
2 – Sociological Research Methods5 

2.1 Introduction to Sociological Research 
Methods 

Have you ever wondered if home schooling affects a person’s later success in college, or how 

many people wait until they’re in their forties to get married? Do you wonder if texting is 

changing teenagers’ abilities to spell correctly or to communicate clearly? Do you want to know 

how social movements like Occupy Wall Street develop, or how the massive public followings 

for Star Trek and Harry Potter coalesced? Sociological research attempts to answer these 

questions and more by collecting empirical evidence (i.e., evidence that comes from direct 

experience, scientifically gathered data, or experimentation).   

 

2.2 Research Methods 
To collect empirical evidence, sociologists use research methods. A sociologist selects a 

research method based on the topic or focus of their sociological research question. Questions 

constructed around a hypothesis, or a testable educated guess, are best answered using 

methods aligned with the scientific method and quantitative data. Questions that aim to grow 

understanding are best answered using methods aligned with an interpretive framework and 

qualitative data.  

Following are the research methods most typically used by sociologists. Regardless of the 

method used, all sociologists seek to maximize their research reliability, which refers to how 

likely their research results are to be replicated if the study is reproduced. Sociologists also 
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strive for validity, which refers to how well the study measures what it was designed to 

measure.  

Surveys 
As a research method, a survey collects data from subjects who respond anonymously to a 

series of questions about behaviors and opinions, often in the form of an ordered 

questionnaire. The United States Census is an excellent example of a large-scale survey 

intended to gather empirical sociological data. 

Sociologists use surveys to gather different types of information from a large number of people. 

While surveys are not great at capturing how people behave in social situations, they are a 

great method for discovering how people feel and think – or at least how they say they feel and 

think. Surveys can track preferences for presidential candidates, report individual behaviors 

(such as sleeping, driving, or texting habits), and even collect factual information such as 

employment status, income, and education levels.  

A survey targets a specific population of people who are the focus of a study, such as college 

athletes, international students, or teenagers living with type 1 diabetes. Most sociologists 

choose to survey a small sector of the population, or a sample: that is, a manageable number of 

subjects who represent the larger population. The success of any sociological research study 

depends on how well a population is represented by the sample. In a random sample, every 

person in a population has the same chance of being chosen for the study.  

After selecting subjects for the survey, a sociologist presents them with the questionnaire, 

which might consist of closed-ended or open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions might 

be yes-or-no or multiple-choice questions, where subjects are asked to select from a limited 

number of responses to each question. This results in quantitative data, research collected in 

numerical form that can be counted and is easy to tabulate. For example, you could just count 

up the number of “yes” and “no” responses to survey questions and then chart them into 

percentages.  



Surveys can also present more complex open-ended questions that seek answers beyond “yes” 

and “no.” How do you plan to use your college education? Why do you like a particular 

musician or band? With these questions, the answers vary from person to person. They also 

require short essay responses, as well as participants who are willing to take the time to convey 

more personal information. This results in qualitative data, research that is subjective, based on 

what is seen in a natural setting, and is harder to organize and tabulate. Notably, while the 

sociologist will end up with a wide range of responses, these responses provide a wealth of 

insight that promote understanding.  

Interviews 
An interview is a one-on-one conversation between a sociologist and a research subject. 

Interviews mimic the open-ended questions on surveys: the subject is asked a series of 

questions to which they can respond as they wish. In the back-and-forth conversation of an 

interview, a sociologist often asks for clarification, spends extended time on a subtopic, and 

poses additional questions. There are no right or wrong answers to interview questions. Ideally, 

a subject will feel free to open up and answer questions with honesty and in their complexity.  

A sociologist engaged in interview-based research benefits from gaining a subject’s trust, 

empathizing or commiserating with a subject, and listening without judgment. Sociologists 

should also avoid directing or prompting interview subjects to respond to questions in a specific 

way; otherwise, their research results will be unreliable.  

Most typically, interviews are recorded and transcribed (i.e., turned into text). While 

sociologists are certainly interested in an interview subject’s individual experiences and 

perspectives, they always interview numerous subjects; aggregating or combining the findings 

from each interview to learn something about the subjects, as a whole.  

Interview questions like “How did society's view of alcohol influence your decision to drink/not 

drink?” and “Did your family support your efforts to enroll in college?” are difficult to answer. 



Likewise, the answers to these questions are difficult to categorize and count. Thus, most 

interview transcripts are analyzed as qualitative data.  

