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Primary Quantitative Methods

Surveys

Lawson and Garrod (2003): A survey is: “The
systematic collection of information about a given
population” which could involve using any
number of different research methods.

A list of written questions normally
completed in one of two ways:

Questionnaires
Privately
(with the researcher not present)
A “postal questionnaire” (though it may
not necessarily be posted).
Respondents give their answers without
verbal guidance from the researcher.

Closed
Closed-ended (sometimes called
closed or pre-coded) questions
involves the researcher providing
answers from which the respondent
chooses one or more that best
represents their situation, feelings,
beliefs and so forth (hence the idea of
questions being pre-coded - the
researcher limits the possible
responses). The defining
characteristic of this type of question
is they allow no scope to develop an
answer beyond the categories
selected by the researcher. Such
questions, therefore, are used
extensively to collect quantitative data.

Publicly
(in the presence of the researcher)
A structured interview where respondents
normally answer questions verbally.

Open

Characteristics

Coding and Quantification
The use of pre-coded questions
makes it much easier to quantify
data, since the options available
are already known, limited in
number and (relatively) easy to
count. Closed questions are
relatively easier to codify than
open questions, where the
researcher may receive a variety
of responses, each of which has
to be categorised, coded and
quantified.

Ease of Completion
A closed questionnaire is relatively quick
and easy to complete. Open-ended
questionnaires take more time and there’s
the danger respondents will: write-down
the first thing that comes into their head in
order to complete the questionnaire
quickly (something that affects the validity
of the research); not bother to complete
the questionnaire at all, because it takes
too much time and effort.
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Open-ended questions: The researcher
doesn’t provide a set answer from which to
choose and the respondent answers "in
their own words". This type can probe a
respondent’s opinions and produces a
(limited) form of qualitative data.

Depth and Scope
Closed questions limit the detail,
depth and type of answers a
respondent can give - it would
sometimes be useful to know
why people believe something.
Open questions go some way to
solving this problem, although
questionnaires / structured
interviews rarely - if ever - go
into as much depth as other
types of survey method (such
as interviews ).

Response Rate
There are big differences between the response
rate of postal questionnaires (you may be lucky to
get back 10% of those you send-out) and
structured interviews (where the response will
always be around 100%) - a poor response rate
may affect the representativeness of a sample.
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Interview / interviewer
effects occur when the
relationship between the
researcher and the
respondent creates a
situation that biases the
responses the researcher
receives. Postal
questionnaires - because
they involve no personal
(face-to-face) contacts or
social interaction - avoid this
potential source of bias.

Postal questionnaires are a useful survey method
when the researcher needs to contact large
numbers of people quickly, easily and efficiently.
The respondents do much of the time-consuming
work by actually completing the questionnaire.

Sampling

Because respondents never meet
the researcher, postal
questionnaires can explore
potentially embarrassing areas
(such as sexuality or criminality)
more easily than other methods. If
people can anonymously admit to
crimes they have committed, for
example, they may be encouraged
to answer questions honestly.

Where quantifiable questions
are asked, questionnaires
are quick and easy to code
and interpret.

Analysis
Effects

Validity

Advantages
Reliability

A questionnaire is easy to
standardise, which
increases potential reliability
because all respondents
answer the same questions.

Questionnaires

Pilot Studies
Disadvantages

Anonymity
Reliability

While anonymity may encourage
honesty, if someone other than the
intended respondent completes the
questionnaire then research validity
and representativeness will be
affected (although this will depend on
the size of the sample).

Response
Notoriously low for postal
questionnaires, which may mean a
carefully designed sample becomes
unrepresentative of a target population.
Research validity may also be affected
because it increases the chances of a
self-selected sample.
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Questionnaires are easier
to trial and change in
order to eliminate possible
sources of bias.

If the researcher is not
present, it's impossible to
know if a respondent has understood a question properly.
The researcher also has to
trust the questions asked
mean the same thing to all
respondents.

Validity

Questionnaire formats make it
difficult to examine complex
issues and opinions - even
when open-ended questions are
used, the depth of answers is
more limited than with almost
any other method.
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Issues surrounding the research can be
discussed face-to-face. The interviewer can
explain the objectives of the research and
resolve any problems with understanding /
answering questions. If a respondent is
unable or unwilling to provide an answer,
the researcher will be aware of the reasons
for this and may be able to resolve them.

