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[image: image2.png]STUDENTS OFTEN WISH to conduct a research project that is new, different, and vitally impor-
tant. This is an admirable goal, of course, but it often leads to the choice of an exotic project
for which data sources and references are limited. It should be clear from chapter 1 that repli-
cating research or reworking an old project with a new twist can be very important. It also
should be clear that research projects are not selected in a vacuum but that the researcher is
stimulated by the ideas and the research of others. Efforts to come up with creative ideas in
isolation often lead to feelings that one has lost creative powers. However, if the researcher
starts by reading other studies in his or her area of interest, he or she can often see new things
that need to be done to improve the research or for new applications for old research.

Factors Affecting Problem Selection

Several factors influence the ultimate selection of the problem for study. These factors are all
defined in this chapter. They include (1) the sociological paradigm (a model or school of thought
with which the researcher identifies; there are a number of distinct paradigms within social science,
and most of these differ in values, methodology, degree of reactivity involved, scope, and time); (2)
the researcher’s values (values affect not only the problem deemed worthy of research but also the
method considered appropriate and the way the researcher views the relationship between him- or
herself and his or her subjects); (3) the degree of reactivity inherent in the particular method
deemed appropriate for gathering data on the research problem that is chosen (by reactivity we
mean that the study can affect the data, as when the group being observed acts one way in the
presence of an observer and differently when the observer is not present); (4) the researcher’s
methodology, including the degree of proof he or she requires in order to consider the hypothesis
proven (e.g., some researchers require a correlation coefficient of a certain level of statistical sig-
nificance, while others are content with a staternent of behavior as observed and recorded in field
notes); (5) the unit of analysis chosen (e.g., whether the unit of analysis is small, such as an individ-
ual person, or large, such as a country); and (6) the time factor (whether the study deals with a
cross-section of the population at one point in time or is a longitudinal study conducted over time).
In addition to discussing these factors, we will also distinguish between pure and applied research
and will provide examples of several areas of research interest in sociology.

Although we will not discuss data-gathering methods in this chapter, the reader should not be
left with the mistaken impression that choice of a research problem and of the method of research-
ing that problem are independent, uncorrelated decisions. The same considerations that lead a re-
searcher to choose a certain problem for study often also lead him or her to choose one method of
data collection over others. Further, some methods are simply inappropriate for researching certain
problems. For example, a researcher whose goal is to understand the day-to-day life of a juvenile gang
member would find participant observation to be superior to the survey, while someone interested in
predicting voting behavior in a national election would find the survey the preferred method.

Examples of Current Research

Social researchers often choose problem areas that they feel are of particular relevance for
their own lives. Thus researchers who are members of minority groups often study race rela-
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tions, and female researchers in large numbers are turning to the study of sex roles and women
in the labor force.

Many interesting theories are contending for imaginative testing in the various specialties.
Most of these studies have practical applications as well as being contributions to the theoret-
ical literature. In my view some of the most interesting, in addition to the density and social
pathology relationship discussed in chapter 1, are (1) the theory of status inconsistency; (2) the
theory of women'’s fear of success; (3) the labeling theory of deviancy; (4) the theory of mid-
dleman minorities; (5) the study by Mazur and his colleagues (1980) of the physiological ef-
fects of eye contact; (6) the work by Harris (1986) on the effects of human culture on adapta-
tion to life in space; and in the 1990s (7) the Soviet transition from socialism to capitalism.

Briefly put, the theory of status inconsistency states that each person holds a number of
different statuses or positions in society, most of which are consistent with each other. For
example, in terms of income status, occupational status, and educational status, a consistent
person would be at about the same level in all three (e.g., high education, prestigious occupa-
tion, and high income; or low education, unskilled job, and low income). This consistency
occurs because there is obviously a correlation among these statuses, inasmuch as high educa-
tion is generally required for a prestigious, well-paying job. But occasionally status inconsis-
tency occurs. For example, the person might have a rather high education but a low income
(teachers, bank clerks, secretaries, librarians) or a low education but high income. The theory
of status inconsistency hypothesizes that a person with status inconsistency, particularly one
with high education and low occupation and low income, will receive psychological pressure
from friends and relatives who feel that he or she should “do better” economically, given his
or her high level of education. Such psychological stress is hypothesized to be the cause of all sorts
of conduct from political behavior such as voting liberal (Lenski 1954) to prejudice (Treiman and
Hodge 1966). Some of the latest inconsistency research has focused upon inconsistencies among
the status characteristics of people working together on tasks (Berger et al. 1992).

The theory of women’s fear of success stems largely from the work of Matina Horner
(1969), drawing on the earlier work of McClelland (1953). McClelland found in studies on
males that the need to achieve (symbolized by “N Ach”) was very strong. Success was wel-
comed, but failure aroused fear and tension. Horner, in a series of interesting studies, repli-
cated McClelland’s studies on women and concluded that women not only feared failure, as
men did, but also feared success. She theorized that this might be due to women’s early child-
hood socialization, which teaches them that to be aggressive and competitive is “un-ladylike”
and that they should be subordinate to men.