Observational Research/Field 
Work/Ethnography 

Most sociologists conduct their research out in the world, meeting subjects where they live, 

work, and play. One method, known to sociologists by many names - observational research, 

field work, and/or ethnography – involves the collection of data through the lengthy/direct 

observation of a social life of a group. To conduct observational research, the sociologist must 

be willing to step into new environments and observe and experience those worlds. The key 

strength of this research method is that it unfolds in the subject’s natural environment, 

whether it’s a coffee shop, tribal village, homeless shelter, the Department of Motor Vehicles, a 

hospital, airport, mall, or beach resort.  In observational research/field work, the sociologists, 

rather than the subjects, are the ones out of their element.  

While in the subject’s natural environment, the sociologist is busy collecting observational data. 

Initially, in the field, these observations are recording as jottings, or informal notes. Later, once 

the sociologist returns home or finds the time, these jottings are turned in to formal field notes 

(i.e., complete and detailed reports of what was observed). 

In some observational research studies, the sociologist is a participant. In participant 

observation, sociologists join a group’s routine activities for the purpose of observing group 

members within that context. This method lets sociologists experience – firsthand – a specific 

aspect of the group’s social life. For example, a sociologist might work as a waitress in a diner, 

live as a homeless person, or ride along with police officers as they patrol their regular beat. 

Often, sociologists try to disappear into the population they’re studying, hiding their true 

identity and purpose in an effort to protect the integrity of their research.  



Once inside a group, some participant observers spend months or even years pretending to be 

one of the people they’re observing. However, as observers, they cannot get too involved in the 

social life of the group; they must keep their purpose in mind and apply the sociological 

perspective.  

In other observational research studies, the sociologist is a non-participant observer who is 

known, by members of the researched community, as someone studying that community. 

Observational research tends to focus on how subjects view their own social standing and how 

they understand themselves in relation to a community. Sociologists might observe, for 

example, a small American fishing town, an Inuit community, a village in Thailand, a Buddhist 

monastery, a private boarding school, or an amusement park. These places all have borders 

defined by specific behaviors and cultural norms. A non-participant observer would commit to 

spending a pre-determined amount of time studying every aspect of that bounded place, taking 

in as much as possible.  

Both participant and non-participant observers engage in field work to watch and learn. As a 

result, observational research is a research method aligned with the interpretive framework 

(not the scientific method). Sociologists who use this method try to be alert and open minded, 

and they strive to record all observations accurately.  

The aim of observational research is the identification of social patterns. As these patterns 

emerge, sociologists begin to develop specific questions about what they’re observing; these 

questions lead to more pointed observations and further understanding. The sociologist might 

present their findings in an article or a book that describes what he or she witnessed, 

experienced, and learned.  

Experiments 
You’ve probably tested personal social theories before; theories like, “If I study at night and 

review in the morning, I’ll strengthen my memory of the course material” or “If I stop eating 

junk food, I’ll feel better.” In each of these cases, you’re testing a hypothesis or causal theory. 



Sociologists do the same when they conduct an experiment. In an experiment, a social situation 

is constructed and observed to test a hypothesis or if-then statement. Experiments are a classic 

scientific method for collecting data. 

To begin an experiment, a sociologist selects a set of people with similar characteristics, such as 

age, class, race, or education. These people are then divided into two groups: an experimental 

group, which is exposed to the independent variable(s) (i.e., the variable the is changed or 

controlled), and the control group, which is not. Then both groups are assessed on the same 

dependent variable (i.e., the variable of interest that is tested or measured). For example, to 

examine the impacts of tutoring, a sociologist might expose an experimental group of students 

to tutoring (the independent variable) while denying tutoring to the control group. Then, the 

sociologist would administer the same exam to both groups of students. Any difference in exam 

performance (the dependent variable) between the two groups would be attributed to the 

presence/absence of tutoring.  

In sociology, there are two main types of experiments: laboratory experiments and field 

experiments. In a lab setting, sociologists create artificial situations that allow them to 

manipulate variables. This means that the experiment unfolds in a research setting that can be 

closely controlled. In a field setting (i.e., in the world, as it exists), the experiment cannot be as 

easily controlled. 

Secondary Analysis (of Existing Data) 
While sociologists often engage in original research studies, they also contribute knowledge to 

the discipline through the secondary analysis of existing data. Secondary data don’t result from 

firsthand collection; instead they are data collected by someone else.  

For example, sociologists often analyze data collected by agencies. In fact, governmental 

departments and global groups, like the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and the World Health 

Organization, collect data that are extremely useful to sociologists. Sociologists might find 

public statistics on foreclosure useful in studying the effects of the 2008 recession, or they 



might compare racial demographic profiles with data on education funding to examine the 

public resources made available to different groups.  