Structured interviews avoid
unrepresentative research
caused by low response rates
or self-selected samples.

Representativeness

Reliability

Advantages
Structured
Interviews
Disadvantages

Imposition
This limitation is common to both postal
questionnaires and structured interviews
and reflects the idea that, by designing a
“list of questions”, a researcher has
effectively decided (before collecting any
data) what they consider important. The
researcher, therefore, has imposed their
definition of these things in advance of
the interview. Thus, questions a
researcher fails to ask may be as (if not
more) important to a respondent than
the questions actually asks - since the
objective is to collect valid data based
on the beliefs of respondents, artificial
limits placed on responses may
seriously affect research validity.

Interviewer
This idea is related to the interview effect (and a
different type of halo effect may operate here, whereby
the respondent feels they want to personally please the
interviewer), but is subtly different in that it refers to
ways the relationship between researcher and
respondent may bias responses and lead to invalid
data.
Examples: An aggressive interviewer may intimidate a
respondent into giving answers that don’t really reflect
the latter’s beliefs or status considerations (based on
gender, age, class or ethnicity) may come into play such as where a female respondent may feel
embarrassed about answering questions about her
sexuality if they’re asked by a male researcher.

3

Effects

Interview
The interview may limit the validity of a
respondent’s answers if they misinterpret
(consciously or unconsciously) their role.
Example, the respondent may view their role
as one of trying to please or encourage the
researcher and, by so doing, they may not
answer questions honestly or accurately.
This may not be done deliberately on the part
of the respondent (although with this type of
research method dishonesty and inaccuracy
are ever-present possibilities); rather, it may
involve something like the halo effect - a
situation Stephen Draper (2004) describes as:
“…uncontrolled novelty”. In other words, the
novelty of being interviewed - and a desire to
reward the interviewer for giving the
respondent the chance to experience it - may
result in unintentionally dishonest answers.
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Giddens (1989): “An attempt, within artificial conditions established by an
investigator, to test the influence of one or more variables upon others”.

Types

Laboratory
The general name for an
experiment where the
researcher controls the
environment in which the
research takes place. The
ability to do this is a feature of
closed systems - situations,
such as in a laboratory,
where the research
conditions can be exactly
monitored and controlled.

Natural
This type is sometimes called
opportunity experimentation the researcher takes
advantage of a naturallyoccurring opportunity to
conduct the experiment. Such
experiments are characteristic
of open systems (such as the
social world) where the
environment cannot be closely
monitored or easily controlled.

Field
Experiments conducted outside
the confines of a closed,
controlled, environment respondents are studied in their
natural environment. The basic
principles are very similar to
lab-type experiments (the
objective being to identify
dependent and independent
behavioural variables and
manipulate (or change) them to
measure possible effects).

Comparative
Experiments that involve comparing two or
more naturally occurring situations to
examine their similarities and differences.
For example, two identical twins separated
at birth and raised in different families
would provide an opportunity for a
comparative experiment to identify
similarities and differences in behaviour.

Concepts

Variables
Causality

Independent
These are the things a
researcher changes in
various ways in order to
measure their possible effect
on the dependent variable.

Dependent

In any experiment these are the effect we
want to measure. In other words, any
changes in this particular depend on - or are
caused by - changes to something else.
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This can be expressed in terms of the
idea two or more things are so closely
related that when one changes the
other also changes. If this happens
every time we repeat our experiment
we can claim to have established a
causal relationship - a very powerful
statement, mainly because it allows us
to make predictions about future
behaviour. Causal relationships are,
by definition, highly reliable.

Correlation

This is an observation two or more
things occur at “the same time”. This
is a weaker statement than a causal
statement because we can’t be
certain one thing caused another to
happen - they may have happened at
the same time by accident or chance.
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Field experiments can be used
to manipulate situations “in the
real world” to understand the
assumptions on which people
base their everyday behaviour.

Laboratory experiments can be highly
reliable; if the experimental conditions
can be controlled and standardised the
experiment can be easily repeated.

Assumptions

Reliability

Advantages

Experiments

Validity
Experiments can be used to create powerful,
highly reliable, statements - such as cause-andeffect relationships - about people’s behaviour
under certain conditions.

