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Conducting Research
in the Social Sciences
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How do we use research to answer
questions?
 Define what we want to measure:

 Purpose of research
 Type of Research
 Variables

 Develop questions or hypotheses
 Identify how data will be collected

 Population
 Sampling
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Define what we want to measure:
Purpose
 Fundamental research

Deductive method
  less concerned with application
more common in physical sciences
The benefits of the research may not be

applied immediately
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Define what we want to measure:
Purpose
 Applied research

Purpose is to improve a product or process
Describes most social science research
Attempts to develop generalizations about a

population
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Define what we want to measure:
Purpose
 Action research

 The researcher is actively involved in the process
 Focus is on immediate application, not generalization
 Purpose is to improve practice
 Results may not be generalizable because they often

do not occur in an experimental setting
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Define what we want to measure:
Purpose
 Assessment

Fact-finding—examines what exists
No hypothesis testing
Not considered research
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Define what we want to measure:
Purpose
 Evaluation

Application of findings
Examination of utilization and effectiveness
Not considered research
May be summative—occurs at the conclusion

of a specific period (i.e. assigning a grade)
May be formative—evaluation is ongoing and

continuous
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Define what we want to measure:
Two broad areas
 Qualitative research

 Inductive
 Identifies the details of a phenomena
 Develops theory

 Quantitative Research
 Deductive
 Generalizes to a population
 Tests theory
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Define what we want to measure:
Type
 Descriptive research

 May be quantitative:
 The gathering and analysis of empirical data in

order to accurately describe a population
 Focus is on descriptive statistics
 Involves hypothesis testing, analysis, and

generalization
 May be qualitative:

 Focuses on the nature of a phenomena
 Develops a theory of a phenomena
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Define what we want to measure:
Type
 Experimental research

 Attempts to identify group differences or relationships
between or among variables

 Always involves manipulation of variables and
random assignment

 Quasi-experimental research
 Combines descriptive and experimental research
 There is no random assignment

 Either may be qualitative or quantitative
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Descriptive vs. Experimental
Research
 Both involve hypothesis testing
 Both employ random sampling (more on

that later)
 Experimental research uses random

assignment (more on that later too)
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Descriptive vs. Experimental
Research
 Descriptive research does not employ random

assignment—that is, some phenomena cannot
be randomly assign, such as sex.

 The researcher may be interested in the
relationship between two variables that are
already present—this type of descriptive
research is known as a correlational research
 For example, a researcher wishes to study the

relationship between depression and disordered
eating.
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Define what we want to measure:
Type
 Historical research

Describes what was by investigating,
recording, analyzing, and interpreting events

Purpose is to identify previous trends of the
past  to understand what needs to happen in
the present and future

May be quantitative or qualitative



14

Define what we want to measure:
Variables
 Variables are defined through observation:

 i.e. demographic variables (e.g. SES,
ethnicity, sex)

OR
 Variables are defined operationally

Constructs (i.e. mood, creativity, wellness)
Based on theory
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Questions
 When developing a research project, it is

sometimes helpful to think in terms of what
question(s) may be answered through this
research.
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Questions
 Research questions may be descriptive

They describe what is occurring
What percent of low achieving students come

from single parent families?
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Questions
 Research questions may be relational

The relationship between two variables is
examined

What is the relationship between exercise and
decreases in depression?
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Questions
 Research questions may be causal

 Is one phenomena caused by another
phenomena?

Does drinking alcohol cause an individual to
escalate in drug use?

Causal studies are rarely conducted in social
science research because determining
causation is very difficult.
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Questions

Conditions for causation:
Relationship between the two phenomena

Time order—the proper sequence of events

Influence of confounding variables has been
eliminated—no other influences can be attributed
to the relationship
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Develop questions or hypotheses:
Hypotheses
 An hypothesis is a specific statement of prediction.

There are two types:

1. Scientific
 Statement about what we think should happen in

our study
 Statement about the variables that deter the study

2. Statistical
 contains a null and an alternative hypothesis
 You accept one
 Lends credibility, provides evidence
 DOES NOT PROVE
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Statistical Hypotheses

 Actually, whenever a statistical hypothesis includes two
hypotheses.

