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GENERAL
INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the module Research in the social sciences. In this 
module, we will introduce you to the fundamentals of research in the social 
sciences.

AIMOFTHISMODULE
Social scientists often grapple with key questions in the social sciences. 
Our purpose, in this module, is to consider how social scientists collect 
information to answer these questions and what they do with this 
information.

The process of collecting information is called research. The rules guiding 
research are called methodology. Research is essential in obtaining 
knowledge for academic disciplines; research is therefore very much part 
of social science. This module provides an overview of research within the 
social sciences and has been designed to benefit all students studying human 
sciences.

Outcomes
The module has been designed to provide the learners with an introduction 
to social science research, forming the foundation for research methodology 
in various departments in the College of Human Sciences.

After completion of the module you should have the necessary knowledge 
and skills to
 �  describe the scientific approach to social research
 �  explain and compare strategies of discovery
 �  differentiate between types of research
 �  demonstrate an understanding of the importance of ethics in social re-

search
 �  outline the stages of the research process
 �  explain and compare research designs
 �  distinguish between the different types of sampling
 �  describe levels of measurement
 �  explore different methods of data collection
 �  explain methods used to analyse and interpret quantitative and qualitative 

data
 �  discuss the characteristics of a research report

Usingthestudyguide
The study guide is the primary source of information for this module. It 
contains all the content you need to know. For this module, the study guide 
acts as both the prescribed textbook and the study guide. Each study unit 
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starts with a number of learningoutcomes. In the margins, we have key-
words. Scanning these should give you some indication of the issues that 
we deal with in a particular study unit. Activities will get you involved in the 
discussion of the content we deal with in the study unit. At the end of each 
study unit there is a testyourself section. Working through these sections 
will tell you whether you have understood the content of the particular study 
unit.

It is important to note that no study unit or section is less or more important 
than another. Research is a process and should be approached as such, with 
all steps and phases equally important.

The learning outcomes indicate what is expected of you to understand, 
know and be able to apply once you have worked through the study unit. 
The learning outcomes will help you to structure your learning.

Below is a list of the keyactionwords used in the learning outcomes, along 
with a brief definition of what each of these words mean.

apply — demonstrate how a research principle works in 
practice

compare — indicate similarities and/or differences
compile — draw up a list or put together a description
critically 
examine

— look at the key ideas, interpret information and if  
relevant explain why some of these ideas may be 
problematic

consider — to think about
define — precisely explain what a word or idea means
describe — identify key features and illustrate how they are related
develop — to plan, prepare and construct
discuss — examine the topic by providing a comprehensive 

account of the debate on it
distinguish — emphasise the differences between what is being 

compared
draw up — to formulate or construct
evaluate — comment on the strengths and limitations
explain — to clarify by describing constituent features in detail, 

paying attention to their relationships
identify — name the appropriate features
indicate — to show, provide reasons for
interpret — make sense of
justify — give reasons for your opinion
list — mention
outline — provide a brief overview of
question — reflect on
refine — develop further, make clearer or specify
summarise — briefly give an account of the main features of 

something
understand — to grasp or know

The study guide contains a number of activities which you should do. An 
activity implies “doing”. These activities aim to help you work through the 
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content of this module systematically. Some activities introduce topics and 
aim to get you thinking about them. Other activities are designed to find out 
whether you understand the work; these activities often ask you to apply 
your new knowledge. Most activities are followed by brief comments. You 
should be an active learner, not a passive learner, so do the activity first 
before reading the comments. Please note also that we often indicate that 
there may be more than one possible correct answer to an activity.

A good suggestion is that you buy an exercise book in which you write 
down your responses to the activities. You can also use this book to make 
summaries of the study units. Summaries are useful for revision.

Like activities, the test yourself section at the end of each study unit provides 
you with some opportunity for self-assessment. First answer the test yourself 
questions in your exercise book. It may be very tempting to look at the 
answers first but, by following this easy route, you are not helping yourself. 
You will learn far more by answering these questions first and then, if you 
are incorrect, trying to understand where you went wrong. Completing the 
test yourself questions will give you some idea of how much of the work you 
understand.

Although there is no recommended reading for this module, there are 
many sources on research methodology in the library. Useful sources are 
listed in the bibliography at the end of this study guide. These sources will 
give you more information about research. Once you have mastered the 
content of this study guide, you will benefit by reading more widely. We 
encourage reading on the topics since this is an essential part of academic life 
and the mark of a good scholar. However, you will only be examined on the 
contents of the study guide.

Structureandoutlineofthestudyguide
Paging through the study guide should give you some indication of the areas 
of research covered in the module. Broadly speaking, the module consists of 
the following:
1. Start by thinking about social research by exploring key issues such as 

what is actually meant by scientific research, theory, underlying as-
sumptions and research ethics.

2. Then research planning is explored; this includes things such as deciding 
on a topic; focusing on a problem; considering the time available and 
the purpose and scope of the research; choosing a research design; 
deciding what information we need; and selecting the participants 
(sampling).

3. We shall then focus on the practicalities of collecting data (that is, actu-
ally doing the research).

4. Finally, the processes of making sense are considered. In other words, 
how the data are interpreted and presented.

Following is a brief summary of the content of each study unit:
Studyunit1(Strategiesofdiscovery) describes how we use enquiry in 
everyday life and how this enquiry can be extended to science and research. 
We learn what scientific thinking is and what it is not and what pitfalls 
we need to avoid if our research is to be truly scientific. This study unit 
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introduces you to the research process that will be explained in the rest of 
the study guide.

Studyunit2(Theroleoftheoryinresearch) discusses the core 
assumptions on which social science research is based. It also explains why 
theory plays a crucial role in research and how conceptual issues are tackled 
at the very beginning of the planning stage of a research project.

Studyunit3(Scientificresearch) introduces the different categories of 
research conducted in the social sciences. Research can be either basic or 
applied. Two approaches to research is discussed and compared (qualitative 
and quantitative research), and we explain how triangulation can be applied. 
Then one considers the types of research, whether it is to explore, describe, 
explain or correlate phenomena.

Studyunit4(Ethicsinresearch)deals with the importance of ethics in 
social research and the ethical relevance of what researchers do (or fail to 
do). This study unit makes the point repeatedly that ethics are the norms and 
value judgments of responsible social research.

Studyunit5(Researchdesign) looks at the factors you need to take into 
account when planning your study to ensure that your research design 
is coherent and that your research will, in fact, provide answers to your 
research questions. Different types of quantitative designs are discussed. 
Key issues that need to be considered when following a more qualitative 
approach are also addressed.

Studyunit6(Sampling) describes the process of taking any portion of a 
population as representative of that population. The importance of sampling 
is discussed and key issues such as probability versus nonprobability sampling, 
sampling techniques and sampling size are explored.

Studyunit7(Datacollection)introduces you to four levels of 
measurements and the use of existing data, the use of measuring scales and 
how to obtain data by using interviews, questionnaires and observations.

Studyunit8(Describingandinterpretingquantitativedata) deals with the 
procedures used to organise, summarise and visualise quantitative data. In 
this study unit, we explain how to draw up certain types of tables and graphs 
used in research. A distinction is made between different measures of central 
tendency and of variability.

Studyunit9(Qualitativedataanalysisandinterpretation:Steps,
practicalexamplesandpointers) provides an overview on how to 
analyse and interpret qualitative generated data. A step-wise format or plan 
complemented by practical examples and pointers is presented on how 
researchers working from a qualitative approach can go about to analyse the 
data they have collected.  We also briefly discuss the use of computers in 
qualitative data analysis.

Studyunit10(Writingandevaluatingresearchreports) looks at the 
importance of reporting our research work. There are many different types 
of reports that we can use; each type has a distinct use and the type of 
report we choose will dictate how we report our research findings. In this 
study unit, we also provide some criteria on how to evaluate a research 
report.
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STUDy UNiT

 1 
STRATEGIESOF

DISCOVERY

 Derik Gelderblom1

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 �  describe the scientific approach to social research
 �  identify five sources of knowledge
 �  give your own examples of five types of error in human inquiry
 �  explain the importance of five scientific norms
 �  outline the four stages of research
 �  identify ontological and epistemological questions
 �  summarise six approaches to scientific research in terms of their concep-

tion of the nature of social reality and the nature of knowledge about 
social reality

 �  classify examples of social scientific research as belonging to one of six ap-
proaches to research

1.1 Introduction
Science is a process of inquiry. Inquiry is the process whereby we gain 
knowledge by observing how things are and using our minds to think logically 
about what we observed (using our reason, in other words). We all use 
inquiry in everyday life. When we switch on the television and don’t get a 
picture, we check to see if it is plugged in. When we are not feeling well, we 
use a thermometer to take our temperature to see if we have a fever. When 
we see black clouds building up in the sky, we know that we can expect rain. 
These are physical things for which we need physical evidence to answer our 
questions. Since we human beings are social beings, we are more likely to 
refer to what happens in the social world than physical things; in fact, it is the 
social world that we constantly question and try to understand.

1 This unit is a combined and reworked version of two units originally written by Kathleen Collins and Charles Puttergill.
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What do we mean by the “social world”? We give a few examples below.

1. A crowd of people who are shouting and running in panic. This tells us 
that something bad has happened (eg a bomb blast).

2. When someone smiles while they talk to us, we assume that the mes-
sage is a happy one.

3. When we watch television and see Barack Obama being warmly 
welcomed by other world leaders, this tells us that he is liked and re-
spected. We know that his popularity has implications for how people 
perceive America.

These examples all deal with the interaction of people and the implications 
of this interaction. We can therefore conclude that the social world refers to 
that part of our existence dealing with how people interact with one another. 

We bring an attitude of inquiry to many of our doings. Based on what we 
observe, we come to certain conclusions. Inquiry is natural; we inquire 
about things all the time. We discover reality through personal experience; 
this personal experience is dominated by our curiosity. However, we often 
make errors when we start trying to find out the “why” of something. In this 
study unit we shall learn how the scientific process of inquiry attempts to 
minimise the risk of error.

We start off by giving you a fairly conventional view of the role of science. 
However, you will soon find out that not all scientists, especially social 
scientists, agree on the nature of knowledge and therefore of science. There 
are in fact a number of different approaches to social science research, and 
we will lead you through them. We first discuss the dominant approaches 
in social science research — positivism, interpretivism and the critical 
approach. Then we briefly look at the challenges posed by feminism, 
postcolonialism and postmodernism. In our discussion, we identify the core 
assumptions of each approach to social science research. This will provide 
you with insight into the foundations that underlie social science research. By 
considering these different approaches, you will be exposed to alternative 
sets of research criteria. This, in turn, will help you to think clearly about the 
implications of choices made in research and will prevent you from applying 
research methods uncritically.

We start by defining some of the words and phrases we will be using in this 
study unit.

 Science is a process of inquiry — a way of learning and knowing things 
about the world around us using logic, observation and theory. Scientific 
thinking makes sense (is logical), has a reference (observed evidence) and 
gives an explanation (theory) for what we observe.

 The word research is composed of two syllables, re and search. Dictionaries 
define “re” as a prefix meaning again and “search” as a verb meaning to look 
for something. Together, the syllables form a noun which means “to look at 
again”. In our case, we are taking “another look at” social events. In other 
words, making a careful and planned study of them.

Scientific research means we systematically examine and think about a 
question.

Science is one of several sources of knowledge which guide our thinking. We 
shall now consider these.

 science:  
defined

 research:  
defined
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1.2 Sourcesofgeneralknowledge

1.2.1 Tradition

We all inherit a culture which contains accepted knowledge of the ways of 
the world. This means that we accept what other people know and tell us. 
By doing this, we are spared the enormous task of starting from scratch 
in the search for understanding. Knowledge is cumulative (that is, it builds 
on itself) and an inherited body of information therefore helps us obtain 
further information. We can learn from previous generations. If we know, for 
example, that encouragement and affirmation lead to cooperation between 
people, why should we disregard this and begin our own experiments for 
finding out what leads to cooperation?

But tradition may also be harmful to human inquiry. If you accept something 
as true simply because others have always believed it, you may be led 
into falsehood. To think traditionally means that we do not find out how 
the knowledge was obtained in the first place. In other words, the source 
of learning is not questioned. If something appears to be understood and 
obvious (in other words is traditionally accepted) it usually does not occur to 
us to seek a different understanding. 