Disadvantages
Practical
Artificial
A controlled experiment
is, by definition, an
unusual situation for
people - do they behave
differently inside a
laboratory to how they
behave in society
generally?

Ethical

The kind of experiments
sociologists would like to conduct
(such as separating identical twins
at birth, placing them in different
social environments and observing
their development) are impractical
(and probably unethical).

Do sociologists have the right to
experiment on people, who may
be unwitting (and unwilling)
victims, in the name of "research”?

Control
Awareness
Because people are conscious of what is happening around
them, this introduces an uncontrolled independent variable
into any experiment - how, for example, the fact of knowing
they are part of an experiment may change someone’s
behaviour:

A major methodological problem with both
laboratory and field experiments is the difficulty
involved in identifying and controlling all the
possible influences on people’s behaviour.

Example: The Hawthorne Effect, named after the studies
by Elton Mayo (1933) at the Hawthorne factory in Chicago.
Draper (2004) describes this possible effect as being noted
when: “A series of studies on the productivity of workers
manipulated various conditions (pay, light levels, rest breaks
etc.), but each change resulted, on average and over time, in
productivity rising…This was true of each of the individual
workers as well as of the group [as a whole]. Clearly the
variables the experimenters manipulated were not the
only…causes of productivity. One interpretation…was that
the important effect here was the feeling of being studied".
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Primary Qualitative Methods
The researcher sets up a situation (the interview) that
allows the respondent to talk at length and in depth
about a particular subject. The focus (or general topic)
of the interview is decided by the researcher and there
may also be particular areas they’re interested in
exploring - a semi-structured technique.

Focused
Interviews

Hierarchical Focusing
Tomlinson (1989)
General questions are used to encourage
respondents to talk and specific questions are used
as-and-when required to refocus the interview.

There is no list of questions to be
asked and different respondents
may be asked different questions
on the same topic. The objective is
to understand things from the
respondent's viewpoint, rather
than make generalisations about
behaviour. Open-ended questions
are frequently used, some of which
arise naturally from whatever the
respondent talks about.

Factors
Setting

Very General Questions,
General Questions,
Specific Questions,
Very Specific Questions.

Interviews take time and the
respondent should be comfortable
with both their surroundings and
the interviewer. To get people to
talk openly it’s important to build a
rapport with the respondent; unlike
a structured interview which can
be conducted almost anywhere,
focused interviews can’t be easily
conducted on street corners.

Schedule

A plan used to specify and track the progress
of the interview. This may start with the major
topic (or focus) and an initial, open-ended,
question to get the respondent talking about the
general topic. Subsidiary questions or topics
the researcher wants to explore may be
included (which may or may not be asked). The
schedule can be updated with questions that
arose during the interview.

Skills
This method requires certain skills of the
researcher - for example, when to prompt
and when to listen and people are unlikely to
open-up to a rude and aggressive
interviewer. Things like how a researcher
dresses and talks, whether they appear
interested or bored and so forth can be
important factors in the interview process.

Trust
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Interviews may deal with matters of
personal importance to respondents - one
reason for using this technique is the desire
to explore “what people really believe” and it’s important respondents feel they are
being taken seriously and that the
information will be confidential. Building
trust between the researcher and the
respondent may also help to increase the
reliability and validity of the data.
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Since the interview allows the respondent to
talk about the things that interest or concern
them, it’s possible for the interviewer to pick
up ideas and information that had either not
occurred to them or of which they had no
prior knowledge or understanding.

Information

By allowing respondents to develop their
opinions, the researcher may be able to get at
what someone "really means or believes". By
focusing on things the respondent sees as
important and interesting, the researcher is likely
to receive a much greater depth of information.

The face-to-face interaction of a focused interview
allows the researcher to help and guide respondents –
to explain or rephrase a question, for example – which
may improve the overall validity of the responses.

Guidance
The problem of the researcher predetermining what will or will not be
discussed is largely (although not
totally) avoided, since there are few
"pre-set questions" or topics.

Pre-Judgement

Validity
Advantages
The interview may go in
directions that are of little or no
relevance to the research
(although the ever-present
problem with this type of method
is the researcher may not know
whether the information being
given is relevant or irrelevant).
The researcher, however, has to
make (skilled) decisions about
when to ask questions that
refocus the interview.

