversample on Native Americans to make sure you 
have enough of them in your sample. In this case, your sample is still 
a probability (or random) sample as long as you know the probability of 
selection for Native Americans (and all others).

Once you have decided on your sampling technique, you draw your 
actual sample. At this point, your main concern is what scholars call non-
response bias. If people choose not to respond to your attempts to include 
them in your research, you have to fi gure out if there is a systematic rea-
son why the people who are not participating are not participating. In 
other words, are particular types of people participating at lower rates, 
and if so, why? If people systematically do not respond for a reason, you 
run the risk of drawing incorrect conclusions based on a sample that is 
biased in some way.

For example, let’s say you are asking people about their attitudes on 
sexual behavior. You do a national probability sample—in short, you do 
a good job constructing a sample that is representative of the American 
population. What you fi nd when you look at who participated in your 
study is that people have very permissive attitudes about sexual activity 
among teenagers. However, you also see that a lot of people have chosen 
not to respond to your survey. One of the big concerns, then, is that the 
people who are likely to have permissive attitudes toward sexual activity 
are also more likely to answer your questions. People with conservative 
attitudes, by contrast, decline to answer your questions. Even with a well-
constructed sample, because of nonresponse bias (where the likelihood of 
response is systematically correlated with a trait of interest), you cannot 
be confi dent in claiming that your fi nding is valid.

We have covered sampling very briefl y in this introduction, but we 
hope to have given you an idea of what to think about when designing 
your own sample or when evaluating the sampling techniques of others. 
The importance of a sample is twofold: (1) you cannot study everyone, so 
you have to choose; and (2) your choice of how you sample infl uences the 
population about whom you can make generalizations.

We end with a fi nal word on sampling, particularly in relationship 
to qualitative work. As we noted earlier, qualitative work rarely draws 
representative samples. So what can we learn from this work if, in the 
strictest sense, we can draw conclusions only from the people sampled 
by a nonrandom sample? We should remember that different methods 
have different aims. As we discussed earlier in this chapter, quantitative 
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methods seek to establish associations between variables. So they answer 
the question “What is the association between these variables?”—say, 
education and wealth. Qualitative methods also look at associations, but 
they often address how and why questions. That is, once we know there 
is a relationship between education and wealth, we might wonder why 
that relationship exists. What is going on inside schools or with students 
that their education helps them earn more? Or we might explore how it 
is that people use their educational skills to earn more money. To show 
these processes at work often requires digging—down to more specif-
ics that can be better gained through ethnographic observation or open-
ended semistructured interviews. Because of the ways these methods are 
conducted, representativeness is much harder to achieve, and sometimes 
it is impossible.

Qualitative methodologists are sensitive to biases that might make their 
data unique, and researchers often confront these issues directly. But the 
potential weaknesses in terms of representativeness are often balanced 
by the benefi ts of the method: they can also provide a sense of the rich 
texture of how social processes work that large-scale representative stud-
ies cannot. Research does not happen in isolation. Instead, it happens in 
dialogue with other research. So as researchers develop ideas about how 
the world works, these ideas can be tested and evaluated in other set-
tings by other researchers. Qualitative research, therefore, may be limited 
in its generalizability, but it can provide ideas that are critically evalu-
ated by quantitative work that might have validity beyond the few sub-
jects explored. Conversely, quantitative work may limit us by being able 
only to speak about the association of simple variables in isolation from 
the context of people’s lives, which is the strength of qualitative work. In 
other words, both types of methods have strengths and weaknesses, but 
they can work well as complements for one another.

Validity and Reliability

Once you have completed your research project and found an association 
between two variables, there are two questions you should ask yourself. 
Both of these questions have to do with the validity of the fi ndings. First, 
is this association really an association, and second, does this fi nding 
apply beyond the context of my actual research project? These are two 
of the driving questions of all research fi ndings. And in this introduction 
you have seen us ask them again and again.

The fi rst question addresses the internal validity of your fi ndings. That 
is, can you trust that your fi nding is really a fi nding, not an artifact of 
something else? You might recall our discussion of spuriousness: how do 
we know that the association we have found isn’t because some other 
variable has an impact on both our independent and dependent variables? 
We call this “something else” an extraneous variable. In other words, are 
we sure we are measuring what we think we are measuring? Almost all 
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research has to deal with the issue of the role that may be played by 
extraneous variables. The only method that can fully eliminate them is 
the experimental method—if properly done! For most other methods, 
however, we are constantly worried about these variables. How do with 
deal with them? There are many ways, from statistical controls to asking 
subjects about alternate explanations. Common to all of these approaches 
is the advice we gave at the beginning of this chapter: be skeptical. Your 
aim is not to prove you are right, but to try to prove yourself wrong. And 
being unable to do so, you can feel somewhat confi dent in trusting your 
fi nding. Therefore, our skepticism means hunting for extraneous variables 
or for alternate explanations for why we found what we have found.

