A2 Sociology: Theory and Methods
What factors influence a sociologist’s choice of research method?

(1) Theoretical Factors

The main factor which influences what method a sociologist uses is the theoretical perspective that they identify with. Some sociologists identify with the positivist-structuralist approach to sociological research. They insist on using scientific methods in order to generate quantitative data from large samples of the population under study. These sociologists are generally looking for the social laws which they believe originate in the social structure of society which they claim shape and determine people’s behaviour. 

However, another group of sociologists identify with the interpretivist or social action approach to sociological research. These sociologists prefer to use ethnographic methods to generate qualitative data about how people see or interpret the social world to which they belong.  

(2) Practical Factors

However, sociological research, whether it is positivist or interpretivist, also depends on a number of practical factors:

(a) Funding – how much money  the sociologist has to finance the research
Research plans, i.e. what to research, how to research, size of the research team etc are very dependent on what cash is available. Governments and businesses can afford large budgets so if funding of research comes from this source, research can be large-scale and long-term. A positivist sociologist may decide to employ and train a large interviewing team that travels up and down the UK interviewing large samples of people. An interpretivist sociologist might decide to carry out a participant-observation study of a particular group and spend the budget on the living expenses needed to live alongside or amongst that group everyday for 2-3 years. Both these research projects may have the cash resources to support the research with secretarial help and access to analytical computers. 
However, if the research is part of a university programme or paid for by research charities such as The Sutton Trust or The Joseph Rowntree Foundation, funds may be in short supply. The funds may not be available to afford the more expensive options of employing and paying for a large interviewing team or for financing long-term observation. Consequently, the sociologist may choose to use the cheaper option of postal questionnaires or choose to interview a smaller sample alone. 

(b) Time constraints
First-time researchers often underestimate how long it takes to collect data, analyse it and write up the research findings. If a piece of research has to be done in a relatively short piece of time, most sociologists will opt for a questionnaire survey because questionnaires can be designed, tested on a pilot sample, sent out, returned and the findings analysed within a couple of months. However, if the research is aimed at a large-scale national sample, it will probably need a team of professional researchers and can take years to complete. For example, the Census which is conducted every ten years by The Office for National Statistics (ONS) employed thousands of people in 2011.  It can take up to five years to analyse and publish all the data collected. 
For example, Walklate spent six months interviewing 596 victims of crime yet in just a few weeks her team was able to send out and receive back over 300 questionnaires sent to community groups and local businesses. 

(c)      Access issues
Any decision about what research method to use must take account of whether the sociologist can directly access the group they want to study. This can be illustrated with regard to crime and deviance. Some areas of crime and deviance are more accessible to researchers than others. For example, criminals and deviants are notoriously difficult to access because they are largely invisible and hidden and those who are located and asked to take part in research are often reluctant because they often equate sociological researchers with authority and are therefore anxious about incriminating themselves. 
Moreover, people who commit crime are more likely than others to have low literacy levels. A researcher who chooses to use questionnaires to research criminals would have to avoid using complex language in their questions. They might be better off using interviews. 

Some groups that might interest criminologists are in protected environments, e.g. there are problems interviewing victims of domestic violence because gaining access to women’s refuges to interview battered women is very difficult. However, access to those victims who choose to stay in the family home may also be difficult. 

Access to powerful groups in the criminal justice system may be problematic. For example, powerful people such as judges, senior police officers and politicians can deny access to a researcher more easily than people who may come from poorer social backgrounds. A sociologist would need official permission from a Chief Constable to access and research police officers. If a police force suspects that they might come out looking bad in such research they may refuse to cooperate. Police officers may avoid saying anything which portrays either themselves or their colleagues in a negative way. It is no coincidence that the two most valid pieces of sociological research on the police in the last 30 years were covert participant observation studies carried out by a serving police officer (Holdaway) and a BBC reporter (Daly). 