Scientific thinking therefore has an ambiguous relationship to tradition. On 
the one hand it is one of the norms of science that we must always be willing 
to re-examine our traditions, and science is therefore critical of unthinking 
adherence to tradition. It is also the case however, that we can only get 
to know the world from the perspective of a tradition. In every scientific 
discipline students are taught the ideas of earlier thinkers (the “founding 
fathers” and, less often, “mothers”) and their thought form the basis upon 
which new knowledge is discovered. Every scientific discipline can therefore 
be understood as being based upon a tradition of thought.

 ACTiViTy 1.1
 Think of an example where traditional knowledge was 
accepted but, on further investigation, was found to be 
untrue.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.1

 At the end of each activity we will give you feedback so that you 
can evaluate your answers. This means in this case that we give 
our own example. This does not mean, however, that you can rely 
simply upon the examples we give without coming up with your 
own. The activities are inserted to make you engage with the 
learning material in a more in-depth manner. We make use here 
of the example provided by Brink, van der Walt and van Rensburg 
(2006:5) of medical staff in the labour ward.

    When it was discovered that specific micro-organisms caused 
infection under certain conditions, it was assumed that 
harmful micro-organisms existed in pubic hair. The practice 
of perineal and pubic shaving before childbirth was introduced 
to reduce the risk of infection. The practice continued 
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unchallenged for many years, even though it used valuable 
staff time and resources, and caused some discomfort. 
However during the 1970s research showed that there is no 
increase in infection if the pubic hair is not removed. ... The 
professionals who continue the practice today do so in support 
of the traditional practice, while those who have stopped 
the practice evidently are aware of and subscribe to these 
findings.

1.2.2 Authority

When we accept something as being true because of the status of the 
person who discovered this truth, we are relying on authority as our source 
of knowledge. Like tradition, authority can both help and get in the way of 
human inquiry. A person in a position of authority is likely to have earned 
that authority by his or her experience and may therefore be able to offer 
us reliable knowledge. In other words, that person has spent time and 
effort learning something and others can benefit from this. For example, 
the principal of a school can be expected to know how children react to 
discipline, since he or she has had a great deal of experience managing 
children in a structured setting.

But the problem with relying on authority is that we can overestimate the 
expertise of persons in authority: in other words, experts can be wrong. 
When we do not know how the experts arrived at their knowledge, we 
should be careful in accepting their conclusions. Let’s take an example. 
Supposing you have to assess the needs of the aged in a community. You 
may think that the head of an organisation which deals with the needs of 
the aged knows more than one of your fellow students. You may therefore 
unquestioningly accept the opinion of the head of an organisation which 
deals with the needs of the aged (that is, the authority) and disregard the 
opinion of a person who is not an authority. But then you may discover that 
both the head of the organisation and your fellow student have the same 
opinion! And then you may be further surprised to discover that this opinion 
is in fact incorrect! This is what can happen when we unquestioningly accept 
authority as our source of knowledge.

 ACTiViTy 1.2
 Have you ever found authority to be wrong about 
something?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.2
 You probably thought of many examples. We thought of the 
following. Some child psychologists used to believe that infants 
bonded with the biological mother only. Parents believed this and 
this put a big burden on mothers. But later observation suggested 
that infants bonded with other nurturing figures. This led to the 
new opinion that the presence of the biological mother was not 
essential to the infant’s ability to learn to bond with people.
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1.2.3 Mysticismandreligion

Religion often offers a type of knowledge based upon the authority of sacred 
texts (such as the Bible or the Qur’an), or some other supernatural source. 
While religion can be useful in providing our lives with meaning and in 
understanding our place in the cosmos, it is not a reliable guide to knowledge 
about the actual state of the world. In the western world, science and 
religion has come into conflict a number of times.

The most famous case of such conflict was that of the Italian astronomer 
Galileo. In 1633 he was forced, under threat of torture by the Roman 
Inquisition, to retract his statement that the earth revolved around the sun, 
and not the sun around the earth. It was already known by the Ancient 
Egyptians and the Greeks that our naïve observation that the sun moves 
around the earth is in fact incorrect. This knowledge was lost to the Western 
world with the fall of the Roman Empire. Subsequently the Church started 
to articulate the naïve notion based upon the authority of a text in the Old 
Testament where Joshua commanded the sun to stand still so that daylight 
could last longer while he was defeating his enemies.

Through careful observation of the movement of celestial bodies such as the 
planets and the stars, as well as disciplined thinking about this, it however 
became clear during the 1500s and early 1600s to astronomers such as 
Copernicus and Kepler that this interpretation of the sun’s movement was 
incorrect. The Catholic Church of the time interpreted their views however 
as a challenge to their authority, and the authority of the Bible, and tried to 
suppress their views though torture and the threat of torture.2

One of the results of this episode is that it became clear that for scientific 
progress to take place, scientists must be allowed the freedom to pursue 
knowledge to wherever it may lead, even though doing so may overturn 
some cherished beliefs.

 ACTiViTy 1.3
 Try to think of an example within your own cultural 
heritage where faith in a supernatural power is 
regarded as a source of knowledge, and where it may 
come into conflict with science.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.3

 Our example is the belief in witchcraft. In a period from the late 
1500s to the early 1700s tens of thousands of people (especially 
women) were burned alive after being accused of witchcraft 
in Europe. It was believed that some people had supernatural 
abilities and could pass a spell on people to harm them. Witchcraft 
accusations often came about as a result of torture, and people 
often implicated others while being tortured. Once again the 
Inquisition (an instrument of the Catholic Church that guarded 

2  For a very entertaining and well-written discussion of the process by which astronomers rediscovered this knowledge, as well 
as the Galileo incident, read The sleepwalkers by Arthur Koestler.
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against heretical thought) was directly involved. Paul Johnson 
(1976:311) recounts the following remarks by a Jesuit priest who 
argued against the persecution of witches:

 Torture fills our Germany with witches and unheard-of 
wickedness, and not only Germany but any nation that 
attempts it ... If all of us have not confessed ourselves witches, 
that is only because we have not all been tortured.

This persecution of witches was countered by the humanists, 
who were scientifically-inclined thinkers that appeared in greater 
frequency during those times. They, as we saw above, believed 
that the evidence offered for the existence of witches did not stand 
the scrutiny of careful observation and logical thinking.

Belief in the existence of witches was not restricted to the late 
Middle Age Europe. As you may know, this belief is still common in 
parts of Africa.

1.2.4 Commonsense

Neuman (1997) describes common sense as ordinary reasoning. This form 
of reasoning relates to what people know intuitively (i.e. through instinct), 
such as when to trust someone. When we know something intuitively, 
we recognise a truth or falsehood without analysing why we recognise it. 
Common sense is valuable in everyday life since it helps people to reach 
decisions and solve daily problems. It also helps communication between 
people in general, because it covers topics that everyone knows about (eg 
that being a good student requires self-discipline). However, common sense 
contains a great deal of illogical reasoning. Also, common sense does not 
systematically consider how ideas are related to each other. Nor does it 
collect information systematically in reaching conclusions. Finally, common 
sense often originates in tradition.

 ACTiViTy 1.4

 Refer to your own experience and try to identify a 
situation where common sense reasoning let you down 
(because it was either incorrect or simply not relevant).

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.4

 Our example is the now outdated medical practice of bleeding 
people when they were ill. This was based on the common sense 
idea that getting rid of disease-carrying blood would make the 
person better. But modern medical science tells us that the 
infective organisms carried by the blood have to be destroyed. Loss 
of blood does not attack the organisms themselves; it only makes 
the patient weaker.
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1.2.5 Mediamyths

The mass media, including television, films, newspapers and magazines 
and, most recently, the Internet, have a powerful influence on knowledge. 
Most people learn about the world and develop their concept of social 
reality according to what they see, hear and read in the media. However, as 
Neuman (1997) points out, the chief purpose of the media is to entertain, 
not to present reality accurately. Writers who adapt real life for television 
shows and films scripts distort reality, often relying on tradition, authority 
or common sense. Writers for newspapers and magazines have deadlines 
which limit their information and they cannot be specialists in every topic 
they write about. Mistakes may be made from ignorance. Public thinking 
can be changed by selective emphasis, and this, in turn, can lead people into 
error.

 ACTiViTy 1.5
 Consult a local newspaper or magazine and try to 
identify a media myth.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.5

 Our example is the common belief popularised by books such as 
“Men are from Mars, women are from Venus” that men and women 
are so different in their personalities and their expectations of 
relationships that they could as well be from different planets. 
Because it offers such a simplistic view of the personalities of 
women and men, and seemingly practical solutions to improve 
their relationships, these views tend to acquire validity in the 
public eye far greater than the evidence upon which they are 
based warrant. In fact, actual research on the topic has found 
that men and women are far more similar than different in their 
expectations.3

1.3 Errorsinhumaninquiryandhowscientiststrytoavoid
them

Earlier on, we said that we often make errors in our inquiries and that 
science can help to provide safeguards against these errors. Mark (1996), 
Neuman (1997) and Rubin and Babbie (1997) list the following types of 
errors.

1.3.1 Inaccurateobservation

Before we understand the way things work, we have to have something 
to understand. In other words, we need to know the what before we can 
explain the why. But people tend to be careless when it comes to observing 
everyday events. We may not really see things happening right before our 

3  Those of you who want to hear more about this topic (as well as the author’s doubtful academic credentials) will find an 
informative discussion on Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Men_Are_from_Mars,_Women_Are_from_Venus.
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very eyes! And we may mistakenly think we have seen something happen 
that did not, in fact, happen. An example of this is, of course, a road accident, 
where the witnesses all have different accounts of what happened.

In contrast to our ordinary inquiries, scientific observation is a conscious 
activity. In science we observe events deliberately. Also, there are both 
simple and complex measurement devices to help prevent us making 
inaccurate observations. We discuss these in study unit 7.

1.3.2 Overgeneralisation

Overgeneralisation means that we arrive at a general conclusion about 
a particular thing when we have only observed a few cases of that thing. 
Using a few, similar events to arrive at a conclusion is unwarranted because 
it means we ignore the possibility that observing additional cases may 
disprove our earlier observations. We all have a tendency to overgeneralise, 
particularly when we are under pressure to arrive at a conclusion. Indeed, 
we can overgeneralise even in the absence of pressure. For example, 
we may read one book on research methodology and find it difficult to 
understand; we then conclude that all books on research methodology are 
too difficult to follow!

There is also something known as the “halo effect”. The “halo effect” is when 
we look at one very good aspect of something and then overgeneralise. For 
example, we respect someone or an institution, and then overgeneralise 
by saying that this person or institution is “wonderful” in all respects, giving 
them a proverbial halo. We prejudge their work and do not approach it by 
considering its merits and its faults.

Whenever any form of overgeneralisation occurs, it can distort the process 
of inquiry.

Scientists guard against overgeneralisation by involving a sufficiently large 
 sample of observations (explained in study unit 6). The replication of inquiry 
provides another safeguard. Replication means repeating a study, checking to 
see if the same results are obtained. If the same results are obtained, you can 
feel more confident about generalising your findings. If, however, replication 
gives different results, it has helped prevent you from overgeneralising and 
coming to incorrect conclusions.

1.3.3 Selectiveobservation

Overgeneralisation may lead to selective observation. Once the decision 
is made that events are following a particular pattern, and you think you 
know why, you will tend to pay attention mainly to future situations that 
correspond with that pattern. You will also tend to overlook the situations 
that conflict with the pattern. For example, you may know some elderly 
people who tend to be irritable and who have told you that this is because 
they are frustrated by their lack of mobility. Based on this, you then decide 
that other irritable elderly people that you meet are also frustrated by their 
lack of mobility. As a result, you fail to investigate what is actually happening 
in their lives. In fact, there may well be other reasons why elderly people are 
irritable — lack of mobility may be just one reason.

 replication:  
defined
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Science guards against selective observation by using a research design which 
specifies the number and kind of observations we need before we can 
make a conclusion. This research design is explained in study units 3 and 5. 
Conclusions are based on an analysis of all the observations detailed in the 
research design, not only on some selected observations.

1.3.4 Egoinvolvementinunderstanding

We are personally, as well as intellectually, involved in our search for 
knowledge. Our understanding of events and conditions is usually 
psychologically significant to us. In countless ways, we link our understanding 
of how things are to the image of ourselves that we present to others. 
Because of this link, any disproof of this understanding tends to make us look 
gullible, stupid and generally not okay. So we commit ourselves more firmly 
to our understanding of how things are and in the process create a large 
barrier to further inquiry.