The labeling theory of deviancy says that to a certain extent deviancy or mental illness may
result from an individual’s being defined and labeled as deviant or mentally ill by society, and
subsequently acting accordingly. That is, the individual accepts society’s label and acts as
society expects him or her to act (see Becker 1963). :

The theory of middleman minorities (Blalock 1967, pp. 79-84) asserts that certain minori-
ties (e.g., Jews in Europe, Armenians in Turkey) are forced into middle positions in the social
structure, where they concentrate in middle-income positions such as trade and commerce and
play the role of middleman between producer and consumer and between the elite and the
masses (Bonacich 1973). )

Another interesting area for study is the relationship between social interaction and physiology.
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Mazur et al. (1980) studied the degree to which eye contact had physiological effects on per-
sons. Their experimental work resulted in quite reliable findings. For example, they found that
when a person stares, his or her pulse rate consistently drops during the first 10 seconds of the stare.
This is true whether the person is staring at another person or at an inanimate object.

A largely unprobed frontier for social science research was opened up in the late 1980s by
thoughts of human colonies in space. Harris (1986) presented a pioneer study of the salient
sociological factors that will have to be considered if human families are to live safely on
space stations. Among the factors he studied in his analysis of “the new space culture” are
values and norms; beliefs, customs, and traditions; dress and appearance; communication and
language; and time and time consciousness.

In the 1990s a phenomenon that is of great interest to both scholars and laypersons alike is
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the transition in Eastern Europe from state socialism
toward capitalism. Burawoy and Krotov (1992) use a case study of the Soviet wood industry
to argue that the transition from socialism to capitalism revolves around two crucial features:
aparchy in production and bargaining in external relations.

These studies represent only a few of the major areas of social research. Common special-
ties within sociology include the study of formal organizations, work, occupations, stratifica-
tion, the family, juvenile delinquency, crime, deviance, social change, small groups, mass
communication, sociology of law, demography (population), and race relations. There are nu-
merous other areas of research within sociology as well as in other social sciences.

Applied Versus Pure Research
Applied Research

Research can be roughly classified as applied or pure. Pure research (sometimes called “basic”
research) involves developing and testing theories and hypotheses that are intellectually inter-
esting to the investigator and might thus have some social application in the future, but have
no application to social problems in the present time. Applied research covers a wide range of
social science areas, including education, busing to achieve racial integration, drug addiction
and use, alcoholism, crime and delinquency, women in the labor force, and problems of the
aged. Applied research also deals with problems only partially in the area of social science,
including the energy crisis and air, water, and noise pollution.

Applied research often entails large-scale studies with subsequent data-collection prob-
lems. Such studies are expensive and often cannot be conducted without support from some
funding agency such as the federal government or a charitable foundation. Thus selection of a
problem is limited to those areas that the granting agencies are willing to fund. Agencies often
publish lists of projects they are interested in funding. For example, the Center for Population
Research of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (which is in the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services) circulated in 1971 a list of projects for which
it was interested in providing research grant money. The list, which is quite general and exten-
sive, includes a wide range of areas, such as: “Antecedents and consequences of abortion and
sterilization,” “Medical and psychological effects of family planning and contraception,” “So-
cial, psychological, and economic factors causing variation in sexual behavior, attitudes, and
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norms,” “Role of family and other institutions in rearing children,” and “Effects of selected
legislation (e.g., tax or housing legislation) on population phenomena.” Thus any researcher
with the training and facilities to carry out such research has his or her research problem virtu-
ally chosen. All he or she need do is write an explicit research proposal that details the hypoth-
eses, the sample, the method by which data will be gathered and analyzed, and the cost of each
facet of the study. The granting agency will upon request send the researcher an application
form and detailed instructions on filing a proposal.

The main criticism of such lists of research topics and notices of available money is that
they often attract researchers whose main interests and skills lie elsewhere, and who do not
have the necessary commitment or experience to do the research, but are motivated by the
money. An idealistic demographer who conducts his or her research solely because he or she
feels the work is worthwhile and for the good of society may understandably react negatively
toward some newly self-styled “expert” in demography who had no interest in the field until
the research money in his or her area of interest dried up. The research conducted by such
newcomers may be excellent, but this does not satisfy researchers who were committed to the
field long before the money was available.

Probably the strictest from of applied research funding is the research contract, a form used
increasingly by U.S. government funding agencies. In a contract, in contrast to a grant, the investi-
gator makes a binding legal agreement with the funding agency to perform a certain study, with a
certain sample size, for a certain amount of money, and by a certain deadline. In such an arrange-
ment the application of findings is given first priority, although this does not mean that the researcher
cannot be intellectually motivated or that his or her findings cannot be theoretically important.

The researcher working under a research grant has much more leeway than one operating
in accordance with a contract. To secure a grant, he or she must also write a proposal telling
the purpose of the study, the sample, the data-collection and analysis methods, the cost, and so
on. However, grants usually give the researcher more freedom to pursue his or her intellectual
interests and to test hypotheses that have theoretical importance but few practical applications.

Pure Research

Pure research deals with questions that are intellectually challenging to the researcher but may or
may not have practical applications at the present time or in the future. Thus such work often
involves testing hypotheses containing very abstract and specialized concepts. A person wishing to
do pure research in any specialized area of social science generally must have studied the concepts
and assumptions of that specialization enough to know what has been done and what remains to be
done. Most pure research cannot be done in isolation but must be conducted within a unifying
conceptual framework so that it can build upon past research in the area. ’

Pure and Applied Research

Although it is customary to distinguish between pure and applied research in both the physical
and social sciences, these two categories are not mutually exclusive in the sense that any study
that is pure cannot have practical applications (and vice versa). Some researchers feel that the
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ultimate goal is a study that is helpful in solving social problems and at the same time makes a
valuable contribution to the theoretical social-science literature. For example, suppose that a gov-
ernmental agency contracts with a social demographer to conduct research on fertility control. The
agency may not know or care about demographic theory but may be interested solely in whether or
not the results of the study can be applied so as actually to limit population growth in the country.
But even though the agency is interested solely in practical applications (and the policy implica-
tions of such application), the demographer’s colleagues might view the study results as being of
great theoretical importance and might be much less interested in any practical applications.