While experiments are good at eliminating extraneous variables, they 
have one major challenge. How do we know that what we found during 
our experiment applies to contexts outside our experiment? This issue is 
the basic question of the external validity of our fi ndings. Scholars often 
call external validity generalizability. The basic question of external valid-
ity is whether or not the fi ndings in a study can be extended beyond the 
study itself.

In the discussion above on sampling, we focused a lot of our atten-
tion on the generalizability of fi ndings depending upon how subjects 
were selected to be part of the study. These discussions asked the basic 
question “How generalizable is the population under study?” or, in other 
words, are the group of people you are studying a good representation 
of a larger group? Whom you study infl uences your generalizability, no 
matter the actual research method.

But how you conduct the study also infl uences its generalizability. 
That is, we might ask how representative the research situation is of an 
actual situation within which people are engaging in the social world. 
This issue is certainly of concern for lab experiments, where we cannot 
always assume that how people act in a lab setting is how they will act 
in the world outside it. But it is also true for survey instruments, where 
the attitudes that people express when taking a survey might not be that 
strongly related to their actual behaviors in the real world. And so while 
qualitative data are frequently not representative in terms of the people 
that are sampled, they are often much more representative in terms of the 
situations that are studied.

Questions of internal validity are ever present for most researchers. And 
the practice of research means being ever vigilant in eliminating alternative 
explanations, looking for sources of bias, making sure the operationaliza-
tion of your concept of interest is justifi able, and dealing with extraneous 
variables. Questions of external validity are similarly universal. And the 
balance of having a representative population versus having a representa-
tive situation speaks to the advantages of quantitative research in some 
contexts and qualitative research in others.

In addition to asking how valid our research is, we must ask about the 
reliability of our observations themselves. Reliability is the consistency of 
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the measurements taken. For example, if multiple researchers are inter-
viewing research subjects about their participation on a sports team and 
what such participation means to them, can we be sure that each of those 
researchers asks questions in the same way? If researchers ask “Why is 
participation important to you?” but one researcher uses a tone that sug-
gests that participating is a waste of time while another uses a tone to 
suggest that it is the best thing you could possibly do, then subjects are 
not really answering the same question, even though the words are the 
same. In the former instance subjects may feel the need to justify them-
selves, whereas in the latter subjects may want to confi rm just how great 
sports are. The result is low reliability, meaning that our measurement of 
the answer to the question “Why is participation important to you” will 
not be consistent. A further question to reliability is if all researchers are 
taking notes, are they doing so in an agreed-upon fashion, so that sub-
ject responses are consistently coded the same way? If they are not, then 
again, our reliability is low, because the same exact answer from research 
subjects could be interpreted differently by the researchers themselves.

Challenges to reliability are not just for research teams. If we stay with 
our example but assume that only one researcher is interviewing subjects 
about sports participation, there can still be problems with reliability. For 
example, if the interviewer talks to some subjects on the sports fi eld after 
practice, others in the classroom after school, and others at their job, the 
responses may be different because the research subject is in a different 
situation when asked questions. After practice, the salience of the sports 
team might be more present for a research subject, and therefore their 
answers might be more biased in suggesting that sports are very impor-
tant in their life.

Challenges to reliability can also come from problems with the instru-
ment used to collect the data, such as when a survey includes questions 
that are too vague and open to interpretation. For example, if we sur-
veyed a group of students and asked them, “Is class important to your 
life?” some subjects may answer about their social class (economic back-
ground), whereas others might reply about their experiences in the class-
room. When designing research projects, researchers must take pains to 
ensure that they are asking questions to their subjects in consistent ways, 
that they are interpreting common responses consistently, and that sub-
jects themselves are interpreting the research object dependably.

Ethics

The fi rst and last consideration of any research project should be the eth-
ics of the research. Research ethics are important for all research, but they 
are particularly acute when dealing with human subjects.