Science guards against ego involvement by testing hypotheses in a systematic 
manner (explained in study unit 2). This enables us to collect information 
rigorously, information which we can then consider objectively. Making the 
research public in the form of a report (explained in study unit 10) also allows 
other scientists to evaluate our research, thereby exposing any personal bias 
or ego involvement we may have brought to our work.

1.3.5 Theprematureclosureofinquiry

The four errors discussed so far may together lead to what is known as a 
premature closure of inquiry. This means that we ask questions for a short 
while, obtain some answers and stop our inquiry too soon. As a result, 
our attempt to understand something stops before our understanding is 
complete. The evidence for sound conclusions is inadequate. An example 
of this was the so-called cure for Aids which was reputedly discovered by 
experimentation in a laboratory in Pretoria. On investigation, the proponents 
of the cure acknowledged that they had not proceeded long and rigorously 
enough with their experiments and had not in fact discovered a cure for 
Aids.

Science guards against the premature closure of inquiry by a thorough review 
of the literature on the topic being researched (explained in study unit 2). 
The review reveals the complexity of a subject and presents a wide range of 
information which tends to prevent the researcher ending his or her inquiry 
before he or she has thoroughly explored all options. At its base, science is 
an open-ended enterprise in which we constantly modify our conclusions.

Experienced scientists expect established theories to be overturned 
eventually and new conclusions to be reached as research projects progress.

 ACTiViTy 1.6
 Which errors of inquiry do each of the following 
observations represent?

1. You observe that a person from a different racial  
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group is much more reserved than many of the friends in 
your own racial group. In future contacts you continue to ob-
serve characteristics of reserve in the other racial group. You 
ignore more expressive behaviour, while at the same time 
ignoring more reserved behaviour in your own group. As a 
result, you end up believing that people from the other racial 
group tend to be more reserved than people from your own 
racial group.

2. You present a three-month programme for job creation. 
When you evaluate the programme’s impact, you find that 
none of the participants are motivated to find employment 
or to create self-employment. You conclude that the partici-
pants show a lack of self-respect which makes them lazy and 
apathetic and you abandon the programme.

3. You value a theory which supports the significance of early 
experience on child rearing practices. Without considering 
the impact of current experience, you reveal findings which 
indicate that early experience does indeed have a significant 
effect on child rearing practices. You continue to believe your 
theory.

4. You think of the last person you spoke to and recollect what 
you said to each other.

5. You are pressed by time to submit a research assignment on 
students’ attitudes to study methods. You interview two stu-
dents you know and come to certain conclusions on the basis 
of their information.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.6
1. Selective observation, because certain characteristics are 

emphasised and others overlooked. Selective observation 
is similar to inaccurate observation, but the emphasis in 
this example is on selective observation. Overgeneralisation 
would also be relevant here, because you are judging many 
people purely on the grounds of only some aspects of some 
people’s behaviour.

2. Premature closure of inquiry, because you did not give your-
self enough time to learn about the reasons for people’s lack 
of motivation.

3. Ego involvement, because you accepted what you wanted to 
believe in the first place.

4. It is not impossible to remember what we said to someone, 
but we are likely to be inaccurate, because our observa-
tions are also selective. This is because it is very difficult to 
remember all the details of a situation. We remember what 
strikes us most and this is subjective. This is why we use 
recording devices such as videotapes for accuracy.

5. Overgeneralisation, because two students are too few to re-
flect the views of all students. Premature closure would also 
be relevant here, because you did not continue with your 
research long enough to include other views.
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In summary, we realise that it is natural to go wrong in our 
attempts to know and understand human behaviour. Science has 
ways of protecting us from pitfalls, although it would be wrong 
to think that it offers total protection from the errors made in 
nonscientific inquiry. Science differs from ordinary, day-to-day 
inquiry in two important respects. Firstly, scientific inquiry is a 
conscious, deliberate inquiry into special events, whereas we rarely 
bring any attention or focus to our daily observations. Secondly, 
scientific inquiry is more careful than our normal, casual efforts; 
we are aware that we may well make mistakes and we therefore 
take special precautions to avoid them. The need for conscious and 
careful observation and disciplined thinking is emphasised by the 
following norms characteristic of the scientific approach.

1.4 Normsofthescientificcommunity
 Neuman (1997) writes of thenorms of the scientific community. Norms 
are rules of conduct in particular situations that are enforced by positive and 
negative sanctions. People are rewarded if they act according to the norm 
(positive sanctions) and punished if they violate the norm (negative sanctions). 
Just as behaviour in any human community is regulated by social norms, so 
the scientific community is governed by those norms that researchers learn 
and internalise as an essential part of their training. These norms differ from 
those in other social institutions, and it is these norms that contribute to the 
unique role of the scientist. The settings of research and the ways in which 
science is applied reinforces these norms. Neuman (1997:8) presents these 
norms as follows:

 Universalism. Irrespective of who conducts the research and regardless 
of where it was conducted, the research is to be judged only on the basis 
of scientific merit.

 Organised scepticism. Scientists should not accept new ideas or 
evidence in a carefree, uncritical manner. Instead, all evidence should be 
challenged and questioned. Each research study is subjected to intense 
criticism and scrutiny. The purpose of the criticism is not to attack the 
individual; rather, it is to ensure that the research can stand up to close 
examination.

 Disinterestedness. Scientists must be neutral, impartial, receptive and 
open to unexpected observations or new ideas. Scientists should not be 
rigidly wedded to a particular idea or point of view. They should accept, 
even look for, evidence that runs against their positions and should honestly 
accept all findings based on high-quality research.

 Communalism. Scientific knowledge must be shared with others; it 
belongs to everyone. Creating scientific knowledge is a public act and the 
findings are public property, available for all to use. The way in which the 
research is conducted must be described in detail. New knowledge is not 
formally accepted until other researchers have reviewed it and it has been 
made publicly available in a special form and style.

norms:  
rules of conduct (the “done thing’’)
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 Honesty. This is a general cultural norm, but it is especially strong in 
scientific research. Scientists demand honesty in all research; dishonesty or 
cheating in scientific research is a major taboo.

A number of qualifications need to be attached to this discussion of norms 
of scientific enquiry. It can happen firstly that the norms may be perceived to 
be in conflict, and that more emphasis end up being given to one rather than 
the other in order to resolve this conflict. Consider for example the norms 
of organised scepticism and disinterestedness. The historian of science, 
Thomas Kuhn (1970), has established that scientists generally do not reject 
 their theories straight away once they have found evidence that their theories 
may be incorrect.

At first they typically try to explain the contradictory observations away, 
positing them as anomalies or formulating an ad hoc explanation to try to 
incorporate these observations into their theory. Because of the degree to 
which scientists have invested in their theories, they may therefore violate 
the norm of disinterestedness, which states that they should accept evidence 
that run counter to their theories. But they may also do so because they 
follow the norm of organised scepticism, which demands that new evidence 
be tested first (for example by being corroborated by other researchers). In 
this case the two rules may be seen as giving conflicting advice. According 
to Kuhn this situation may continue for quite some time, with the result that 
disconfirming evidence piles up without the favoured theory being rejected. 
Eventually, however, somebody comes up with a new theory that can make 
sense of both the old evidence in favour of the initial theory as well as the 
new evidence disconfirming that theory. Because of this, the new theory 
immediately gains some converts. After a period of conflict between the 
new converts and the old guard supporting the old theory, the new theory 
may end up becoming the one being accepted by scientists in that field.

It is important to note that Kuhn did not say that scientists have closed 
minds to new evidence. What he did say is that it may take some time for 
the new evidence to be incorporated into the discipline, because scientists 
are not willing to reject a theory until such time that they clearly have a 
better theory to back. The reason why we add this note is that Kuhn himself 
was later moved to clarify his position because of the extent to which he 
was misinterpreted by others as making a case for relativism (Benson & 
Stangroom 2006:39). Relativism is the philosophical position that there are 
no absolute truths, in other words truth that apply to everybody, but only 
my and your truths, which may not be the same.

It is important to consider that professional norms are ideals of proper 
conduct. Bearing in mind that researchers are real people, unlikely to fulfil an 
ideal level of conduct, their personalities and life events may well influence 
their professional behaviour. Science does not operate in a vacuum, away 
from the real world. This means that the norms of science may be violated. 
This is especially likely if scientists become too closely involved in agendas 
that go beyond the scientific field. A situation where scientific researchers 
have a big financial interest in the outcome of their research is one example 
of a setup where the norm of disinterestedness may be violated. This is 
especially the case in the pharmaceutical industry where, despite being 
closely regulated by the government, there have been controversies about 
whether big companies have been open to regulators about both positive 
and negative results of studies to test the effectiveness of medications.

theory:  
a framework of ideas that provides 

an explanation of something
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We can find many examples of the subordination of scientific research to 
such broader agendas over the ages. During the 16th and 17th centuries 
many European countries started botanical gardens at the same time that 
they became involved in subjugating and colonising people in other parts 
of the world. These gardens were not primarily established as sites for 
disinterested research, but were valued as part of the colonial project 
that these countries were involved in. The focus was particularly on the 
commercial value of the plants that were identified in the colonies (Maunder 
2005:142–144). Plants were taken from one part of the world to another 
part to establish plantations to cultivate these crops. Vanilla was exported 
from Central America to Mauritius, rubber and cacao from Latin America to 
West Africa, coffee from Yemen to Java, and so on. As a result the emerging 
science of botany was intimately connected to the colonial project. This leads 
to the postcolonial critique that botanists did not only do pure research, but 
also contributed to a process whereby the knowledge of the indigenous 
populations of these colonies concerning the value of these plants was 
exploited to start a hugely profitable trade without them receiving anything in 
return.

Because there were very few women among the early scientists, feminists 
have argued that science has developed in a way that the norm of 
universality was systematically violated. The knowledge that was developed 
was often coloured by the prejudices of men regarding the proper role of 
women. The knowledge produced was therefore not universal, but reflected 
the privileged position of men in the society. Londa Schiebinger (1993) has 
argued for example that the work of the father of modern taxonomy, Carl 
Linnaeus, reflected such a male-centred view. Linnaeus was famous for 
developing a classification system in the 18th century for the purpose of 
naming plants and animals. Having such a generally agreed upon classification 
system was immensely beneficial for the new sciences of botany (the study 
of plants) and zoology (the study of animals).

One of the concepts coined by Linnaeus was that of “mammal” to describe 
animals that suckle their young. According to Schiebinger this was not a 
 value-free term for Linnaeus, but was in fact influenced by the then current 
controversies about the role of breastfeeding and the practice of wet-
nursing in the rearing of children. At the back of Linnaeus’s mind, according 
to Schiebinger, were quite conservative ideas about the place of women in 
society.

As a result of thinkers such as Linnaeus, knowledge systems were built 
so that “women — and also a consistent set of values they came to 
represent — were expelled from modern science” (Schiebinger 1993:7–8). 
The notion that knowledge should only be evaluated on scientific merit 
and not the identity of the maker of the knowledge, that is, the norm of 
universalism, was in this view thus violated because the contributions made 
by women were systematically slighted.4

4   For some feminists the critique of traditional science goes beyond this: they argue that the norm of universalism is itself wrong. 
For them, the voices of those marginalised groups who have traditionally been excluded from the scientific consensus, such 
as women and Africans, should weigh more heavily in scientific discussions. We should therefore argue for particularism, not 
universalism, according to this view. In other words knowledge should indeed be evaluated in terms of the identity of the 
speaker making the knowledge claim, contrary to the norm of universalism.

 value free:  
the idea that scientific enquiry 

should not be influenced by the 
values scientists hold dear
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Later on in this unit, when we discuss the philosophical approaches to 
knowledge, we shall return to the postcolonial and feminist critiques of the 
social sciences. For the present we shall say, firstly, that these critiques are 
quite controversial, and that not everyone agrees with them. Secondly, the 
fact that science is open to public scrutiny helps to reduce the extent to 
which norms are violated. Scientists usually check on one another to see that 
norms are followed. In practice, this involves:

 �  subjecting research reports to the scrutiny of other scientists by publishing 
them in academic books or journals

 �  the scientific community criticising these reports, regardless of the au-
thor’s personal status

 �  admitting that all knowledge is tentative, to be accepted only until dis-
proved

 �  condemning dishonesty in research

For this to occur it is, however, important that scientists work in an 
environment where they have the autonomy from outside control so 
that these checks and balances are possible. This implies, among other 
things, that all research results see the light of day, something that may be 
problematic in the case of confidential government research or proprietary 
research done for big companies. So the norms of scientific research are 
only likely to be adhered to if the organisations within which these norms 
operate are conducive to it. It is therefore essential that we give attention to 
the institutional context in which research takes place, given that it helps to 
ensure that the norms of scientific inquiry are maintained.