The fact that governments and laypersons tend to give a higher priority to social applica-
tions than to abstract theory, while social scientists often give priority to a “contribution to
knowledge” and feel that applications are of secondary importance, can lead to criticism of the
scientists if laypersons fail to see the theoretical importance of a study. It is a favorite game of
politicians and others these days to read the titles of studies funded by the U.S. government
and ridicule the studies as a waste of the taxpayers’ money. The same study that seems unim-
portant to such a critic may seem of utmost importance to a scientist who views it not in terms
of its potential applications but as a needed theoretical breakthrough,

Research Paradigms

In addition to the number of different areas of interest from which one can choose a research
problem, there are distinct paradigms that coexist within the same area of specialization.
Webster’s New World Dictionary (1968, p. 1060) defines a paradigm as “a pattern, example,
or model.” As the term is used in social science, a paradigm is a perspective or frame of refer-
ence for viewing the social world, consisting of a set of concepts and assumptions.

The concept of a paradigm is an old one in social research, but it received new emphasis
through the publication of Thomas Kuhn'’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). This
book has been the inspiration for a number of analyses of social science in terms of paradigms,
notably Friedrichs’s A Sociology of Sociology (1970) and Ritzer’s Sociology: A Multiple Par-
adigm Science (1975).

A paradigm is the mental window through which the researcher views the world. Generally,
what he or she sees in the social world is what is objectively out there, as interpreted by his or
her paradigm of concepts, categories, assumptions, and biases. Thus two researchers describ-
ing the same thing from two different paradigms may produce considerably different accounts.
For example, if a house is built at the halfway point of a hill and I am standing at the top of the
hill and you are standing at the bottom, I will describe the house as being halfway down the
hill and you will describe it as being halfway up the hill. Both descriptions are accurate in
terms of where each of us stands, because we have different vantage points or paradigms from
which to observe the same phenomenon. Further examples of two distinct paradigms for view-
ing the same phenomenon are the Malthusian paradigm and the Marxian paradigm. The phe-
nomenon viewed is the same for each paradigm—the overpopulation problem. However, the
perspectives from which this question is viewed are quite different.

Malthus said that population growth on a generational basis was geometric (e.g., 1, 2, 4,
8, 16,32 ...), while the food supply could grow only at an arithmetic rate (e.g., 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

?
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6 ... ). Thus if population growth remained unchecked, starvation was inevitable. Malthus
called this the natural law of population growth and said that this law would hold regardless of
the political system of the country. Malthus, a minister, flatly rejected birth control as a means
of population limitation as immoral. Thus the real hope of limiting population was for each
individual to exercise moral restraint, to refrain from sex (especially premarital and extramar-
ital), and to delay marriage. He opposed socialism and welfare programs, because he felt that
individualism must be promoted to avoid overpopulation, and he feared that welfare and so-
cialism would destroy the individual’s initiative.

In contrast, Marx said that there was no natural law of population but that each form of
control of production had its own law of population. Overpopulation was caused by capital-
ism, which needed a surplus labor supply to exploit. The Marxist position was that overpopula-
tion would disappear with a transition from capitalism to socialism.

Thus these two schools of thought, Malthusian and Marxist, look at the same phenomenon
(population) from greatly different paradigms or perspectives and arrive at different conclu-
sions. To this day there is no agreement between the two paradigms with regard to population,
and the issue has never been definitely settled.

Each paradigm has its own set of concepts or jargon. The Malthusian paradigm uses such
concepts as arithmetic rate, geometric rate, positive check, preventive check, vice, and misery.
The Marxist paradigm uses such concepts as class, class consciousness, means of production,
surplus labor, exploitation, and the dialectic.

Paradigms differ not only in concepts and assumptions but also in the research problems
they consider important. For example, in the Malthusian paradigm overpopulation is a central
problem, perhaps the most important one the world faces. Malthus felt that poverty was due to
overpopulation (e.g., as in India) and was not a function of politics, class conflict, or means of
production. To Marxists, however, the central problem is the class struggle and exploitation of
the lower classes by those in control of the means of production. Overpopulation is a false
problem—an epiphenomenon or function of the real problem, capitalism. In the Marxian view,
when the real problem is solved by eliminating capitalism and replacing it with socialism, the
overpopulation problem will disappear.

There are a number of competing paradigms within social science today, especially within
sociology. I think that this is a healthy phenomenon, since no single paradigm will suffice to
solve all of the problems of social science. Further, Kuhn (1962) said that scientists typically
work within the reigning paradigm, accumulating findings within this perspective until the
paradigm’s limit is reached. At this point anomalies, or findings that cannot be adequately
explained within the reigning paradigm, appear. If there are enough anomalies or paradoxes,
the paradigm may be overthrown in favor of a newer one. However, the older adherents of the
old paradigm often do not readily abandon it. Instead, the old paradigm simply ceases to win
new adherents as younger scientists flock to the new paradigm. Thus as long as the old scien-
tists are active, multiple paradigms exist simultaneously.