Similarly, access to prisons is problematical because the sociologist has to obtain the permission of the Home Office. Once inside the prison, the sociologist might find that prison officers only give them the institutional version of events rather than telling the sociologist how they really feel. If the researchers want to interview and question prisoners they may only be given access to those the prison trusts not to be too critical of how the prison is run. 
(d) The nature of the subject matter

The nature of the subject matter may also affect access to the group that the sociologist wants to study. For example, with regard to crime and deviance, people may feel reasonably comfortable discussing being a victim of petty crime. Business people who have been victims of crimes such as shoplifting may be happy to be cooperative with sociological research because it is in their interests to see such crime reduced. 

However, sexual crimes such as rape or child abuse are particularly difficult areas for researchers because victims may feel that questions on this subject are unnecessarily intrusive and painful and refuse to cooperate. If the sociologist is able to access victims of such crime, the research method would have to be sensitively handled in terms of the questions asked. An unstructured interview conducted by female researchers would probably be more appropriate than a questionnaire or structured interview. 
Asking people about their criminal behaviour can also be a problem because people may not wish to admit that they have broken the law especially if the crime carries with it social disapproval as is the case with offences such as domestic violence, racist crime etc. Moreover, some criminal behaviour, e.g. white-collar, corporate crime and state crime is very complex and almost invisible. Consequently, researchers need to think very carefully about what research methods they are going to use to investigate these crimes. 

Sociologists also have to consider that some methods may be inappropriate for researching specific types of crime or the motives for it. For example, Venkatesh (Gang Leader For A Day) first attempted to research a gang dealing in crack cocaine in Chicago using a questionnaire which asked them what it felt like to be poor. He quickly realised that such a questionnaire was irrelevant to their daily experiences and instead adopted the method of participant observation once he had established the trust of the gang leader. He ended up spending 7 years with the gang in his attempt to uncover the meanings and interpretations that underpinned their actions. 

Finally some groups involved in crime and criminal justice such as police officers and criminal gangs are often close-knit. There is a danger that if questionnaires or interviews are used individuals who belong to these groups may reflect group opinions rather than their own view. This has led to some interpretivist sociologists adopting covert forms of participant observation which they believe is going to lead to more valid and truthful data. 
(e) The social characteristics of the researcher(s) 

The status of the researcher(s) in the eyes of those being researched also needs to be properly thought through if research is to be successful. For example, think about the possible consequences for the validity of the data collected if researchers from ethnic minority backgrounds are collecting data from white police officers about their treatment of ethnic minorities, or if white researchers are involved in interviewing asylum seekers about their experience of British policing. 

(3) Ethical issues 
A third influence on a sociologist’s choice of method is morality or ethics - there is a growing awareness that the people on whom sociologists conduct their research have rights and that researchers have responsibilities and obligations to their research subjects and that consequently they should follow ethical rules.  It is important for sociologists to have this code of morality because quite simply if people do not trust sociologists, then, the validity of the data collected by the sociologists will not reflect what respondents are truly thinking or doing. Generally, it has been agreed by British sociologists that there are four broad ethical rules which should underpin all sociological research:

(i) Informed Consent 

Many researchers believe that all research participants have a right to know what the research is about and to refuse to take part in it or to answer particular questions. This is informed consent – people should know research is being carried out upon them and how the results will be used so that they can make an intelligent choice as to whether they want to take part. 
However, informed consent is not always a straightforward matter. For example, very young children may not be able to fully understand what the researcher is doing. Permission therefore would be required from parents. Moreover, can research into adults with mental health problems ever truly gain informed consent?

If informed consent has not been gained, then sociologists may be accused of deception and of using research subjects in a very cynical way because information has been kept from them. In some cases the researchers may have actually lied to them about the purpose of the research. Positivist sociologists in particular see research in which the subjects are unaware that they are participating in a research study as extremely unethical.