It is furthermore also necessary, and this is the third and last reaction to 
the feminist and postcolonial critiques, that scientists are reflexive. To be 
reflexive is to be self-aware, to reflect on one’s own conduct of scientific 
 enquiry. It means specifically that one must be aware of the assumptions 
that one may be making in one’s research. Science is logical, but it also uses 
assumptions. These assumptions are often hidden, and they have the power 
to influence our understanding of reality. An example of such an assumption 
is that human behaviour is governed by social norms, and that the individual’s 
freedom of choice is therefore restricted. We shall discuss some of the 
assumptions currently applied in social science below. It is important to 
know and state your basic assumptions when you are investigating a topic, 
because these assumptions will influence your research design, the type of 
measurement you use, your interpretation of findings and even the kind of 
questions you formulate in research. 

To help guard against the criticisms made by feminists and postcolonialists it 
is also necessary that scientists try to investigate their own prejudices and see 
if they are guilty of making unwarranted assumptions about their discipline 
that may flow from their position in society. It may be the case that due 
to your privileged position in society, be that because of your middle class 
status, race or gender, you may systematically misunderstand people who 
are different from, and less powerful than yourself. Reflexivity will help guard 
against such misunderstandings.

 assumption:  
a basic premise that we  

believe is true
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1.5 Stagesinresearch
The research process involves four stages, which we present in the 
subheadings and diagram below. These four stages overlap and influence 
one another. They begin with a plan and end with a report.
1. Stage 1 includes the definition of the problem.
2. Stage 2 includes obtaining the information.
3. Stage 3 includes analysing and interpreting the information.
4. Stage 4 includes communicating the results.

Ethics is a broad concept which influences the way we think and what we do 
in all aspects of our research, so we have placed ethics outside the diagram. 
We present the phases in each stage in different study units in this study 
guide, as indicated in the diagram below.

REPORT

STAGE 1

Unit 2

Unit 3 & 5
Unit 10

STAGE 4

Unit 9

Unit 8

STAGE 3

Unit 7

Unit 6

STAGE 2

Unit 4 Etihics

Sampling

Data collection

 Describing and 
    interpreting 
quantitative data

Analysing and 
interpreting 
qualitative data

Research 
  problem

Literature 
 review

Theory

Assumptions

Hipothesis

Research 
questions

PLAN

DIAGRAM 1.1
Stages in research

1.5.1 Stage1:definingtheproblem
 — research design or plan
 — research problem
 — literature review
 — theory
 — assumptions
 — hypothesis
 — research questions

1.5.2 Stage2:obtainingtheinformation
 — sampling
 — data collection
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1.5.3 Stage3:analysingandinterpretinginformation
 — describing and interpreting quantitative data
 — describing and interpreting qualitative data

1.5.4 Stage4:communicatingresults
This involves writing the research report.

1.6 Questionsaboutthenatureoftheworldandthenature
ofknowledgeabouttheworld

After following our discussion as it has developed up to now, it should be 
clear that scientists do not always agree about how to do research. This is 
even more the case in the social sciences, where disagreement about the 
basic assumptions underlying research is greater than the natural sciences. 
The following activity gives you an indication of what we mean by this.

 ACTiViTy 1.7
 Read the excerpt from Brown’s article titled “Recovered 
memories: hot buttons and lukewarm evidence” in 21st 
Cs: Metanews (1997). Consider the following question:

What does this excerpt tell us about research?

Beginning in about the mid-1980s, stories began surfacing  
about adults who, in the course of psychotherapy, remembered 
incidents of abuse (usually sexual) during childhood and accused 
the perpetrator (usually the father) publicly, sometimes suing for 
damages. Some therapists have used hypnosis and visualisation 
techniques to elicit memories. Neither of these methods has been 
shown to be a reliable guide to the truth, distortion or falsity of 
memory. In 1992, the parents of Jennifer Freyd, a psychology 
professor who accused her father of such abuse, started the False 
Memory Syndrome Foundation to combat what they saw as unfair, 
unscrupulous smearing of innocent people by unscrupulous 
therapists. On the other side, people who have fought to establish 
the rights of abused people to be heard and treated have seen the 
FMSF’s activities as a backlash, another attempt by abusers to 
suppress the truth. The recovered-memory issue has crumbled 
families, sent mental health professionals into a state approaching 
civil war ... Scientific evidence about genuine or false memories 
is painfully inconclusive. In 1995 the American Psychological 
Association created a task force to review the research about 
memory ... [they] found that “recovered memories are extremely 
rare but that they can happen”. Columbia psychiatry professor 
Robert Spitzer believes that very few memories recovered in 
therapy can be genuine. “My impression is that most of [the] 
therapists are not familiar with the most elementary principle 
of scientific investigation, which is that you have to be cautious 
and sceptical,” he says. “You can’t take on face value people’s 
supposed memories unless there is corroboration.” Dr Spitzer views 
eagerness by some therapists to guide patients towards repressed-
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memory explanation of their troubles as a disservice to the 
patients, who may have suffered genuine trauma but will probably 
never be able to pin it to such memories.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.7
 You could have pointed out that social scientists work with crucial 
issues. Potentially, their work may have an enormous impact 
on people’s lives and this means that social scientists carry an 
immense responsibility. The complex issues social scientists 
grapple with are never absolutely clear cut. Facts do not speak for 
themselves. They are interpreted through theory and there can 
be defensible arguments on both sides of a dispute. In the dispute 
provided above, the conclusion is that although the phenomenon of 
recovered memories exists they are rare. Recovered memories are 
memories uncovered during psychotherapy of incidents previously 
“forgotten” by the patient. The question about the status of 
recovered memory is an example of what we will below refer to as 
an ontological question, that is, a question about what is real 
and what is not, or, in other terms, the nature of reality. Some 
theorists, particularly those with a feminist orientation, assume 
that recovered memories must be real, probably because they 
are so much aware of the extent of child abuse. Others are more 
sceptical.5

All social scientists have ideas about the nature and characteristics of 
 whatever it is they are studying. These are the researchers’ ontological 
assumptions; these assumptions refer to what researchers think exists and is 
real. These ideas are seldom consciously questioned by researchers because 
they appear so obvious (Dooley 1990:6; Wilson 1983:2, 10).

To give you an idea of what this means we can refer you to a movie, called 
The Matrix that was, together with a few sequels, on the circuit a number 
of years ago. This movie is about a future society in which the reality that 
people experience is not really real. In fact, everybody (except for the 
heroes) float in a liquid in machine pods, connected to a computer that 
provides them with a simulation of reality so real that they do not know 
the difference between the real world and the simulation. At issue here is 
therefore the basic ontological question: what is real, and what is simply an 
illusion?

In the social sciences this question appears in a number of forms. We 
shall explain this with reference to the question of whether groups are 
real entities. The question posed here asks whether it makes sense to 
think of a group as a unit that consist of something more than a collection 
of individuals. Is there something about the way in which individuals are 
organised into a group that justifies thinking of the group as a reality separate 
from the individuals in it? And does it make sense to think of an individual 
outside of a group context? Isn’t being part of groups so central to the 
identity of individuals that not much is left of the individual if we think of them 

5  Note that the research is about the phenomenon of “recovered memories” and not about the abuse itself (levels of abuse are 
quite high in South Africa).

 ontology:  
a branch of philosophy dealing  

with the nature of reality
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apart from groups? All of these questions arise when we consider the basic 
ontological question about the reality of groups.

 ACTiViTy 1.8
 Can you think of any ontological assumptions made by 
researchers in an academic discipline you know? Write 
down three questions that reflect these assumptions.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.8

 We cannot anticipate the questions you have posed but offer some 
of our own for comparison.

 �  To what extent is society determined by human consciousness? 
What, in other words, is the impact of the ideas people have about 
society on that society?

 �  We can also ask the obverse question: What impact does society-
have on behaviour? In other words, how are our actions influ-
enced by social norms and values?

 �  Does disease only have a biological basis? Or can we also fall ill 
 as a result of non-biological factors such as emotional distress or 
loneliness?

 �  What is the basic structure of the personality? Is it meaningful to 
see the personality as a structure divided into a few basic parts, 
such as the Id, Ego and Superego?

 �  Should we see consciousness as a defining aspect of the person-
ality, or is it more meaningful to concentrate on the material, 
biological dimension of a person, such as brain structure and hor-
mones?

Ontological questions address the primary issues researchers have to deal 
with. They are important because they influence all subsequent decisions 
made by the researcher (Chafetz 1978:39; Mason 1996:11–12).

As social scientists we do not only make ontological assumptions about 
the nature of the entities studied. We also need to consider the nature of 
our knowledge. When we do this, we focus on the structure or format 
of our knowledge rather than on its content. What this means is that 
we consider the most secure ways to gain reliable knowledge about the 
 world. Epistemological questions deal with how we can know and explain 
something. This means we have to decide what types of statements about 
social reality are permissible. In other words, we have to decide what 
qualifies as being social scientific knowledge (Mason 1996:13; Wilson 1983:2). 
In the first part of this unit we have referred to the differences between 
the scientific way of knowing reality and other sources of knowledge, such 
as tradition and religion. We have also looked at the question of whether 
the scientific method can provide us with more reliable knowledge than 
these other ways of knowing, and the characteristics of science such as 
careful observation and disciplined thinking that help make this possible. We 
also briefly considered the feminist and postcolonial criticisms of traditional 
science. All of these issues fall within the broader field of epistemology.

 epistemology:  
a branch of philosophy dealing with 

the nature of knowledge
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We shall explain epistemology in the context of the social sciences with 
reference to the following epistemological question: “Can social reality (things 
such as groups, societies, norms, organisations) be studied in the same 
way as natural reality (things such as atoms, bodies, viruses, planets?” If we 
answer “yes” to this question, we are assuming that social reality is much the 
same as the physical world studied by the natural sciences. A great number 
of social scientists have taken this view and many issues have been explained 
satisfactorily in this way. However, other social scientists argue that such an 
approach is misguided because there is a fundamental difference between 
the social and natural sciences. We reconsider this debate below when we 
discuss the three dominant approaches to social science research (Craib 
1992:18; Neuman 1997:61–62).

 ACTiViTy 1.9
 Can you think of any epistemological questions? Write 
down three. (Hint:  review the discussion of science in 
the first part of this study unit.)

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.9
 We provide you with some questions to compare with your own 
questions.

 � Are subjective experiences permissible evidence? Another way to 
ask the same question is to ask whether researchers should focus 
only on externally measurable knowledge, such as the number 
of people living in a household, or the number of friends in my 
Facebook group, in preference to subjective experiences such as 
my feelings about my sexuality. The latter is far more difficult 
to measure objectively because the researcher has to interpret it 
first before it makes sense.

 � Is it possible to arrive at objective, impartial knowledge, in other 
words knowledge that everybody must accept even if it leads to 
conclusions that contradict their values?

 � What influence does a scientist’s social origin have on the knowl-
edge generated by that person? This is a question that is often 
asked by feminists, among others, as we have seen. Social origin 
refers to the groups in society that a person belongs to, such as 
our gender, race or ethnic origin. The criticism here is that the 
interests people have as a result of their group membership can 
have a subtle influence on how they perceive the world and thus 
the kind of knowledge that they will come up with.

In summary, epistemological questions identify the principles or 
rules that determine how social phenomena can be known and 
what kind of explanation is seen as being satisfactory.

1.7 Threedominantapproachestoresearch
The enormous diversity in research is an inevitable consequence of the 
complexity of social reality. Nevertheless, this diversity can become over-
whelming and disorienting. By considering researchers’ ontological and 
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epistemological assumptions, we can identify different approaches to social 
science research, and in this way simplify some of this complexity. What we 
are trying to do here is identify the assumptions that guide social scientists’ 
research. By identifying researchers’ basic assumptions, we can come to a 
better understanding of social research and get a better idea of the key issues 
in social research. Knowing and understanding different approaches allows us 
to compare these approaches systematically.

There are three dominant approaches to social science: (1)  the positivist 
approach (2)  interpretive approach and (3)  critical approach (Ashley & 
Orenstein 1990:38; Neuman 1997:62; Sarantakos 1998:32; Stevens in 
Sapsford et al 1998:79–80). These three represent between them the 
conventional approach to social science. There are in addition three less 
prominent approaches that have surfaced more recently and that make 
similar kinds of criticisms of conventional social science. There three are 
feminism, postmodernism and postcolonialism. In the rest of this unit we will 
introduce you to these six approaches.