But although competition between paradigms may be healthy and may stimulate research,
problems arise when proponents of different paradigms are unable to communicate effectively
with each other or when each group insists that only its view is correct. Paradigms offer a
splendid opportunity for people to talk past each other, even about the most obvious things.
For example, in the uphill/downhill example, adherents of competing paradigms might insist
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that the others were wrong simply because they started from such different reference points
that they were unable to ascertain that they were talking about the same thing.

Further, division of a discipline into a number of distinct paradigms makes the accumula-
tion of research findings difficult, for there is no common language for discussing research
findings. In this book we will be concerned with research paradigms such as ethnography,
experimental research, survey research, etc. (all discussed below). For discussion of substan-
tive paradigms in social sciences, refer to Ritzer (1975), Friedrichs (1970), and Ritzer (1990).

Values

Paradigms differ in terms of assumptions and values. By values we simply mean conceptions
of the desirable and undesirable (Wilson 1971, p. 672). Values certainly exist in both the
Malthusian and the Marxist paradigms, although they may be hidden or “latent,” and even the
authors themselves may not be aware of all their own values. Malthus’s values are a combina-
tion of conservative Protestantism, with its emphasis on independence, hard work, and the
view that birth control and sex are largely immoral and logico-positivistic science, with its
view that social problems can be objectively and rationally explored and dealt with scientifi-
cally. The Marxist paradigm embodies the feeling that capitalism is evil, exploits the masses,
and harms the many to help the few, and that capitalistic countries should become socialistic.

Thus both the Malthusian and the Marxist paradigms include not only assumptions about
the way things are in the empirical world but also value judgments or statements about the way
things should be. Examples of such value judgments are that people should not use birth con-
trol, or that capitalism is bad and should be abolished. Virtually all people have many such
values, some that they are aware of and some that they are unaware of, and they make many
value judgments every day. There is nothing wrong with having values and making value
Jjudgments. The main problem with value judgements in social research is that they are essen-
tially untestable. For example, the value judgment that persons should not use birth control is
an opinion, not a testable statement. No study can be designed to test such an opinion. We can
test many statements about birth control, such as whether the extent of birth-control usage is
correlated with social class or whether a particular birth-control usage is morally wrong. All
we can do is argue with Malthus—perhaps that birth control is “unnatural,” as Malthus thinks,
and so immoral in that sense, but that failure to use it will result in mass starvation and death,
which is even more immoral (Thou shall not kill). But even if we win the argument, we have
not gained new knowledge that can be accumulated into a body of knowledge.

Another problem with strongly held values is that they are not only untestable but may so
prejudice a researcher that he or she loses all semblance of objectivity. For example, if one
believes strongly, as Malthus did, that birth control is undesirable, one will probably be unim-
pressed with research findings showing that birth control is an important factor in controlling
overpopulation and will try to minimize their importance.

The chief thing to remember about values and value judgments is that all researchers have
them and that they are different for different paradigms. Since researchers espousing different
paradigms will have different values, they will choose different problems to research and will
interpret the findings differently. Since values are not amenable to testing and since they are
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possible sources of bias, or at least of failure to communicate, what should be done about
values? There are at least two alternatives. We may attempt to suppress values and conduct
«yalue-free research.” Proponents of this position say that a researcher is perfectly free to express
his or her political and moral values at home with his or her family, but when at work he or she
should leave these values behind. Proponents of the other position say that it is impossible to sup-
press one’s values and that it is better for a researcher to state his or her values explicitly and use
ther in conjunction with facts rather than deny that he or she has a value position, only to have the
values enter unconsciously, in a somewhat covert and perhaps dishonest manner.

Value-free Sociology

The first possibility mentioned above is for the researcher to display “ethical neutrality,” to
attempt to be purely objective in his or her research regardless of personal feelings. Weber
(1949) suggested that this could be accomplished if a researcher took care to separate his or her
everyday life, with the particular set of values he or she displays every day, from his or her profes-
sional role as social scientist in which he or she tries to refrain from making value judgments.

This is the tactic that has been predominant so far in the development of sociology, €spe-
cially among the more “scientific” researchers who have identified more closely with the
physical sciences. For example, Bierstedt says:

Sociology is a categorical, not a normative, discipline; that is, it confines itself to statements
about what is, not what should or ought to be. As a science, sociology is necessarily silent
about questions of value; it cannot decide the directions in which society ought to go, and it
makes no recommendations on matters of social policy. This is not to say that sociological
knowledge is useless for purposes of social and political judgment, but only that sociology
cannot itself deal with problems of good and evil, right and wrong, better or Worse, or any
others that concern human values. . . . It is this canon that distinguishes sociology, as a sci-
ence, from social and political philosophy and from ethics and religion (Bierstedt 1957, p. 11).

It is clear that Bierstedt advocates physical science as a model for sociology, because of its
several principles of objectivity and ethical neutrality. He defines these principals as follows:

Objectivity means that the conclusions arrived at as the result of inquiry and investigation are
independent of the race, color, creed, occupation, nationality, religion, moral preferences,
and political predispositions of the investigator. If his research is truly objective, it is inde-
pendent of any subjective elements, any personal desires, that he may have. This kind of
objectivity is difficult to achieve, because factors of many varieties distort the process of
inquiry (Bierstedt 1957, p. in.