Focused
Interviews
Focus

Disadvantages
Information
Large amounts of data
are produced (which
needs to be interpreted
by the researcher –
always an important
consideration in this type
of research), much of
which may not be directly
relevant to the research
hypothesis or question.

Skills
This relates to both the skills required
of a researcher (the ability to ask the
right questions, to put respondents at
ease and to think quickly about
relevant question-opportunities) and
a respondent – an inarticulate
respondent, for example, will lack the
skills to talk openly and in detail
about the research topic.

Generalisation
Where the same questions
are not necessarily put to
different respondents, the
result is a lack of
standardisation; this makes
it difficult to generalise the
results from focused
interviews.

Validity
Any interview is, essentially, a
reconstruction. Respondents are
required to recount events that
happened in the past and this
creates validity problems that include
imperfect recall and rationalisation,

Recording
Not necessarily a limitation (unless the researcher is trying to
manually record everything) but electronic recording should be
unobtrusive; if the respondent is too aware of being recorded it may
make them nervous, uncooperative or self-conscious.
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The minimal intervention of the researcher
- the respondent leads and the researcher
follows - means the data collected reflects
the interests of the respondent and,
consequently, is more likely to be a true
expression of their beliefs.

The main objective of this method is to describe reality as
the respondent sees it so they, rather than the researcher,
decides what is and what is not significant information.

Pre-Judgement

Validity
Advantages
The researcher enters the interview with a
general idea or topic they want the respondent
to "talk about". The main objective is to record a
respondent’s views by encouraging them to talk.

Unfocused interviews
require researcher patience
and skill, since the
temptation may be to try to
converse with the
respondent when the
objective is simply to listen
and record. The respondent
must also be articulate and
forthcoming since, if they
aren’t, it’s difficult to use this
method to produce data.

Unstructured
Interviews

Skills
Disadvantages

Interviews cannot get at "the
truth" because, like any
other form of social
interaction, they involve:

Negotiation
Impression Management
Manipulation

Validity

Reliability
This tends to be low. The nonstandardised format makes it
impossible to exactly repeat the
interview. If someone is inarticulate
there may be a temptation to “lead
the respondent”. The respondent
may feel pressurised into "talking for
the sake of talking" and say things
they don’t particularly believe,
simply to "fill the silence".

Focus

The researcher has no control over the direction
of the interview. The respondent may choose to
talk about things of little or no immediate
interest and they may wander off-topic. Large
amounts of information are generated and this
involves the researcher selecting and
interpreting “relevant data”.

The researcher's contribution is minimal;
they may give non-verbal cues, but the
researcher’s role is to observe and record
rather than to contribute.

Bias
Unintentional
Unintentional bias can range from
things like tone of voice and general
demeanour (does the interviewer
appear interested?) to the ability (or
otherwise) to organise the interview to ensure recording devices are not
intrusive and distracting, for example.
Inherent: The Interview effect
Any interaction process is a situation where status
considerations apply. When a teacher interacts with their
students status rules exist between them. For example,
when taking take the register students are expected to
respond. These rules, therefore, involve people knowing and
accepting their relative status positions.

Cohen and Taylor (1977): The act of questioning people involves
status manipulations and may result in respondents saying what they
think the researcher wants to hear. If the respondent considers the
researcher to be "in charge" they may try to please the researcher
through their co-operation.
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Observation
Non-Participant
Observing behaviour from
a distance with
involvement in the
behaviour being observed.

The researcher
participates in the
behaviour they're
observing.

Participant
Covert

Objectivity
This involves participating in and
observing behaviour secretly. As far
as a group under observation are
aware the researcher has simply
joined (or been admitted) to
participate in the usual activities of
that group. The researcher has to
balance the roles of observer and
participant while keeping the former
role secret from other group
members. By fully participating in a
group, the sociologist may, of course,
potentially become involved in
various forms of unethical, personally
distasteful or criminal behaviour.

The ability to remain detached from and not interacting with or influencing
- the people you’re researching
Example: A laboratory experiment.

Overt
This involves participating in and observing
the behaviour of people who know they are
being studied. The researcher joins the group
openly, telling its members about the
research being undertaken (its purpose,
scope, etc.) and they carry out research with
the permission and co-operation of the group.

Verstehen

Weber used this concept to express
the idea of “understanding".