The researchers who follow these different approaches share basic 
assumptions on how social reality should be viewed, what problems social 
scientists should address, how they can know social reality and what the 
purpose of research is.

1.7.1 Thepositivistapproach

Read the following excerpt from Linde and Zaaiman’s article “A sociological 
exploration of church migration with special reference to the AFM 
Goodwood” in Society in transition (1998:174–175, 176–177, 178):

In the rest of this study unit we provide you with a number of reading boxes 
with pieces of text. These pieces of text generally contain examples of the 
different approaches to research. It is not necessary to study the content of 
these examples for the examination — in other words we are not going to 
ask questions about church migration from the Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC) to the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) (as in this reading box), for 
example. However it is important to understand why these pieces of text 
represent examples of the different approaches in action. We may indeed 
give you an example of a piece of research in the exam, and then ask you 
to identify the methodological approach it is embedded in, so it is good to 
give yourself some exercise in this respect. To do this, you need to consider 
the two questions that are repeated for each of these examples, viz the 
view of social reality (i.e. ontology), as well as the approach to knowledge 
(i.e. epistemology) held by the researchers quoted here, as reflected in each 
extract. In other words, from the descriptions that the researchers in each 
of these pieces give of their research, one can identify a particular point of 
departure that defined their approach to their research — so, one can find 
out something about the beliefs of the researchers based upon how they 
did, and reported on, their research.  Working this out will be easier if you 
try to compare these examples with each other, and say how they differ with 
regard to these issues. We also suggest that when you read through them, 
you try to underline the pieces of text where you think such a view of social 
reality or the knowledge of social reality is expressed. Afterwards you then 
try to summarise these views, as expressed in the underlined text. 
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Readingbox1.1

Consider the following two questions while you read the passage below.
(1) How do these researchers view social reality?
(2) How do they get to know more about social reality?

This is an exploratory study of church migration from the Dutch 
Reformed Church to the Apostolic Faith Mission, which seeks to explain 
migration in terms of its associated social variables.
 � ... The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) has reported a numerical de-

cline in membership which is attributed to a decrease in the birth rate 
of whites; while the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) has reported a large 
switch from the DRC to the AFM. ... AFM church leaders suggest that 
the high church growth rate of the AFM over decades is attributable 
to switching from the DRC ... statistics show that the decrease in DRC 
members coincide with an increase in AFM members.

This study explores these claims about church migration through several 
avenues of inquiry. Is there a significant tendency among DRC members 
 to migrate to the AFM? Does this tendency correlate with certain social 
variables, such as the social status of members? Can the decline in DRC 
membership be attributed to a lack of ministry in this denomination 
towards the needs of the lower class, compared to the AFM? And, finally, 
can church growth/decline be explained in terms of a need for specific 
religious experiences, such as adult baptism, conversion, miraculous 
healing and speaking in tongues? ... Various sociological models exist 
which explain why people belong to different denominations in terms 
of doctrinal and Biblical interpretation differences, subjective belief 
experience, church affiliation and social variables, and social status 
and class differentials. We examine each in turn. ... Against the above-
mentioned socio-theoretical (and practical theological) background ... 
[we] view this exploratory research study of the possible correlation 
between socioeconomic status and church affiliation as extremely 
relevant and meaningful within the broader context of the church-
migration phenomenon.  ... Our first purpose was to gather empirical 
data on the number of switchers which may have emigrated from a 
specific Dutch Reformed Church environment to an Apostolic Faith 
Mission affiliation. Second, we wanted to correlate switchers with certain 
social variables, specifically social stratification; and finally, we wanted 
to investigate people's motivations for switching from the DRC to the 
AFM. In particular we wanted to know whether this movement could 
be explained by a desire to gratify certain needs in the experiential 
dimension. ... A questionnaire was put to all adult church attendees in 
two evening worship services.
Reflect briefly on the research work above, and remember the two 
questions asked in the reading box. Bear all of this in mind whilst reading 
our explanation on positivism below.

   We start with how positivists see the nature of social reality. Positivists
believe that social reality can be discovered. They argue that we can perceive 
social reality through our senses since it exists “out there”, independent of 
the ‘knower'. According to positivists, the behaviour of human beings is 
determined by external influences that produce particular effects under certain 
conditions. People react predictably to their environment because they are 

correlate:  
an association between two 

or more variables, determined 
statistically

variable:  
a property that changes empirically

data:  
information collected

positivism:  
a systematic way of doing research 
that emphasises the importance of 

observable facts
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rational individuals. Once positivists have identified certain regularities, they use 
these regularities to explain social events and  relationships. Such regularities 
are called social laws. According to positivists, social reality reflects certain 
patterns and the behaviour of human beings is, to an extent, a product of these 
patterns (May 1993:5; Sarantakos 1998:36).

 This conception of the nature of social reality leads to the following 
understanding of knowledge. The emphasis positivists place on discovering 
social regularities suggests that they believe that social sciences should be 
studied in the same way as natural sciences. Positivists argue that, since social 
phenomena exist in their own right, social phenomena are open to outside 
 empirical observation. For positivists, all knowledge is based on facts. Facts 
are empirically established by the senses. Positivists claim it is crucial that 
 researchers approach social reality in a neutral, value-free, detached and 
systematic way. Methodological tools are developed to collect evidence that 
 is observable and hence measurable. Standardised procedures are followed 
to study particular events and learn about their interconnections. These 
procedures furthermore ensure a detached approach that will represent 
 social reality accurately and free from bias. Once these regularities have been 
established by checking them against the facts, the knowledge gained can be 
used to predict occurrences and control events (Sarantakos 1998:37, 38, 61; 
Wilson 1983:11–12).

Positivists regard knowledge to be cumulative. This means that all current 
knowledge of a topic can be used when studying this topic. Once research 
is completed, new knowledge is added. Positivists want to give social 
science more powers of explanation. They believe it is right for us to use 
our knowledge of causal social laws to help society progress. For instance, 
once we identify the causes of group conflict, we can prevent such conflict 
from occurring. For example, let us assume that one of the causes of group 
conflict is the stereotypical (that is negative and exaggerated) views that some 
people have of those who are different from them. In this case, we can at 
least defuse the possibility of conflict by taking steps to prevent stereotyping 
(O’Brien in Gilbert 1993:7; McNeill 1990:116–117; Ragin 1994:32).

 ACTiViTy 1.10
 Is the research conducted by Linde and Zaaiman (1998) 
[see reading box 1.1] positivist? Give reasons for your 
answer.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.10
This study tries to do two things, the extract says. It tries to establish 
the factual situation as far as church migration is concerned, and it 
tries to correlate this tendency with other variables. This focus on 
empirical data suggests that the authors (Linde & Zaaiman) view 
social reality as something that exists out there, independently of 
the observer. They therefore believe that it is possible to identify the 
real state of affairs, as far as church migration is concerned, and not 
merely various points of view. Although Linde and Zaaiman refer to 
subjective belief experience, they measure this by self-administered 
questionnaire. Linde and Zaaiman (1988:175) also point out that 

relationships:  
links

probability:  
chance

 value-freedom:  
researchers’ personal values do 

not influence the collection of data 
(research)

standardised:  
uniform

bias:  
prejudice or distortion
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“respon dents should be taken at their word” on confessions of faith. 
The meaningfulness of belief experience is not explored in the article. 
Note the difference here with the second extract (reading box 1.2), 
which says that “the reconstructions of the reconstructions of the 
subjects will of necessity be incomplete, selective and sometimes even 
incorrect”. The attempt to find out how church migration corre late 
with other variables, suggest a belief, on the part of the researchers, 
that it is possible, and desirable, to search for causal connections 
between variables. The underlying assumptions are that certain 
objective forces, in this case socioeconomic status, impacted on the 
church members and influenced their choices. This view is once 
again absent in the second extract. Given their emphasis on empi-
rical (observable) data and the trends that can be deduced from this 
evidence, Linde and Zaaiman can be regarded as positivist social 
scientists.

1.7.2 Theinterpretiveapproach

Read the following excerpt from Coetzee and Wood’s article titled “Local 
odyssey of a new space for freedom: biographical accounts of the political 
struggle in the Eastern Cape (South Africa) in the 1980s” in the South African 
Journal of Sociology (1997:27, 29, 30, 32, 33):

Readingbox1.2

Consider the following two questions while you read the passage below.
(1) How do these researchers view social reality?
(2) How do they get to know more about it?

This article contains an interpretation of the life stories of political activists 
who were detained under the internal security measures operative 
during the various States of Emergency (1985–1989). An attempt is made 
to reconstruct aspects of these activists’ journeys during these times. The 
focus is not only on the physical movements, but also on the emotional 
and subjective “journeys” during this period of turmoil. All the activists 
who related their life stories mobilised themselves against what they 
interpreted to be an oppressive political regime. They saw themselves as 
belonging to a world opposed to that of the regime and separated from 
it by means of administrative, statutory and even physical boundaries. 
Their resistance became a real as well as a symbolic expression of their 
community’s opposition against existing structures. Narratives on the 
activists’ involvement in localised outbreaks of rebelliousness form an 
important part of this article. It is clear that the cumulative effect of 
their involvement gradually created a basis for the mobilisation of entire 
groups of people. The article covers aspects of the early part of their 
symbolic and real journeys towards liberation. It also deals with the 
odyssey of entering the secret world of underground operations and 
eventually detention. In conclusion it is asked whether the experiences 
are regarded to have been worthwhile.
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... The life stories of the activists represent individual biographies and, 
although the meaning of an individual biography is unique, it provides 
the possibility for reconstructing aspects of the complex whole of social 
meanings, pointing towards how these people had experienced this 
partially symbolic journey through time and space.

... Through a necessarily subjective interpretation of the stories, we hope 
to provide some illumination on the life-worlds of these activists. This 
“piecing together” involves the historical location of the course of events 
and how individuals experienced them. Just as the meaningful past of a
nation is portrayed in the history of that nation, so one can argue that 
the past of an individual is portrayed in his or her life story ... Details of  
individual experience contain, in concentrated form, much of the wider 
social context ... A life story of necessity consists of a partial unveiling 
of the past as well as a selective use of material that has been provided. 
This is important in as far as interpretation is concerned. 

The biography or life story of each activist was told to us by means of 
reconstruction — an opportunity to reflect on experiences. There 
is always a subjective dimension built into such stories and perhaps a 
tendency to glorify some of the actions, programmes and experiences of 
a decade ago. The reconstructions of the reconstructions of the subjects 
will of necessity be incomplete, selective and sometimes even incorrect. 
However, we have made comprehensive use of quotations from the 
life stories as a means of clearing a space for the activists to speak for 
themselves. As Simmel ... notes, the contemporary experience tends 
to be a somewhat fragmented one, making the unification of the various 
cultural and symbolic objectifications much more difficult. We therefore 
do not claim that this article is a comprehensive historical reconstruction 
of reality. It is rather an attempt to understand the experiences of people 
within a specific historical context in terms of different metaphors and by 
means of an interpretative framework.

Whatever the pitfalls of interpretation, one single theme runs throughout 
the different stories. This is the fact that all the activists who told us their 
stories mobilised themselves against what they interpreted to be an 
oppressive political regime. By doing that, they put themselves up against 
other people and created a new world in opposition to an existing world. 
The movement between an oppressive social order, and a new world 
in the making, a world of hope and democracy, yet also of uncertainty, a 
place without boundaries, forms a central focus in this article.

In exploring the symbolic meaning of boundaries we follow aspects of 
the argument on the symbolic construction of community ...

Reflect briefly on the excerpt and the two questions asked in the reading 
box. Bear this in mind whilst reading our explanation of interpretivism below.

View of social reality

Interpretivistsargue that social reality is inherently meaningful. People have 
the ability to interpret a situation and decide how to act in response to this 
situation. By consciously participating in a situation, they attribute meaning to 
that situation. Meaning is constructed through human beings interacting with 
each other and playing a central role in defining a situation to make sense of 

 interpretivism:  
an approach to social science 

that emphasises the importance 
of insiders’ viewpoints to 

understanding social realities.
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it. These meanings are generated in a social process and therefore shared 
intersubjectively. Intersubjective literally means to be shared between 
subjects, and by subjects we mean conscious individuals, that is people who 
are aware of what happens around them and who can act with a purpose 
in mind. Patterns and regularities in behaviour emerge from the social 
conventions established by purposefully interacting human beings. These 
patterns emerge from an intersubjective understanding of the meaningfulness 
of a situation (Sarantakos 1998:36–37; Wilson 1983:9, 114–116).