During the Second World War, German researchers (mostly physicians) 
conducted violent and often deadly research on concentration camp pris-
oners. These researchers were held to account for their actions in 1946 at 
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the Nuremberg trials. The courts also established the Nuremberg Code, 
which outlined 10 basic points for research on human subjects. The fi rst 
and perhaps most important was that “The voluntary consent of the 
human subject is absolutely necessary.” The code also established that

• Research should yield fruitful results for the good of society;

• Research should avoid all unnecessary physical and mental suffer-
ing and injury;

• The degree of risk to be taken should never exceed that determined 
by the humanitarian importance of the problem to be solved;

• Research should be conducted only by scientifi cally qualifi ed 
persons;

• Human subjects should be at liberty to bring their participation in 
the research project to an end at any time; and

• The scientists should be prepared to terminate their work at any 
stage if they have reason to believe that there are serious risks to 
the human subjects.

However, researchers have often ignored the guidelines. And ethical vio-
lations have hardly been limited to Nazi scientists. From 1932 to 1972, the 
Tuskegee syphilis experiment was conducted in the United States. This 
research sought to study the progression of untreated syphilis in a poor 
black population in rural Alabama. The study began in 1932 with 600 sub-
jects, 399 of whom had syphilis and 201 of whom did not. For the next 40 
years, researchers from the US Public Health Service observed these men. 
They never informed the subjects that they had syphilis; they simply told 
them they had “bad blood.” Most concerning of all, after 1947 there was 
a clear treatment for syphilis: penicillin. Even after the establishment of 
the Nuremberg Code and its acceptance by US researchers, the research-
ers did not make the subjects aware of this treatment and simply let the 
subjects’ syphilis progress. As a result, many in the group unnecessarily 
died, gave the disease to their wives, and transferred congenital syphilis 
to their children. The research was ended only in 1972, when a whistle-
blower revealed that ethical guidelines were clearly being violated within 
a research project that had unnecessarily resulted in human suffering and 
death for many years.

As a result of these and other ethical failures, today there are guidelines 
in place to protect the interests of research subjects and the validity and 
reputation of scientifi c research. Though most of these guidelines were 
established primarily in relation to medical research, social scientists have 
established guidelines of their own that they use to guide their research 
practice.

Social researchers embrace the basic principles outlined above—partic-
ularly the idea of informed consent. This principle means that all human 
subjects must be informed about the research project before they agree 
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to participate. As part of this process, subjects must be made aware of 
any risks to their person and rewards to general knowledge. A partici-
pant’s consent to being a research subject is conditional upon that full 
awareness.

Finally, social scientists do not rely upon researchers alone to safeguard 
the interests of human subjects and the ethics of research. Today, an insti-
tutional review board (IRB) exists at every research institution to regu-
late the research conducted on human subjects. These boards are made 
up of members of the faculty and administration, and their responsibility 
is to evaluate impartially the ethical implications of every research proj-
ect involving human subjects. Before we ever conduct social research, we 
must submit our research protocols to the IRB at our institutions for their 
approval. The IRB review is an important step in ensuring that we con-
duct our research upon human subjects with ethical responsibility.

WHAT TO THINK ABOUT AS YOU READ 
THE REST OF THE BOOK

We close with considerations that will help guide you as you read through 
this book and other social research. This list is hardly exhaustive. But it 
will get you started as you begin to think about how the designs of social 
research infl uence the reliability of the claims being made and their over-
all validity.

For each of these articles, we would encourage you to ask yourself 
these questions:

• What is the unit of analysis? And what are the units of observation?

• What are the important variables?

• How are those variables being operationalized?

• What is the proposition about the relationship between those vari-
ables? What is the abstract hypothesis? What is the operational 
hypothesis? What are the measurement assumptions to this work?

• What was the population of interest for the paper, and how does 
it relate to the population actually studied? What implications does 
the sampling have for the overall external validity of the study?

• What is the relationship between the research situation and the sit-
uation within which people live their day-to-day lives? What are 
the implications of this component of the research for the external 
validity of the study?

• Are there other issues that make you wonder about the external 
validity (how the study can be generalized to other situations or 
people not studied)?
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• Are there any concerns about the internal validity of the study? 
Are there aspects of the research design that make you question the 
quality of the fi ndings? Does the research deal with spuriousness 
(or extraneous variables)?

• How reliable are the observations? Are the variables of interest con-
sistently measured?

• Are there ethical concerns to the project? If so, how does the author 
deal with these concerns?

• How did the author eliminate alternative explanations of the 
observed phenomena?

In the remainder of the text, each chapter begins with a brief introduction 
of the method in question, relates it to the topic of the excerpted paper, 
and ends with questions to consider. Following each introduction is an 
excerpt of a scholarly article or chapter. Finally, the author or authors of 
each excerpt have written a personal refl ection about the method they 
employed, how it helped them answer their questions of interest, and 
how they overcame some of the challenges they faced.

As you move through these papers and discussions, we hope they will 
help you develop a better understanding of the practice of research.
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