However, not all sociologists agree with this positivist stance on ethics. Interpretivist sociologists believe that informed consent can undermine validity because research subjects can work out what the sociologist is looking for and give them false and invalid data. Interpretivists point out that their most successful research method - covert participant observation - always involves deception. For example, Laud Humphreys pretended to be homosexual to get the confidence of homosexuals engaged in cottaging (meeting other homosexuals for sex in public toilets). However, interpretivists like Humphreys argue that such deception is justified in terms of the validity of the data generated by such research.
(ii) Privacy 

Most sociologists agree that the privacy of research subjects should be safeguarded as much as possible. However, sociological research is by its very nature intrusive – sociologists are generally interested in what goes on in families, how people behave, what they think, how they behave behind the scenes etc. 
However, the problem of maintaining privacy can be countered by keeping the identity of the research participant secret, i.e. by guaranteeing anonymity and confidentiality which means that the information an individual gives to the researcher cannot be traced back to that individual. Ethical researchers are careful to disguise the identity of individual participants when they write up their research. If people know they cannot be identified, they may be more willing to reveal all sorts of personal and private matters. In other words, confidentiality may increase the validity of the data collected. 
(iii) Protection from harm 

Most sociologists would agree that research participants should be protected from any sort of harm. This is one of the reasons why sociologists rarely use experiments, for example, exposing children to media violence in a laboratory might lead to these children being psychologically harmed by the research. Moreover, there is also the possibility of emotional harm being caused by a sociologist’s insensitive questions. For example, victims of crime may be particularly upset by the content of questionnaires or interviews because the questioning has reminded them of experiences they would prefer to forget. 
Another harm that should be avoided is doing harm to someone’s reputation. For example, this might be damaged by the sociologist inadvertently revealing that a particular person is the main source of sociological research that criticises a particular organisation. For example, people in sensitive jobs like the police or judiciary might be ridiculed or even dismissed because a sociologist publishes details of their personal or political views. 
(iv) Legality and immorality 

Finally, sociologists need to avoid being drawn into situations where they may commit crimes or possibly help with or witness deviant acts. Interpretivists in particular have been accused of this. For example, Howard Parker in his participant observation study of a group of delinquents in Liverpool ‘ A View From The Boys’ acted as a lookout as they broke into cars and stored stolen property in his flat on their behalf. However, he justifies this because the boys were testing him – if he had failed to do as they asked, they would not have cooperated with his research and his study would not have generated valid data.
The use of the covert observation research method has probably attracted the most criticism with regard to ethics. The lack of informed consent and, particularly, the fact that some sociologists have broken the law have resulted in major criticism of tis method. However, some sociologists have justified breaking ethical codes by arguing that covert observation is the only way to study the behaviour of suspicious and defensive criminal and deviant groups. Humphreys calls this ‘situational ethics’ – meaning that the ethics of the research are driven by the nature of the group and the issues being studied, and that the results usually justify the means. 

Investigating law-breaking using sociological research can raise the ethical issue of an offender providing the researcher with ‘guilty knowledge’, for example, about crimes they got away with or were planning to commit. This creates an ethical dilemma for the researcher – does he or she breach confidentiality and inform the police? Maguire made it a rule never to record particularly sensitive information such as that relating to recent offences that the interviewee had committed. However, this approach could still be considered unethical because he knew about it and had not passed this information to the police.

Venkatesh refers to three ‘shades of grey’ to describe the legal and ethical position in his research:

(1) He knew about the gang’s law-breaking but did not inform on them.

(2) He himself participated to some extent in criminal activities, e.g. when the gang made him ‘leader for a day’, he was responsible for deciding on internal disciplinary matters such as punishing members.

(3) He acknowledges that he benefitted from the research by gaining an academic career but the gang actually gained very little from him in return. 

It is also important when choosing a research method to minimise the risk to the sociologist. These risks can be high especially when researching violent groups. The interpretivist sociologist, Ken Pryce, was actually killed by a drugs gang in Jamaica in the 1990s whilst engaged in undercover research while Venkatesh was only spared a beating by the gang he was studying because of the intervention of the gang’s leader. 

The problematical ethics of covert observation are also highlighted by critics with regard to how this type of research should end. Many covert observers have lied to members of the groups they are studying about why they are leaving the group at the end of the research.  Others, such as James Patrick, (who infiltrated a Glasgow street gang) have simply abandoned the group they are studying without giving the group an explanation. In his defence, Patrick argues that the group no longer trusted him and consequently he was afraid for his life. Positivists argue that this behaviour is unethical because these researchers have exploited personal relationships in order to obtain sociological data. It is argued that these researchers when concluding research should at the very least, admit or explain to the groups they are studying, who they really are. 
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