Ethical neutrality . . . means that the scientist, in his professional capacity, does not take sides
on issues of moral or ethical significance. . .. The scientist, as such, has no ethical, religious,
political, literary, philosophical, moral, or marital preferences. That he has these preferences
as a citizen makes it all the more important that he dispense with them as a scientist. As a
scientist he is interested not in what is right or wrong ot good or evil, but only in what is true
or false (Bierstedt 1957, p. 10). .
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Bierstedt further remarks that sociology is solely a pure science, not an applied science, and
that social work is the applied science facet of sociology (1957, p. 12).

The Myth of Value-free Sociology

That a social researcher can and must suppress his values and conduct value-free social re-
search is probably the prevailing view in social research today. This view was championed in
Lundberg’s (1947) classic Can Science Save Us? Certainly most statisticians and researchers
who utilize quantitative methods adhere more or less to the value-free perspective.

However, an increasing number of social scientists, including adherents from several meth-
odological paradigms, reject (or at least question) the notion that it is possible or even desir-
able to separate values from either the selection of the research problem or the application of
findings. These persons tend to advocate use of qualitative rather than quantitative methods
and to reject the physical-science model of research. Rather than label themselves scientific,
they would be more likely to drop the terms “humanistic,” “qualitative,” or “radical.”

The best statement of this position is Gouldner’s (1962) article, “Anti-Minotaur: The Myth
of a Value-free Sociology.” Gouldner feels that strict adherence to the value-free position
tends to ignore the distinction between good and evil potentials always present in science. He
says: “Before Hiroshima, physicists also talked of a value-free science; they, too, vowed to
make no value judgments. Today, many of them are not so sure.” Gouldner suggests that a
teacher should state his or her personal values as honestly as he or she can lest these values be
introduced in a covert or disguised fashion, perhaps without the teacher’s awareness. Gouldner
also notes that the value-free position can cause researchers to avoid researching social prob-
lems that are of vital importance to society but controversial, so as to render them difficult to
study without some explicit moral commitment.

The obvious problem with attempting to make one’s own values explicit and use them in
research is that the researcher may not be able to recognize and control all of his or her own
values. Another problem is that some adherents of this position (chiefly Marxists or “radical
sociologists”) can use it as an excuse to introduce Marxist politics into the classroom, with the
rationale that since there is no such thing as a value-free statement, they cannot be prohibited
from making political statements in the course of their teaching and research. Recent work on
the value-free issue has noted, among other things, the difficulty in maintaining a value-free
position and the shifts that some social scientists make in their thinking regarding this issue
(for example, from early adherence to a value-free position to later cynicism regarding the
feasibility of a truly value-free position in social science). For more discussion of this matter
see Lloyd (1983) and Garfinkel (1981, pp. 140-41).

Postmodernism and Value-full Sociology

The 1980s and 1990s have seen the maturation of postmodernism. This approach is prevalent
not only in social science but in art, music, literature, and other areas as well. Many
postmodern scholars are highly critical of positivism and of science in general. Not only do
they often reject its emphasis on causality and its claim of objectivity, but they also critique
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what they see as its dominance by Europeans and elite white males, characterizing it thus as an
“Euro-centered white-male-dominated, elitist approach.” Writing as a postmodernist, Young
(1993) advocates scholarship that is “value-full” rather than “value free”. The value-full ap-
proach views scholarship as not only value-laden but also inherently political. Thus, according
to this position, a researcher can never be value free but in reality is always representing some
political position, be it overt or covert. For one example of the value-full position, see chapter
17 on inclusive methods. While still using the language of positivism (as does Young, 1993,
with his use of chaos theory), chapter 17 takes a postmodern stance in the sense that it exam-
ines the degree to which much contemporary social science research represents the interests of
white males of European heritage, while relatively neglecting the interests of females, non-
Europeans, and others. Chapter 17 is new for the fourth edition of this volume and represents
currents that will continue to be prominent in social science throughout the 1990s and beyond.
For a clearer definition of value-full research, we can quote Young, who says:

If modem science and its claims of objectivity are insupportable, the task of postmodern
sociologists is to frame a sociology that is value-full. By value-full, I simply mean that the
researcher acknowledges the value agenda from which concepts are selected and research is
done. We may not share the same set of values in every scientific enterprise; indeed, it would
be most surprising were that the case. However, in the postmodern epoch, science and the
knowledge process writ large must face up to its partisan and its creative nature (Young,
1993, p. 3).

A related postmodern idea is the notion of deconstruction. Deconstruction is the dismantling
of the dominant, white, European-centered perspective. For further discussion of this view,
and reactions to it, see Chapter 17.

Effects of Values in Social Research

I adopt a moderate position on the value-free sociology controversy, which recognizes in sum-
mary:

1. Different paradigms representing different sets of values and beliefs (whether overt or
covert) exist in social science.

2. Two or more different paradigms will have compatible beliefs and values with regard
to certain research topics but incompatible beliefs and values for other potential re-
search areas.

3. In those areas in which beliefs are incompatible, there may be violent disagreement
between paradigms concerning suitability of the topic for study, appropriate hypothe-
sis, and interpretation of the findings.

We can illustrate briefly the effects of different value systems on such research tasks as
choosing the area of study, formulating the hypothesis, and interpreting the results. Consider
the sensitive topic of whether racial differences in intelligence exist. The democratic principle
that all men and women are created equal leads to the hypothesis that there are no racially
based differences in intelligence. Yet many people in our society contend that some races are
intellectually inferior to others. Social scientists are by and large politically liberal and thus
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eager to study the matter in order to prove that there are not racial differences in intelligence.
Curiously, social scientists who are committed to the ideal of objectivity must admit the pos-
sibility that racial differences may exist. However, they also wish to study this problem to add
to general social knowledge.