Interpretivists argue that the purpose of research is to make social reality 
intelligible and reveal its inherent meaningfulness. Meaningful actions need 
to be understood from within. This requires studying how social reality is 
experienced, interpreted and understood. In this respect interpretivists claim 
that there is no external social reality, separate from the consciousness of  
people. Socialreality is created through the conscious actions of human 
beings. This is unlike the natural world, which exists irrespective of whether 
there are people around or not. Interpretive social scientists therefore argue 
that there is no basis for using the same methods as the natural sciences. 
They insist that social reality differs fundamentally from natural reality and 
to explain social actions we need to first understand the meaningfulness of 
social reality (Denzin 1989:5; Mason 1996:47).

View of how to gain knowledge of social reality

But how do interpretivists access the meaningfulness of social reality? They 
argue that researchers have to be sensitive to the social context in which 
meaning is produced. Social reality is approached from the perspective of 
the human beings who actively construct (literally, to build) this reality. One 
useful strategy is to pay attention to common sense because this provides 
insight into human beings’ own understanding of their situation. Paying 
attention to human beings’ understanding of their own situation enables 
researchers to see how people construct and understand these situations 
intuitively. Value-freedom, neutrality or detachment is of little use to the 
interpretive researcher since there is no external reality independent of 
the particular context in which meaning is attributed. Interpretivists see 
values as an integral part of social reality and emphasise that they should be 
acknowledged as such (Bailey 1996:28; Mason 1996:4, 6; Ragin 1994:43–44; 
Sarantakos 1998:38).

They argue that research into social reality is justified by its ability to 
demonstrate the meaningfulness of social interaction in a particular context. 
Successful research must provide outsiders with adequate understanding of 
the situation so that they can communicate with insiders (Ashley & Orenstein 
1990:41; Wilson 1983:120–121).

 ACTiViTy 1.11
a.  Is the research conducted by Coetzee and Wood 

(1995) [see reading box 1.2] interpretivist? Give 
reasons for your answer.

b. Read the following excerpt from Knowles’s article titled “Race 
identities and lives” in The sociological review, (1999:112–114). 
Using the same strategy as in the previous reading activity, see 
if you agree that this author departs from an interpretivist 
framework, and give reasons for your answer.
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   What follows is the chronology of events Dan offered as 
the “story of his life”, starting with his earliest memories, 
told in his own words and generally in the order in which 
he tells it. It is offered as a point of access to identity in the 
understanding that it contains serious limitations. We have 
noted in the course of this research that the lives people 
talk and the lives they walk are not the same thing ...  This 
is what Dan has to say about himself ... I was born in St 
Stephens Hospital [Chelsea] ... I remember ... living at this 
place called Brixton [aged 4] ... later on I went to school 
when I was in Jamaica ... [His parents decide, abruptly in 
his view, to return “home”] ... I spent fifteen and a half 
years in Jamaica from that day ... I used to ... help my 
father out in the woodwork business ... Life was really tough 
because we were poor, that’s why. That’s why it was really 
tough, cos we were poor, they [his parents] didn’t have the 
money to ... help me. 
My cousin ... sent some money first to get my passport ... 
then I sold a table [and] this buffet ... that we made ... I 
got some money from my mum [who] was fixing up a bit of 
road ... [Arriving back in London] was really stimulating ... 
Jamaica has refreshed me a lot because I just came in from 
a rougher life into this life ... life was very tough and I was 
glad I was leaving. So that’s [leaving Jamaica] the most 
important thing that could ever happen to me, but now I 
wanna go back ... I went hunting jobs [in London] but my 
sister was getting pissed off with me staying at her place. So 
I decided to leave one day [attending a skills training centre] 
and then I joined the army ... then it was getting to be a 
racist thing in the army, you get what I’m saying, between 
me and the guys, you know ... All I wanted to do all the 
time was to leave ... I came to Camden [he moves through 
a succession of hostels in different parts of London] ... I 
moved into this hostel called Salvation Army ... and thought 
I heard ‘em say that they gonna kill me and stuff like that 
you know ... I was hearing voices ... I went to the police 
station [where he was promptly thrown out] ... I got an 
ambulance [The rest of the story is a succession of hospital 
admissions and homeless hostels which make up the 
“community circuit” of British mental health care.] ... I hate 
injections and at the moment I’m on one every week ... and 
then I moved into my flat and that’s when ... I’m starting 
to ... trying to put my life back together if I can ...

Knowles (1999:115) observes that Dan’s story is told as a number 
of escapes to make sense of his movement between Jamaica and 
London and within London. In her analysis she points out the 
following (Knowles 1999:123–129):

   In his case, as in other stories told to us by those to whom 
racial categories are applied, there are few direct references 
to race and we have to work much harder to understand its 
impact on, and significance in, lives. ... We can identify in 
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Dan’s story the various forms of alterity — a marking of 
differences against others — which make up his account of 
himself. ... These are patterns of global (and local) mobility 
associated with immigrant biographies ... and the complex 
and multiple conceptions of home or belonging which come 
with them. ... Poverty occupies a central position in marking 
Dan’s sense of alterity. ... His sense of being a black man in 
a fundamentally white society is brought home to him by 
the taunting he suffered in the army ... . ... Dan’s narrative 
deploys movement to mark time, sequences of events and 
relationships. He describes his global movements in an 
animated way which suggests that for him they represent a 
positive sense of renewal and hope.  ... Dan is also a life in 

motion in a more local sense. His movements around London 
in many ways replicate his earlier movements between 
Britain and Jamaica. ... Dan’s belonging, perhaps like all 
forms of belonging, is highly partial and circumscribed. His 
belonging to Jamaica is circumscribed by poverty ... His 
belonging to Britain is circumscribed by different forms of 
poverty and exclusion which confine him to low wages and 
poor job prospects. Dan the ambivalent Jamaican, is also 
ambivalently British ...

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.11

 Coetzee and Wood (1995) emphasise the importance of 
understanding the activists’ experiences. This is why the activists’ 
emotional and subjective journeys are important. Coetzee and 
Wood (1995) acknowledge that activists reconstruct the stories 
they tell. This reconstruction is seen as part of the symbolic nature 
of social reality. We get to know social reality through the “eyes” 
of the activists. Coetzee and Wood (1995:1) indicate they “attempt 
to understand the experiences ... by means of an interpretive 
framework”.

Knowles (1999) provides an interpretive explanation. Her key 
interest is understanding the way one’s sense of self (identity) 
is  reconstructed through a narrative. She points out how Dan 
mediates meaning and to an extent reinvents himself through the 
telling of his life story. It is crucial to grasp this process from the 
vantage point of the storyteller as she is doing here.

1.7.3 Thecriticalapproach

Read the following excerpt from Porter’s article titled “Sociology and the 
nursing curriculum: a defence” in the Journal of Advanced Nursing Science 
(1995:1131, 1134–1135):

narrative: 
the story one tells about oneself
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Readingbox1.3

Consider the following two questions while you read the passage 
below.

(1) How does this researcher (Porter) view social reality?
(2) How does he get to know more about it?

Porter makes an argument to counter the views of another author, 
Sharp, who does not see a role for Sociology in the nursing curriculum. 
Sharp makes a distinction between “knowing how” (being able to do 
something) and “knowing that” (having a theoretical understanding of 
what is being done). Sharp feels that Sociology is unnecessary for nurses 
because they are concerned with knowing how rather than knowing 
that. Porter then continues: 

The point to be made at this stage of the argument is that, 
given that nurses deal with a myriad of different people and a 
multiplicity of problems using various, often complex methods, it 
is inconceivable that they would be capable of making informed 
decisions about care if they were not in possession of some sort of 
overarching model of their professional activity.

Sharp observes that, as a consequence of the multi-paradigmatic 
nature of sociology, sociologists are forced to reflect upon the 
perspectives that they hold, and constantly to challenge the basic 
assumptions that underpin the discipline. This continual reflection 
of sociological work on its own grounds is termed reflexivity.

Sharp further notes that it might be argued that the teaching of 
sociology to nurses is justified because it will foster in them critical 
and reflexive thinking. He dismisses this argument on the grounds 
that the skills associated with thinking sociologically, such as 
scepticism and reflexivity, because they problematise knowledge, 
are not appropriate for people such as nurses who are required to 
pursue practical goals.

Sharp states that “If nursing work can legitimately be characterised 
as a form of action, then there are good reasons for thinking that a 
reflexive approach will not be of value” (1994). ... He extrapolates 
that the type of knowledge required as a basis for this sort of 
action is instrumental knowledge — that which is orientated 
solely to means and ends.

It is my contention that this conception of action is inappropriately 
narrow, and is therefore unable to account for the sort of action 
that nurses engage in and, consequently the sort of knowledge that 
is required as a basis for such action.

Porter then enters into a technical discussion of the work of Max Weber 
and the Frankfurt School, and after that he continues:

The core of the Habermasian critique of medicine is that, 
because doctors rely exclusively on purposive-rationality, they 
apply instrumental technological answers to the problems they 
encounter and do not indulge in communicative action with their 
patients. By being treated more as objects than as autonomous 
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communicating subjects, patients are profoundly disempowered 
in their relations with doctors. By contrast, the “new nursing” 
ideology of partnership with patients, which aims to replace the 
sort of relationship that existed under the traditional medical 
model of care with a far more egalitarian form of interaction, can 
clearly be identified as promoting communicative action ...

Nursing’s development towards the use of communicative action 
has profound implications for the sort of knowledge that nurses 
require in  order to act in a fully informed fashion. Sharp is correct 
in arguing that, to be effective, purposive-rational action needs 
to be based upon unambiguous, instrumental knowledge which 
can indicate the most technically efficient means of attaining 
the ends desired. However, communicative action requires an 
altogether different type of knowledge. Because communicative 
action is based upon discourse, negotiation and understanding of 
the perspectives of others, communicative actors are required to 
reflect continually upon the conditions of their actions. 

It follows that reflexive knowledge is the bedrock of 
communication action. Thus, if the role of the nurse is to use his 
or her knowledge and experience to help individuals find solutions 
to, or amelioration of, the health problems they are faced with, 
rather than to impose unilateral decisions, then it is essential that 
they constantly reflect upon their practice ...

This is not to say that nurses only engage in communicative action. 
Many nursing tasks are inherently purposive-rational and, as a 
consequence, based upon straightforward technical knowledge. 
However, nursing is much more than the performance of discrete 
technical tasks. It is in this expansion beyond the confines of 
purposive-rationality that reflexivity as a form of knowledge 
becomes an essential part of the nursing project.

View of social reality

 Criticalsocialscientistsargue that social reality is multi-layered. Although 
social reality presents us with a façade (as in the façade of a building, that is, 
its external appearance) there are more dimensions to social reality than 
initially appear to us. In this respect it is crucial to move from the surface 
structures (the way social reality presents itself, external appearance) to the 
underlying mechanisms by which social reality is maintained. We need to 
penetrate the layers of social reality and uncover the underlying relationships 
that determine the real characteristics of society. These relationships are the 
mechanisms that result in inequality and exploitation within a society, but 
they are frequently masked by external appearances.

The reason why we do not ordinarily see the real, exploitative nature of 
society is that we perceive it through a framework constructed for us by 
institutions such as the mass media. The mass media serve the interests of 
the wealthy and the powerful in society. As a result our attention is diverted 
from the real problems of society towards a focus on entertainment and 

 critical approach:  
an approach to social science that 
emphasises the need to uncover 
hidden processes and structures 

within society
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a frivolous fixation on the doings of movie stars and so on. We are led to 
believe that the inequalities of the world are natural, and that there is nothing 
we can do about them. A false consciousness is created when people 
accept the situation as being natural and therefore unconsciously reproduce 
the social structures that govern them. It is only when the illusion of the 
social reality as it presents itself is exposed and the underlying tensions and 
contradictions become apparent that the full potential of human creativity 
and agency can be unleashed. The awareness created by exposing the false 
consciousness enables people to reflect on how they are both products 
and creators of social reality. Social reality therefore becomes a human 
construction with more than one possibility. Once this awareness is created, 
the transformation of social reality is possible. It should be noted that 
although human beings have the potential to change social reality through 
their actions, the structures of social reality enables or constrains these 
actions (Ashley & Orenstein 1990:41–42; Sarantakos 1998:36–37, 60–61; 
Sayer 1992:40; Wilson 1983:9, 168, 175).