Subjectivity

Participant observation is sometimes called subjective
sociology because the researcher aims to understand
the social world from the subject’s viewpoint - it
involves "getting to know" the people being studied by
entering their world and participating in that world.
It involves the researcher putting themselves "in the
shoes" of the respondent in an attempt to experience
events in a way they are experienced by the people
being studied.

Mead (1933) argued the
researcher should exploit the
ability to take the part of the other
in order to understand how people
experience the social world.

Parker 1974) argues one reason for
doing this is that: "...by visiting the
deviants in prison, borstal and other
'human zoos' or by cornering them in
classrooms to answer questionnaires,
the sociologist misses meeting them
as people in their normal society".
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Research into a group with a hierarchical
structure (such as a school) is possible - the
researcher can have access to all levels.

Easier to separate the roles of participant and
observer and reduces the chance of the
researcher becoming so involved in a group they
stop observing and merely become a participant.

Access

Going Native
The researcher can
ask questions, take
notes and record
data openly.

Data
Advantages
Flexibility

Overt

A researcher can react to events, follow
leads, and develop research avenues
that may not have occurred to them
before becoming involved with a group.

Disadvantages
Effects
Involvement

The observer’s presence changes group
behaviour in some unknown way - the
researcher is not, therefore, observing
people’s “normal behaviour”

Researcher “involvement” may not be deep enough to fully experience
the world from the viewpoint of the people being studied. Depth of
involvement may also, of course, be limited by ethical considerations.
This method may be the only way to study people who would
not normally allow themselves to be studied (their behaviour is
illegal, deviant or secretive, for example).
Example: Lofland and Stark (1965) used a covert approach
to study the behaviour of a secretive religious sect.

Access
The researcher is totally involved
with the people they are (secretly)
studying and this method produces
massively detailed and insightful
data about a group’s behaviour.

Personal experience means the
researcher understands the
meanings and motivations within a
group that explain why people
behave in certain ways (even when
those involved may not understand
the reasons for their behaviour).
The depth of involvement can
produce highly valid data.

Empathy
Participation
Advantages

Because people are not aware they are
being observed - their behaviour is
unaffected by the researcher’s observations.

The research can never be replicated. It
would be possible to revisit a group, but
the research could never be accurately
repeated and we have to take it on trust
the researcher saw and did the things
they claimed to see and do.

Effects
Covert

Reliability

Disadvantages

Participation
Ethical

These range from the effect of leaving a
group who may have grown to trust and
depend on the researcher, to questions about
whether covert observation exploits people.

Access

If the researcher’s characteristics (age, for example) don’t match
those of the group the researcher can’t enter the group. Some
groups only allow people to join by invitation, while professional
occupations require particular qualifications. The researcher
won’t have access to all levels of hierarchical groups.
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Skill and commitment is required from
the researcher - the ability to fit-into the
group, to communicate with group
members on their level, in their terms
and so forth. A researcher has to learn
the culture of a group if they are to
participate fully and not be exposed as a
“spy”. Separating the role of participant
from that of observer can be difficult to
maintain when you’re acting undercover.
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Technique
Visualisation
Respondents are required to
visualise behaviour, through the
use of drawings, videos and the
like. Instead of asking people
questions or observing them, the
researcher asks the respondent
to “do or create something” – the
analysis of which (by both the
researcher and the respondent)
gives an insight into people’s
ideas, interests, perspectives
and concerns.

Advantages

Gauntlett: Putting
feelings, emotions and
beliefs into words is
Rationale often difficult for people;
visualisations make it
easier for both
respondent and researcher because a
drawing, photographs or a video is something
concrete on which to base further analysis
(which may involve using more traditional
research techniques such as questionnaires).

Agendas
Visual methods allow
respondents to set their own
agenda; respondents create
whatever they believe best
represents their ideas.

Disadvantages

Process
Researchers get firsthand experience of the
process by which people
make sense of their lives
- in terms, for example,
of how they see
themselves (their
identity) and their
relationship to others.

Reflection
These methods encourage
respondents to reflect on
the “questions” they are
being asked; they avoid the
problem of respondents
having to reconstruct
answers to questions.

Involvement
The respondent is an active participant (rather than passive
audience) in the research process - researcher and
respondent work together to produce data.

Organisation
Visual methods require
organisation and time on the
part of the researcher and the
researched. The creation of a
video record / presentation,
for example, is a timeintensive process that also
requires access to hardware,
software and skills.