Thus persons from most value systems may agree that research on racial differences in
intelligence is a worthwhile topic and yet disagree violently on the correct hypothesis.
Bierstedt’s scientific position, with its emphasis on ethical neutrality and value-free objectivity,
would lead to the hypothesis that various racial groups may display differing levels of intelligence.
Persons who do not believe in the possibility of a value-free sociology and who feel that attempts
to attribute lower intelligence to racial minorities, even in scientific studies, are no more than thinly
disguised racism, would hypothesize that no racial differences in intelligence exist.

When it comes time to interpret findings, differences between value systems may again
become apparent. For example, suppose that a (purely hypothetical) study reveals that black
persons with lighter skin color achieve higher educational levels than black persons with
darker skin. One who believes that racial differences in intelligence do not exist will say that
the lighter person was less discriminated against by whites, and that this relative lack of prej-
udice enabled him or her to achieve more than his or her darker fellows. However, one who
believes that blacks are intellectually inferior to whites will find it equally obvious that the
lighter person’s greater achievement is due not to relative lack of prejudice but rather to a
greater amount of “white blood.”

A number of researchers who have conducted studies dealing with racial differences have
encountered pressure from critics who refused to accept their findings. For example, Arthur R.
Jensen, who claims that his research shows lower IQ levels for blacks than for whites, has been
barred from speaking on some college campuses. For an introduction to his controversial re-
search see Jensen (1969).

Values and Perception

Even objective findings may be criticized by people who find them morally reprehensible.
And many findings are not objectively neutral. Further, one’s perception of evidence may
depend upon one’s values, beliefs, and past experiences. As McCain and Segal (1969, p. 70)
put it: “There is a major difference between saying that someone sees a phenomenon and then
interprets it and saying that someone sees interpreted phenomena. The latter view seems cor-
rect.” These authors say that rather than first observing a phenomenon (step 1) and then inter-
preting it (step 2), we actually interpret as we observe.

In figure 2-1 (McCain and Segal 1969, p. 71), for example, you probably see only a set of
dark objects. If you concentrate on the unenclosed areas, however, you can see the word
“THE.” After you once see this word you will probably find it difficult ever to see the figure
as containing merely blank objects. Thus in the view of McCain and Segal such representa-
tions are not objective in the sense that all observers will see them the same way. On the
contrary, there is a real chance that observers with different value sets or different past experi-
ences will see an ostensibly “objective” figure differently. That is, persons who have seen the
figure before will always see “THE,” while persons who have not seen the figure before will
almost surely see only a group of blank objects.
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Figure 2-1

Tlustration of Effect of Values and Experiences on Perception

SOURCE: From The Game of Scéence, by G. McCain and E. M. Segal. Copy-
right © 1969 by Wadsworth, Inc. Reprinted by permission of the publisher,
Brooks/Cole Publishing Company, Monterey, California.

All of this does not mean that there is no ground on which followers of different paradigms
can agree as to the interpretation of particular research results, but it does mean that findings
that “obviously”” mean one thing to you may “obviously” mean something entirely different to
a researcher with a different paradigm. It can also mean that a social phenomenon that is “obvi-
ously” important to one researcher is “obviously” unimportant and not worthy of study to another.

Reactivity

Another issue on which social paradigms differ is reactivity. A reactive research technique is one
whose application causes a reaction on the part of the persons being studied in such a way that the
data are affected. A reactive technique can change the very social situation that the researcher
wishes to study. The reactive effect of research on the social phenomena being studied is often
known as the “Hawthorne effect,” deriving its name from the study of the Hawthorne Plant of the
Western Electric Company in Chicago in which reactive effect was found (see Roethlisberger and
Dickson 1959). The investigators were interested in the effects of various factors such as rest peri-
ods, quitting time, and hot lunches on work performance among female employees whose task was
assembling telephone relays. They found that output increased when rest periods were eliminated
and later quitting times were instituted. The investigators were at first at a loss to explain what
caused this higher productivity. They finally decided that it was a reactive effect. That is, the
workers’ morale was increased by having attention paid to them and their suggestions sought in
solving plant problems (such as increasing productivity). This attention from the researchers al-
tered the very behavior (worker productivity) that the researchers wished to study.

The reactivity problem exists in other fields (and perhaps in all fields), but it is acute in
social research. If persons know that they are being observed by a social researcher, they often
will feel self-conscious and alter their behavior (either consciously or unconsciously). Thus,
ironically, the normal behavior that the researcher wishes to observe will not occur merely
because of his or her presence. Also, survey researchers often find that their questions are
reactive in that they may stimulate a person to think about a topic that he or she has not pre-
viously considered, thus causing him or her to form an opinion where none existed; or the
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questions may lead a respondent to answer the way he or she feels the researcher wished him
or her to answer, or to state an opinion when none exists, simply to please the researcher.

Unlike physical scientists, who study nonhuman and often inanimate objects, social scien-
tists study humans and are often members of the very groups that they are studying. Social
interaction with their respondents accounts for much of the reactivity in social research. In
contrast, the physical scientist testing minerals for hardness may affect them in the sense that
he or she may leave scratches or marks on them, but their degree of hardness will not be altered
through research manipulations, and thus the behavior being studied will not be affected.