View of how to gain knowledge about social reality

How then can we get to know this multi-layered social reality? Critical 
social scientists argue that positivist social scientists’ emphasis on discovering 
objective facts that are observable and measurable is misguided because 
social reality cannot be taken only at its face value. Critical social scientists 
claim that observable surface structures seldom coincide with reality. This is 
why critical social scientists rely on theory. Their theory provides models that 
reveal the hidden structures that determine the key characteristics of social 
reality. By using the logic and reasoning of these theories researchers can 
work out the implications of the underlying, hidden dynamics of social reality. 
They can then predict how the consequences of these hidden dynamics 
will reveal themselves in observable surface structures (i.e. the “façade” 
we referred to earlier on). According to critical social scientists, empirically 
observed patterns (i.e. the patterns we can see) are the evidence that points 
to the underlying mechanisms. When  observations confirm the predictions 
made by theory, researchers are more confident that these unobservable 
structures do, in fact, exist. Note that critical social scientists do not reject 
facts, but argue that the truth of social reality goes beyond empirical 
(observable) facts.

Critical social scientists also argue that the interpretive approach perpetuates 
the myths of social reality by reducing it to commonsense interpretation 
and understanding. This is because commonsense understandings are 
contaminated by a false consciousness, according to critical social scientists. 
They do not reject attempts to understand common-sense ideas, but they 
warn that these are only partial and incomplete. For critical social scientists 
understanding the subjective experiences of human beings cannot be the 
end goal of social science. Instead, science should examine the unexamined, 
taken-for-granted reality in which we live and critically reflect on it (Richards 
1989:3, 126; Sayer 1992:4, 39–40; Wilson 1983:166, 173–174).

Critical social scientists assume that a critical and reflective researcher will 
 actively engage with the subject matter. Objectivity is not a goal because 
researchers are morally committed to challenging inequalities and domination. 
In order to emancipate human beings from the ideology that sustains their false 
consciousness they need to be made aware of the underlying mechanisms 

 prediction:  
statement that tells us a  

future outcome

 objectivity:  
for positivists this means impartiality
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that structure their daily lives. This awareness of the real nature of social reality 
will empower human beings to work towards meaningful social change and 
transformation. Theory serves as a guide by suggesting possible progressive 
alternatives. By exposing the current underlying mechanisms that need to 
be challenged, theory provides a critical and activist agenda (Bailey 1996:28; 
Cohen 1989:47; Sarantakos 1998:38–39).

 ACTiViTy 1.12

 Does Porter’s discussion (1995) [see reading box 1.3] 
reflect a critical social science approach? Give reasons 
for your answer.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.12

 It was probably slightly more difficult for you to make the 
connection between Porter’s work (1995) and critical social science 
because his discussion is theoretical rather than empirical. But 
when you read the sixth paragraph of the excerpt, can you see 
how doctors maintain their dominant position by hiding behind 
a purposive-rational discourse in a bureaucracy? This, to some 
extent, suggests that a hospital is a multi-layered reality, which 
means that doctors’ dominant discourse can be challenged. Porter 
(1995:1134) suggests the possibility of emancipation from this 
restrictive situation if communicative action (implying negotiation 
between actors) is developed.

Because this may well transform the health-care system, this may 
seem like heresy to doctors, who will be reluctant to relinquish 
their powerful and privileged position. Developing communicative 
action will lead to a review of the contribution of other health-care 
workers, a contribution that is often undervalued (Porter 1997:214). 
It will also mean that patients will be able to take greater control 
over decisions regarding their own health care.

Would you agree that the theoretical ideas put forward by Porter 
provide us with insights into current restrictions and give us 
alternatives for activism? This implies that the actors involved in 
health care need to reflect on their practice. In this respect theory 
plays a crucial role in sensitising actors to the nature of reality and 
alternatives.

In another study, Porter and Ryan (1996:415–416) researched the 
gap between theory and practice in nursing. They concluded that 
particular constraints imposed by the financial crisis in capitalism 
has seriously reduced the care nursing staff can give patients. 
Porter and Ryan (1996:419) conclude that “if nurses are aware of 
the structural constraints upon their work and have the motivation 
and wherewithal to challenge those constraints” transformation is 
possible.
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1.8 Contemporarymethodologicalchallenges
Neuman (1997:80) identifies feminist research and postmodern research 
as two approaches that have increasingly gained prominence since the 
1980s. These approaches are not yet as well entrenched as the three 
dominant approaches we have discussed, but they are now challenging these 
established approaches. In addition we discuss another new approach, viz 
postcolonial theory, under this heading.

1.8.1 Feministresearch

Read the following excerpt from Hannelie Marx’s article “South African soap 
opera as the other: The deconstruction of hegemonic gender identities in 
four South African soap operas” in Communicatio 34(1) (2008:80–94):

Readingbox1.4

Consider the following question while you read the passage below.

How does the researcher view social reality?

After referring to the concept of the other, which is a complicated 
concept referring amongst others to the view that men hold of women 
as creatures whose positions can only be defined relative to the wishes 
and identities of men, Marx continues:

 (the article) argues that the soap opera genre is gendered as 
feminine and female. If soap opera can be gendered as feminine 
and female, the gendering of this genre may constitute it as other. 
Lastly it examines the potential of one of the few visual spaces 
gendered as feminine and female, and consequently as other, 
to challenge existing gender identities. Four South African soap 
operas, namely 7de Laan, Isidingo — the need, Egoli — place of 
gold and Generations are examined and examples of their narratives 
are used. This is done firstly to substantiate the argument for soap 
operas’ otherness, and secondly to investigate the gender roles 
constructed, reconstructed or negotiated within these texts. ...

Soap opera is arguably the only narrative on television created 
specifically for women. In South Africa this is also the case. The 
timeslots are mostly late afternoon or early evening, although all 
the soap operas relevant to this article are rebroadcast several 
times during the day, making it possible for both housewives and 
career women to view them. The advertisements aired during 
commercial breaks also reflect the fact that these soap operas are 
aimed primarily at a female audience. Such advertisements include 
advertising for shampoos, chain stores, Verimark and Glomail, 
as well as time-specific adverts, for example Mother’s Day or 
Christmas ...

Related to this, once again, is the fragmentation of the soap opera 
text which holds another implication for the gendering of the genre. 
Because of its multiple storylines, soap opera encourages
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association with a multiplicity of characters. This points to the 
soap opera viewer as being de-centred. According to Modleski 
(1982:105) “the feeling of being the centre of creation is typical 
of the ego-structure of the bourgeois male”. Opposed to being 
the centre of creation is being de-centred, which is traditionally 
associated with the feminine, and according to the above also with 
the soap opera viewer.

 One of the key aims of feministresearchers has been to demonstrate just 
how male-oriented conventional academic research in the social sciences 
is. They have dubbed this “malestream” (a play on the word “mainstream”) 
research because social reality is presented from the viewpoint of men only. 
Women are usually invisible and marginalised, except where they are related 
to men. A key issue here is power. Feminists claim that much research in 
the social sciences is done by the powerful for their own benefit. Male 
perspectives not only influence the way social reality is defined, but also how it 
is known. The one-sided emphasis on rationality is associated with patriarchal 
values. Data generated by rational scientific methods supports an expert-based 
hierarchical form of knowledge (May 1993:10, 12; McNeill 1990:7).

From this characterisation of conventional “malestream” research, it should 
be apparent that feminist researchers are particularly critical of the positivist 
approach. What alternative do feminist researchers provide? Ontologically, 
feminists introduce “gender” as a key category of social analysis. By 
emphasising gender, feminists hope to bring the power and subordination 
aspects of the relationships between women and men into play. This allows 
women’s issues to be introduced into academic discourse and, in turn, serves 
as a basis for fostering the emancipation of women.

Many feminist researchers attempt to approach their studies in an inclu-
sionary, collaborative and non-impositional way. Research is inclusionary 
because the vantage point of the powerless and their relationship to the 
powerful is considered. Research becomes a collaborative endeavour 
between researcher and research subject because the women who are the 
research subjects in these studies are allowed to participate in framing the 
results of these studies. The relationship between the researcher and her 
subjects of inquiry is structured in a way that gives them the opportunity to 
voice their personal experiences. Reflection on what has been learned on the 
part of both the researcher and research subjects is encouraged to develop 
an understanding of social reality. This implies a non-impositional stance to 
research because the researcher does not exclusively dictate what is studied. 
Emotions and feelings are regarded as valid topics to study. Giving research 
subjects a voice is seen as a crucial and enriching experience that ensures 
the development of non-hierarchical knowledge. The balance of power in 
research is altered by acknowledging the role of subjects in the production of 
knowledge. Acknowledging this role also helps their empowerment (Bilton et 
al 1996:127–128; Hall & Hall 1996:52–54; May 1993:13–15).

Sarantakos (1998:69) points out that feminist research, to an extent, cuts 
across interpretive and critical social science approaches (there are also 
similarities with postmodern and postcolonial approaches). The question 
therefore arises whether we really can talk about a unified feminist approach. 

 feminist research:  
an approach advocating gender 

sensitivity in research, in particular 
the acknowledgement of the role of 

women
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In spite of overlaps with other approaches, there is a substantial body of 
knowledge that reflects a separate identity at least regarding key features 
like: the questions asked (are they gender sensitive?), how researchers locate 
themselves in their research (do they collaborate with subjects?) and the 
purpose of the research (is it emancipatory?).

 ACTiViTy 1.13
 Does Marx’s discussion (see reading box 1.4) reflect the 
interests of feminist researchers? Give reasons for your 
answer.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.13

 Marx (2008) clearly refers to the gendered nature of social reality. 
By focussing on soap operas, the author attempts to increase our 
understanding of a genre (that is, a type of artistic expression) 
that appeals to women rather than men. She would argue that 
this fact has been instrumental to soap operas being relegated 
to a less important place compared to other forms of television 
entertainment (it is seen as “other” in the sense described above). 
She also believes that soap operas may have a contribution to make 
in liberating women, given that it celebrates essentially feminine 
characteristics, such as the experience of being decentred.

1.8.2 Postmodernresearch

Read the following excerpt from Bonnin’s article titled “Spatiality in the 
construction of identity: African women and political violence in KwaZulu-
Natal” in Society in transition (1997:27, 29, 30, 32, 33):

Readingbox1.5

Consider the following two questions while you read the passage below.

How does the researcher view social reality? How does she get to know 
more about it?

Bonnin’s article is a case study of the town Mpumalanga, in KwaZulu-
Natal during the time of political violence in the 1990s. It is concerned 
with the connection between what she calls the “political territorialisation 
of space” and the political identities of the people living in those spaces. 
What it means by “political territorialisation of space” is firstly the tendency 
at the time for no-go areas to develop for particular political groupings. 
For example, people who supported the IFP could not go into ANC areas 
and vice versa, because each grouping had its own territory. But there is 
an additional territorialisation she refers to and that is the more general 
one distinguishing between men and women, where men occupies 
spaces outside the house (the street, for example) and women occupy 
spaces within the house. Identity in this context refers to people’s images 
of themselves as male or female, or ANC or IFP, in other words their 
conceptions of who they are and where they belong
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 Violence has branded political identities onto the geography of 
KwaZulu-Natal. The countryside is neatly parcelled out into ANC 
areas and IFP areas, no-go-zones for one political group or the 
other. Crossing from one area to another, finding yourself a stranger 
in an unknown area, catching a train or a taxi which crosses the 
boundary are all dangerous activities. However the parcelling 
out is/was not always so neat, spaces are contested, resulting 
in “violence”; houses are burnt, women are raped, people are 
attacked and die
...  the stories that are told “about how violence came here” are 
intrinsically spatial. They always involve images of invading outsiders, 
...  the stories that are told “about how violence came here” are 
intrinsically spatial. They always involve images of invading outsiders, of 
leaving and returning to a place, of boundaries and boarders, of hostile 
and safer places.
...  The idea of post-modern wars, suggests, redefines and destabilises 
the fixed categories of war and peace, home and front, combatant 
and civilian. Implicit in the destabilisation of these fixed categories is 
the destabilisation of the spaces in which war is fought. … As war 
destabilises the meaning of place it destabilises and (re)formulates 
identities which are differently invested in, and formed through, 
different spaces.
In this paper I wish to explore two themes through a case study of 
Mpumalanga. Firstly, how did the political territorialisation of space 
shape the political identities of the people living in those spaces? 
Secondly, I wish to suggest that the particularities of those spaces, 
for example household or street and their location, history, social 
construction, are important in understanding the relationship between 
spatiality, identity and the way in which gender colours identity. These 
were not any spaces, they were not empty spaces devoid of meaning, 
but spaces already gendered by prior histories and relationships. As 
the violence marks out and then destabilises already gendered spaces, 
so the identities created through the spatialities of violence are also 
gendered. Women’s and men’s spatial connections are different and 
thus women’s political identity develops in a way that is simultaneously 
similar, yet different from that of men’s.
Not only is the recognition of multiple spatialities operating 
simultaneously a way of understanding the different stories about 
how boundaries between areas came to be fixed and in the process 
identities (re)formed, it also allows us to understand the place/role 
of the actors in constituting the meaning of these spaces. Men and 
women because of their gender experience these spaces differently 
and the idea of multiple spatialities allows us to realise how the political 
identity of women in ANC areas is somewhat different from that of 
men. Some of these stories are more masculine than others ... but all 
these stories connect to the household as contested space.
 The dominant actors are the male youth who, through their political 
activity, bring identity to the household. The other household 
members receive this identity, their choices are limited. This is a 
hegemonic story. ... There are other stories, stories which shift the 
spatial perspective and place the household and the role of women 
more centre-stage in the creation of these political identities ...
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  I am not suggesting that these are competing either/or stories of 
spatiality and identity formation. The dominant story might reflect a 
more common experience. Nevertheless, all women would have had 
other stories to tell, which are contingent upon their positionality as 
gendered beings interacting in already gendered spaces. Thus, there 
are multiple spatialities, all gendered, and all of these spatialities intersect 
in the moment of identity (re)formulation. These intersections illustrate 
that the resulting identities are more complex than the hegemonic 
story initially suggests.