One of the advantages of secondary data is that it is nonreactive (or unobtrusive), meaning that 

it does not include direct contact with subjects. Unlike studies requiring direct contact with 

people, using previously-collected data doesn’t require entering a population and the 

investment and risks inherent in that research process.  

Yet, using available data does have its challenges. Public records are not always easy to access; 

a sociologist will often need to do some legwork to track them down. Likewise, there is no way 

to verify the accuracy of existing data. For instance, while it’s easy to tally how many drunk 

drivers are pulled over by the police, does this number necessarily represent all drunk drivers? 

What about those who are never pulled over, thereby escaping count?  

Another problem arises when data are unavailable in the exact form needed, or when they 

don’t reflect the exact information sought. For example, while the average salaries paid to 

professors at a public college or university is public record, these figures don’t necessarily 

reveal how long it took each professor to reach the salary range, what their educational 

backgrounds are, or how long they’ve been teaching.  

Content Analysis  
Many sociologists employ content analysis, engaging in the systematic examination of cultural 

products and documented communications. 

For example, to study how women were encouraged to act and behave in the 1960s, a 

sociologist might watch movies, televisions shows, and situation comedies from that period. 

Likewise, to research changes in attitudes related to the #blacklivesmatter movement, a 

sociologist might rely on Facebook posts, tweets, and Instagram stories.  



When conducting content analysis, it is important to consider the moment in time in which the 

analyzed products and communications were released, as they tend to reflect the attitudes and 

common cultural ideals that existed at the time of release.  

Historical-Sociological Methods 
According to Kristen Luker (2008:191), sociologists turn to historical methods “to answer one of 

two questions: either (a) what events in the past shaped how this turned out in the present? or 

(b) why did things turn out this way in one place and another way in another place?” In the 

process, they often draw on historical materials sourced from individuals or institutional 

archives, and they frequently engage in comparative and/or case-study analyses.6  

For example, sociologists using comparative historical-sociological methods are often interested 

in the development of a phenomenon over time and space. For example, they might use 

archived organizational records to understand how corporate missions have shifted over the 

century – or how they differ per national context.7  

Sociologists engaged in historical-sociological case-study research use archival materials for the 

in-depth analysis of a single event, situation, or individual. A major criticism of this method is 

that, while offering in-depth knowledge on a topic, one case does not provide sufficient 

evidence to form a social pattern or generalized conclusion. However, case studies can be 

useful when the single case is unique. In these instances, a single case study can add 

tremendous knowledge to a certain discipline.  

 

2.3 Ethical Concerns 
Given their work with humans, sociologists must consider their ethical obligation to avoid 

harming subjects or groups while conducting their research. The American Sociological 
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Association, or ASA, is the major professional organization of sociologists in North America. The 

ASA maintains a code of ethics, or formal guidelines for conducting sociological research, 

consisting of principles and ethical standards to be used in the discipline. This code also 

describes procedures for filing, investigating, and resolving complaints of unethical conduct.  

Some of the ASA guidelines state that sociologists must try to be skillful and fair-minded in their 

work. Sociologist must obtain participants’ informed consent and notify subjects of the 

responsibilities and risks of research before they agree to partake. During a study, sociologists 

must also ensure the safety of participants and immediately stop work if a subject becomes 

endangered. Additionally, sociologists are required to protect the privacy of research 

participants; even if pressured by authorities, sociologists are not ethically allowed to release 

confidential information.  

Sociologists must also make their research results available to other scholars, disclose sources 

of financial support, and refuse funding from any organization that might cause a conflict of 

interest. Notably, the ASA’s ethical considerations shape both the study and the publication of 

results.  

As an additional layer of subject protection, every college, university, or research institution has 

an Institutional Review Board (IRB) that oversees and makes sure all in-house research meets 

ethical standards. Thus, before they begin a research project, sociologists are required to 

submit a written description of their research plan to their IRB for approval.8  

Notably, Max Weber (1864–1920) identified another crucial ethical concern deserving of 

sociologists’ attention. Weber understood that personal values could distort the framework for 

collecting and disclosing study data. Sociologists, he stated, must establish value neutrality, a 

practice of remaining impartial, without bias or judgment, during the course of a study and in 

publishing results.  

 
8 This text is from Hammond and Cheney (n.d.). 



Is value neutrality possible? Many sociologists believe it’s impossible to set aside personal 

values and achieve complete objectivity. They caution readers, rather, to understand that 

sociological studies may, by necessity, contain a certain amount of value bias. Value neutrality 

does not mean having no opinions. It means striving to overcome personal biases, particularly 

subconscious biases, when collecting and analyzing data. 
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