The fact that he or she is a member of the society he or she is studying poses additional
problems for the social scientist. Being a member of the group being studied can affect one’s
own values, biasing one’s interpretation of the data in favor of the group members. However,
membership in the group being studied can also have advantages. Some researchers feel that
only by thinking exactly as a group member thinks can one ever really understand social phe-
nomena. According to this view, to understand a particular ethnic group one must live as a
group member, speak the group’s language, and learn the group’s norms, values, and customs.
This is the prevailing premise underlying the observational, or ethnographic, paradigm, which
is discussed in detail in chapter 10.

Methodology Versus Method

The fact that the physical scientist is generally not a participant in the phenomenon he or she
is studying while the social scientist is leads many researchers to question whether social sci-
ence can ever be conducted in the same way as physical science. The controversy over the
differences between the physical sciences and the social sciences centers around methodology,
not around method. By “method” we simply mean the research technique or tool used to gather
data. There is no doubt that different tools are used in the physical sciences than in the social
sciences—physicists do not use public opinion polls and sociologists do not use electron mi-
croscopes. However, it is also true that tools differ widely within the physical sciences and
within the social sciences. Furthermore, some of the differences in method between the phys-
ical and social sciences are differences of degree rather than of kind. For example, whether the
researcher uses a radiotelescope, an electron microscope, a bathysphere, a one-way mirror, or
participant observation, he is using the same technique—observation.

By “methodology” we mean the philosophy of the research process. This includes the as-
sumptions and values that serve as a rationale for research and the standards or criteria the
researcher uses for interpreting data and reaching conclusions. A researcher’s methodology
determines such factors as how he or she writes hypotheses and what level of evidence is
necessary to make the decision whether or not to reject a hypothesis. The methodology of the
physical sciences is currently somewhat more rigorous and elegant than the methodology of
the social sciences, but this may not always be the case. Specifically, physical scientists are
much more likely than social scientists to state the relationships between variables in exact
terms, usually in the form of mathematical equations. The social scientist is often satisfied to
be able to prove the existence of a relationship between two variables, while saying nothing
about the nature of the relationship.
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Further, the fact that the physical scientist’s methodology results in formulations that are
more quantitative and precise than the results of the sociologist’s methodology does not nec-
essarily mean that the former’s explanation is superior. In fact, some sociologists feel that
quantitative explanations are artificial and tend to dehumanize, or at least oversimplify, social
phenomena. These researchers feel that the more emotional kind of understanding that can be
gained through interaction with the subject or through sharing his or her experiences may yield
more satisfactory ‘explanations than the more logically precise explanations that may be
achieved through mathematical modeling.

Such sympathetic or vicarious understanding, if not a substitute for logical explanation,
may be a supplement to it. Weber labeled such use of “sympathetic empathy” as “the method
of Verstehen.” As Martindale says:

To the degree that behavior is rational (in a logical or scientific sense, according to logical or
scientific standards), it is understandable directly without further ado. Beyond this, empathic
understanding . . . is of great assistance in explaining conduct. One does not have to have
been Caesar to understand Caesar (Martindale 1960, p. 385).

The question of whether social science methodology will ever duplicate physical science
methodology is a philosophical issue that we need not attempt to resolve here, and is probably
unimportant. The main point is that there is a wide range of alternative methodologies, or
approaches and criteria for understanding social phenomena, in social science. These range
from qualitative to quantitative. Some researchers will first choose a research problem and
then decide that one methodological perspective is superior to others for studying it. Other
researchers may be intellectually committed to a particular methodological perspective and
will choose a research problem suited to that perspective.

The Unit of Analysis

Social research also varies by the unit of analysis. Both the personality theorist and the leamn-
ing theorist, for example, use the same level of analysis or unit of analysis—i.e., an individnal
person. Different characteristics of the person are studied, in one case his or her personality
development and in another case his or her learning ability, but in each case the units from
which the study sample is drawn consist of a population of persons.

However, in a social science that deals with groups as well as individuals, social research
can vary not only in terms of subject matter but aiso in terms of the unit of analysis. For
example, many social researchers study death or mortality, but these studies may differ greatly
in terms of the scope or size of the units being compared. Thus Glaser and Strauss (1963;1967)
take the individual as the unit of analysis. Using a sample of terminally ill individuals, they
study the adjustment to death of each individual. Other researchers interested in the same char-
acteristic (death) compare death rates from various countries. For example, they might hypoth-
esize that a country’s mortality rate, as measured by the number of deaths per 1,000 persons
per year, is inversely related to the country’s degree of urbanization. In this case the unit of
analysis for which comparisons are made is not an individual person but an entire country.

We call large-scale studies macrp research. Any study that compares large geographical
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areas or large aggregates of persons such as continents, countries, states, counties, or census
tracts is obviously macro. Studies with an individual person as the unit of analysis are called
micro research. Generally one would refer to small group studies involving two, three, or four
persons as micro, but there is no consensus on the borderline between micro and macro. It is
probably not necessary to set an exact dividing line. What is important is that a researcher
attempting to choose a suitable research project make a decision concerning the unit of analy-
sis of the project, and thus realize the range of units of analysis that exists in social research.

A related notion is-the scope of the study. Scope refers to the breadth of concrete instances
to which a theory applies. For example, consider studies in which the unit of analysis is the
individual. If the study cannot be generalized beyond the specific data being gathered (e.g., a
class in a university), then the scope of the study is small. However, if it is thought that the
results found for the particular sample of individuals studied can be generalized to a much
larger group of individuals (even the entire world population, for example), then the scope of
the study is large.