Interpretation
The meaning of data may be difficult to
interpret. Although respondents may be
asked to explain the meaning of their work,
a sociological context is still required from
the researcher and this may mean reading
things into the data that were never
considered by the respondent.
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4 marks
Explain the difference
between “overt and covert
approaches to research”

8 marks
Identify and briefly explain two
advantages to sociologists of being
able to “actively join in with the
research subjects in their everyday life”

8 marks
Identify and briefly explain two
advantages some sociologists
see in “participating in the
situation they are researching”.

20 marks
Assess the usefulness of unstructured
interviews to the sociologist.

Item A
Pamela Davies carried out research into the experiences of women serving prison sentences for criminal
offences. She visited the women concerned in prison whilst they were serving their sentences. “Before
carrying out the research, organisation and planning are needed. For example, decisions about whether to
conduct personal, face-to-face research or to administer a postal survey have to be taken. One
consideration is whether to use triangulation as a research strategy. The decision was ultimately taken to
reject postal surveys and instead to meet with female offenders in their prisons. Undertaking a longitudinal
study, which would involve meeting with the same group of female offenders at regular intervals, would
have been an ideal approach. However, this turned out not to be an option for my research.
Once these decisions have been taken, there is a period of time needed in order to set up the research.
Although carrying out research can be something a sociologist looks forward to, questioning known
criminals, who have apparently done something serious enough to lead to a prison sentence, can still be a
daunting prospect. Research in a prison environment involves many practical problems and concerns that
have to be dealt with if the research is to be successful.”
Source: adapted from V. JUPP, P. DAVIES AND P. FRANCIS, Doing Criminological Research
(Sage Publications) 200

4 Marks
Suggest two reasons why the researcher in Item A might have
decided to “reject postal surveys” (Item A) as a research technique.

12

Revision Mapping

AS Sociology For AQA

Sociological Methods
Item B

Lynn Jamieson and her colleagues researched the partnership plans of young married and cohabiting
couples in Scotland. In this extract they outline the research methods they used. Our study is based on a
stratified sample of men and women aged 20-29. This is an ideal age group for an investigation of ‘couple
behaviour’ and attitudes to partnership as a large proportion of first marriages and cohabitation occurs with
people in this age range. The sample was stratified equally between the 20-24 and 25-29 age groups and
between men and women. We selected at random 200 research subjects from our sampling frame.
Because couple relationships are so personal and such a sensitive research issue, we could not actively
join in with the research subjects in their everyday life. We therefore surveyed the sample using a
structured questionnaire delivered by a trained interviewer. In the case of 41 people, the researchers
followed this up with an intensive interview. Although time consuming and comparatively costly, these
unstructured intensive interviews yielded more
in-depth information.
Source: adapted from L. JAMIESON ET AL, “Cohabitation and Commitment”, The Sociological Review,
Vol. 50 No. 3, (Blackwell Publishing Ltd.) August 2002

6 Marks
Suggest three disadvantages of using intensive interviews apart from those mentioned in Item B

Item C
Brandenburg and his colleagues investigated the extent to which there is a relationship between age and
response rate to mailed questionnaires. To do this, they analysed the response rates of people aged 60 to
93 years of age to a questionnaire posted to them
concerning their pensions. “A random sample of 1000 was drawn from a population of 23 000 retired public
employees in the files of a pensions company in a large city in the USA. A four-page questionnaire booklet
was mailed to the sample. The questionnaire was designed using large fonts and employed clear and easy
instructions. The survey included a variety of question formats including overall satisfaction questions using
a five-point scale from ‘very satisfied’ to ‘very unsatisfied’, as well as open-ended questions. The
questionnaire also carried a question that asked whether the survey had been completed by the person to
whom it was mailed. The number of questionnaires returned after a single mailing was 465 out of the
original 1 000 sent out. A response rate of 46.5% is generally considered to be very high and this might
have resulted from the interest elderly people have in the provision of their pensions. We also found that
response rates declined with age.”
Source: adapted from KALDENBURG ET AL, Mail Survey Response Rate Patterns in a Population of the
Elderly, Public Opinion Quarterly, Volume 58 (University of Chicago Press) 1994
20 Marks
Using material from Item C and elsewhere, assess the usefulness of mailed questionnaires in
sociological research.
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