 Let's say that you predict that there will be differences
between males and females in a study of emotional
maturity in high school students.

 The way we would formally set up the hypothesis test is
to formulate two hypothesis statements:
 One that describes no differences between the groups
 One that describes differences between the groups.
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Statistical Hypotheses

 Usually, we call the hypothesis that
describes no differences as the null
hypothesis.

 We call the hypothesis that you supports
differences the alternative hypothesis

 We use a notation like H1 to represent the
alternative hypothesis  and H0 to
represent the null case.
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Statistical Hypotheses
 Null Hypothesis

 Alternative (research) hypothesis

Ho: µ1 = µ2
H1: µ1 ≠ µ2

“OK, I know it's a convoluted, awkward and formalistic way to ask
research questions. But it encompasses a long tradition in statistics
called the hypothetical-deductive model, and sometimes we just
have to do things because they're traditions. And anyway, if all of
this hypothesis testing was easy enough so anybody could
understand it, how do you think statisticians would stay employed?”
(Trochim, 2006)
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Questions or Hypotheses?

 In the end, you can decide whether you
want to identify research questions or
research hypotheses in your research
project.
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Sampling in
Quantitative Research
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Principles of Sampling

 Procedures are different for quantitative and
qualitative research

 Sampling in quantitative research focuses on
representativeness

 Sampling in qualitative research focuses on the
sample (or topic) of study

 The goal of quantitative research is
generalizability

 The goal of qualitative research is transfer



27

Population Validity

 The extent to which the results of an
experiment can be generalized from the
sample

 Representativeness
 Dependent upon:

Randomness
Sample size
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Population Validity

 Reduces the chance of error
 Increases the likelihood of finding

differences or relationships if they exist
 Demonstrates a good faith approximation

of the population
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Population Validity

 We will always have sampling error:
Generalizable results are still only an

approximation of the population
We demonstrate our sampling error by

reporting it statistically (i.e. standard
deviation)
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Types of Populations

 Target population
All members of a real or hypothetical set

 Saves time and money
 Studying a whole population is unrealistic
 High level of accuracy

 Accessible population
All participants who could be realistically

included



31

Generalizability: A two-step
process
 Demonstrate that the sample in the study is

representative to the accessible population
 Randomness
 Common characteristics
 Note any bias

 Demonstrate that the sample in the study is
representative to the target population

 Determine similarities of the accessible population
to the target population
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To show generalizability:

 Clearly describe the population
 Define the sampling procedure in terms of

type, size, and demographic data
 Identify any records that were accessed to

obtain the data
 Completion rate, if possible
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Probability sampling

 Individuals are chosen by chance
 Four general types:

Simple random sampling
Systematic sampling
Stratified sampling
Cluster sampling
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Simple Random Sampling

 Participants in a population of a given size
have an equal chance of being selected

 Independence: selection of one participant
has no effect on the selection of another
participant

 The above characteristics define
randomness
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Simple Random Sampling

 Randomness leads to generalizability,
smaller amounts of error, and utility in
inferential statistics

 Randomness can be assured through the
use of random number tables or random
number software.
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Systematic Sampling

 Mathematically subdivide the population
 Randomly select a number less than the

number of subdivisions
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Systematic Sampling

For example, if there are 2000 students in a
high school, you divide the number of students
by 50.

You now have 40 students in 50 subdivisions.
Randomly select equal or less than 40, such as

26.
Select the 26th person from each of the 50

subdivisions.
You now have a random sample of 50

participants.
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Stratified Sampling

 The goal is to represent subgroups of a
population
Proportional: take in to account the proportion

of a subgroup in the population
Nonproportional: focus on equal sample size

in subgroups
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Cluster Sampling

 Random sample of groups, rather than a
random sample of individuals

 Multi-stage cluster sampling: randomly
select the groups and then randomly
select the participants within the clusters
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Convenience Sampling

 Non-probability sampling
 Common in social science research
 Why is it utilized?

Location
Administrative approval
Familiarity

 Generalizability must be shown through
the two-step process (see slide 33)
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Summary

 Sampling must be representative
 Random sampling helps in developing a

generalizable study but is not always
possible