Cross-sectional Versus Longitudinal Studies

Studies also differ in the way they deal with time, a distinction often made between cross-
sectional studies and longitudinal studies. A cross-sectional study is one that studies a cross-
section of the population at a single point in time. By a “cross- section” we mean a broad
sampling of persons of different ages, different educational and income levels, different races,
different religions, and so on. In contrast, a longitudinal study involves data gathered over an
extended period of time, generally several weeks or months but often several years. Because
of the difficulty and expense of encompassing different points in time, longitudinal studies
generally cannot use as broad a cross-section but must settle for studying fewer respondents.
If the same respondents are studied over time the study is called a panel study. If different
respondents are studied and compared at different points in time the study is sometimes called
a trend study. Longitudinal studies may also use data gathered by different researchers at dif-
ferent points in time.

Survey studies are studies that ask a sample of respondents questions (often about opinions
but commonly about factual matters as well). Such surveys generally either interview respon-
dents in the field, mail questionnaires to the respondents’ households, or pass out question-
naires to a group such as a class. Most survey studies are in theory cross-sectional, even though
in practice it may take several weeks or months for interviewing to be completed. The epitome
of the cross-sectional study is the census, in which (at least theoretically) every household in
the United States is interviewed on the same day. The basic advantages of a cross-sectional
study are that data can be gathered from a large number of people and these data are compara-
ble since they are not affected by changes over time. For example, if one wished to discover
whether people thought the Secret Service was doing an adequate job of protecting the presi-
dent, he or she would not want to survey part of the sample before an assassination attempt and
part following such an attempt but would wish to question everyone at the same time.

The advantage of a longitudinal study is that changes over time can be studied. Anyone
wishing to examine attitudinal changes, for example, will have to use a longitudinal study. For
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example, if you wished to study changes in American attitudes toward abortion during the
period 1980-2000, your study would be longitudinal. There are two chief ways that longitudi-
nal studies may be designed: as panel studies, and as trend studies. A panel study uses the
same sample of individuals, and follows them throughout the study. In contrast, a trend study
would sample different individuals in each time period, although they would be similar to the
individuals studied at the other time periods. Each time period studied in either a panel or trend
study is called a wave.

To illustrate the difference between a panel and a trend study, let us be more specific about
the abortion study. A panel study of abortion attitudes for the period 1980-2000 could begin
with a panel of 100 Americans aged 20 in 1980, and use three waves or sampling times of
1980, 1990, and 2000. The individuals studied would be aged 20 in 1980 (the first wave), aged
30in 1990 (the second wave), and aged 40 in 2000 (the third wave). In contrast, the trend study
would also begin with 100 Americans aged 20 in 1980, and also use three waves (1980, 1990,
and 2000). However, instead of the same individuals each time, it would sample one group of
100 Americans aged 20 in 1980, another 100 aged 20 in 1990, and another group aged 20 in
2000. Thus, you can see that while both designs reveal changes in attitudes, they do so for
different groups. The panel design shows how attitudes toward abortion change as people age
through their life span (ages 20—40), while the trend study reveals changing trends in twenty-
year-old Americans’ attitudes towards abortion in the period 1980-2000.

By now the readers should have some idea of the paradigm with which he or she identifies
(ethnography, statistical, and so on) and consequently the type of research project he or she is
interested in pursuing. In other words, we take as given that researchers have certain values
that predispose them to a particular paradigm more than to others, and that this in turn largely
determines their particular research interests. Some common sociological paradigms are clas-
sified in table 2-1, showing some of the principal concepts, assumptions, levels of analysis
(micro or macro), types of data collection, and types of data analysis most frequently em-
ployed. Table 21 is not exhaustive or definitive, and there may be some overlap in the para-
digms listed. However, it does serve to demonstrate that there are many different approaches
to social research.

Summary

Chapter 2 discussed selection of the social research problem. There are several factors affect-
ing problem selection, including the research paradigm a researcher identifies with, the
researcher’s values, the researcher’s methodology, the unit of arfalysis chosen, and whether the
study is to be conducted over time or at a single point in time. A number of examples of current
social research were discussed, including research on status inconsistency, women’s fear of
success, labeling theory of deviance, and the theory of middleman minorities.

The difference between pure and applied research was explained, and these two types of
research were discussed. This was followed by a discussion of social research paradigms. The
Malthusian and Marxian paradigms were presented as examples of social research paradigms.
The discussion of paradigms was followed by a discussion of the role of values in social re-
search, specifically the “value-free sociology” controversy. Some researchers feel that an
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Table 2-1
Some Common Social Research Paradigms
Data-Collection Data-Analysis
Paradigm Unit of Analysis Method Used Technique
“Scientific” or Usually micro, but may Survey Statistical
statistical ~ be macro
Social psychology Micro Usually labora- Statistical
and small-group tory experiment
research or observation
Ethnography From micro to macro Observation and Verbal or quali-
(e.g., collective behavior) field notes tative analysis
of field notes
Ethnomethodology Micro Observation and Verbal analysis
tape recording - of field tapes
and notes

investigator’s values should be held in abeyance so that the research will not be biased. Others
feel that it is not only unnecessary but in fact impossible to keep one’s values out of one’s
research. The latest developments in this area are the rise of postmodernism and the attendant
notion of value-full sociology, in which values are explicitly acknowledged and utilized. The
notion of reactivity, or the idea that the conduct of research can affect the very data one is
attempting to study, was also discussed. The remainder of the chapter was devoted to discus-
sion of various methodological approaches, differences in scope among research projects, and
different ways that time is dealt with.