 The broad postmodern movement in the arts, humanities and social 
sciences questions the core values, goals and bases of analysis that have 
guided research and that have been assumed to be universally valid at least 
in the past century. Postmodernism challenges the belief in the rationality, 
certainty and progress associated with science. All three of the dominant 
approaches to social science discussed above are located within the realm of 
modernity:

1. Positivists aim to discover the causal patterns in an independent exter-
nal reality.

2. Interpretive social scientists make sense of intentionally constructed and 
intersubjectively shared meaning systems in social contexts.

3. Critical social scientists uncover the multiple layers of social reality to 
reveal its true nature and thus facilitate transformation. In this respect 
they assume that it is possible to examine and explain the structure and 
meaning of social action.

All of these approaches to research believe that it makes little sense to 
conduct research if we cannot assume that there is some pattern or 
regularity that we can make sense of. Postmodernists argue that there is no 
“stable” or “coherent” subject matter to study. Postmodernism challenges 
any research that tries to provide a general or “better” explanation of social 
reality. According to postmodernists, social scientists’ understanding and 
explanation of social reality cannot claim greater validity than any other view 
of social reality (Bilton et al 1996:18, 129–130; Williams & May 1996:158).

This is part of the rejection by postmodernists of so-called “master 
narratives”. According to them, traditional social science, because of its 
interest in finding the truth of the matter, tried to construct a master 
narrative, that is, one overarching story that can in one go explain to us 
where we come from and where we are going to. An example would 
be Marxist theory, which states (in the Communist Manifesto) that “the 
history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle”. So 
there is a presumption that class struggle explains everything about the 
history and future of society. In its place postmodernism offers an emphasis 
on difference, which means the belief that we should provide scope 
for everybody to offer their competing narratives of how the world has 
developed and where it is going to.

But what alternative does postmodern research then offer? Postmodernism 
rejects reason as a foundation of knowledge. The diversity and fragmentation 
of discourses on social reality is celebrated and postmodernism makes no 
claims of objectivity or a universal truth. All discourses (i.e. views, debates 

 postmodern research:  
an approach to research that claims 

there is no such thing as absolute 
“truth’’ and that no particular theory 
or method is better than another at 

determining the truth 
 

modernity:  
a belief in rationality and progress 

associated with confidence in 
science and technology
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and opinions) are seen to be culturally constituted within particular social and 
historical contexts. Science is therefore one of many discourses and cannot 
claim to give us final “answers”. This position leads to many interpretations 
 and the danger of relativism(Denzin 1989:52; Williams & May 1996:159). 
Adversaries of this approach often contend that although conventions are 
shattered, postmodernism provides us with no alternatives. According to 
Craib (1992:13) “much postmodernist theory ... chatters on in a jargon 
which adds little or nothing to our knowledge”.

Williams and May (1996:178) point out that postmodernism has had a 
positive impact in the sense that it has forced social scientists to reflect on 
and be self-critical about their choices; postmodernism has also led social 
scientists to be more modest about the claims they make.

 ACTiViTy 1.14
 Does Bonnin’s discussion (1997) [see reading box 1.5] 
reflect the interests of postmodern researchers? Give 
reasons for your answer.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.14

 There are signs of both feminist and postmodern thinking in 
Bonnin’s article (1997). We will concentrate on postmodernism 
here. The view of social reality presented in this excerpt is that 
reality is continually fluid rather than stable. The continuous 
 change and recasting of identities, with the multiple possibilities 
this entails, make it extremely difficult to believe in “one stable 
identity”. Bonnin’s makes the claim that because spaces and 
territories were continually destabilised during the conflict as 
it unfolded (with now one side winning and then another), the 
identities linked to them were also continuously destabilised. There 
is, furthermore, a sense of fragmentation — another characteristic 
of postmodern approaches. We get to know these identities through 
a number of stories (or multiple narratives), each one different from 
the other. There are similarly numerous identities and narratives at 
work in Bonnin’s article.

The example used here is probably a softer version of 
postmodernism. Bonnin does allow that there might be a common 
thread among the different stories of the KZN conflict. So the 
different narratives are not completely incompatible, which is what 
the more radical versions of postmodernism would believe. We can 
see this acknowledgement in Bonnin’s article in the last paragraph 
of the extract that “the dominant story might reflect a more 
common experience” and that these are not “competing either/
or stories”. A more radical example of postmodernism, this time 
aimed at the discipline of psychology is given in the reading box 
below. As you will see, the arguments developed are quite abstract 
and difficult. We provide this example so that you can get a flavour 
of what we are talking about, but we do not expect you to come 
fully to grips with it.

 relativism:  
a belief that claims different 

viewpoints are all valid

identity:  
people's understanding of who they 
are and what they are like, in other 

words, their self-concept
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The excerpt refers to an incident where an academic paper was 
labelled as nonsensical. In the excerpt, the author (Van Deventer 
1997) argues that academic disciplines (and he could have used any 
other example besides psychology) are arbitrary delineations. The 
process of drawing a dividing line between what is psychology and 
what is not psychology, and what is thus nonsense, is according to 
him a complicated exercise. He consequently makes an argument 
for tolerance of difference within the discipline of psychology.

Readingbox1.6

The following is an excerpt from Van Deventer’s article titled “On 
the limits (of the subject) of psychology”, in the South African Journal of 
Psychology (1997:79):

A number of pioneers worked hard to establish the field and to 
give it credibility. Today psychology still needs its professors, those 
who are prepared to actively maintain the discipline of the subject. 
This, and I must state it empathically, is a legitimate project, for 
hopefully a beneficial capital is worked in the mutual professing of 
the discipline and its professors.

But let’s look closely at the professor’s actions. In judging the initial 
article the professor finds himself on the inside of a particular 
psychology. It is from the inside of the discipline, and based on its 
logos, that he is able to label the presentation nonsensical. [Van 
Deventer is referring here to an actual incident where a paper 
delivered was viewed as being a “joke”.] The issue is not the 
legitimacy of the distinction between the inside and the outside of 
the discipline. What is at stake is the act of drawing the distinction, 
and the complicated nature of this delimitation. The professor 
draws a border, subjecting everything, and this includes the 
outside of the discipline, to the logos of the discipline. The outside 
is calculated as the negative of a particular positive. It is seen as 
the irrational of the rational, the nonsensical of the sensible. It is 
on the basis of what the discipline already is that the professor is 
able to reject the presented text and to label it something that falls 
outside the limits of the discipline. In drawing this border and in 
rejecting the text the professor defends the identity of psychology. 
He demonstrates a responsibility to the subject of psychology. He 
acknowledges an indebtedness to psychology in the hope that it will 
afford him a particular identity, a subject constituted by psychology.

But the identity is a phantom, the subject is split in two. The 
defence of the discipline’s border is not restricted to one side. 
It is not merely the defence of an already existing limit, but an 
active tracing, a wilful shifting of position (eg from the nonsensical 
to the incomprehensible). Such a tracing is a complicated dividing 
(Derrida 1976). In passive defence the professor may find himself 
on the inside, and thus on one side, of the border. But in an act 
of delimitation, in this tracing of his property, he must necessarily 
double up. In dividing the outside from the inside he must trace a 
two-sided line — he must trace a line from two sides, because 
the professor who subjects himself to the discipline is always
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also the owner of this discipline. The one who submits to the 
logos and the vocabulary of psychology writes its dictionaries. He 
who submits to the authority of rationality is the one who claims 
psychology as a rational project in and through his own rationality. 
The professor finds himself simultaneously on the inside and the 
outside of psychology. A certain simultaneity, which he cannot 
grasp in a single reading, organises his actions. A paradox, an aporia, 
is captured in the tracing. The constitution of the discipline splits the 
subject in two. A dividing line runs along the entire subject taking 
the form of the undecidibility between a subject who finds itself 
on both the inside and the outside of psychology, an I that includes 
but also exceeds the gestalt of a self who finds itself in and through 
psychology, a self that is both the one and the other. This I carries 
the excess value of what is neither the one nor the other self.

1.8.3 Postcolonialism

Read the following extract from Cloete’s article titled “HIV/AIDS and 
modernity in Africa: a philosophical perspective” in Acta Academica, 
(2008:55, 61–62).

Readingbox1.7

Consider the following two questions while you read the passage below.

How does the researcher view social reality? How does he view our 
knowledge about social reality?

   The effectiveness of our collective response to HIV/AIDS will 
depend on the possibility of overcoming the philosophical legacy 
of racism at the root of the Western “project of modernity” 
(Habermas 1981), in which the “African mind” has traditionally been 
represented as the “Other of reason”. Even as we acknowledge 
our “debt” to the Western philosophical tradition, we need to 
think beyond the trappings of a philosophical discourse that seems 
to lack the resources to recognise and acknowledge the “Other” 
as human, rational, equal, different — and therefore worthy of 
respect ...

   Given the privileging of scientific rationality, modernity has sought 
to define its role and defend its cultural status in the world on 
the basis of the achievements of modern science and technology. 
These achievements have invariably been used to demonstrate the 
superiority of Western culture in general and Western modernity in 
particular. From this perspective, Western Modernity had provided 
the normative framework for the construction of the African world 
as the “Other of reason”, thus providing the conceptual tools for 
the invention and justification of the“colonizer’s model of the world” 
(Blaut 1993). As the “Other of reason”, Africa has accordingly been 
assigned an inferior status in the world, condemned to dwell either 
in the realm of the prerational or the prescientific (Horron 1995), 
or in the realm of the mystical (Levy-Bruhl 1985).
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We start with postcolonialism’s view of social reality. It sees the colonial 
experience of conquest and domination, in which European countries have 
colonised people on the continents of Africa and Asia, as central to our 
understanding of social reality. This history created an unequal relationship 
between colonist and colonised, that still continues today despite the fact that 
there are no longer any colonies left in the world.

As in our discussion of feminism, we see quite a few references to the 
“other”. In this case the other is not regarded as women, but previously 
colonised people. We saw above that in the case of female identity, men 
see themselves as the default gender, the centre around which everything 
revolves, with the result that they tend to define women relative to their 
own wishes. A similar argument is made in postcolonial theory. Europeans 
(the colonisers of a previous age) see themselves and their culture as the 
norm, against which all other cultures are defined.

Europeans justify this view with reference to the rise of the modern world in 
Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries. This change came about as a result 
of the Enlightenment, which was a philosophical movement emphasising 
reason, as opposed to tradition and religion, as the basis of our view of the 
world. The Enlightenment also placed the individual person centre stage, 
and defended the rights of the individual relative to that of the group. This 
thinking found expression in the French and American revolutions which 
created the first democratic societies in which all citizens had the right 
to vote. These changes combined with the industrial revolution, which 
started in England and led to an enormous increase in productivity due to 
the employment of new power sources such as coal and electricity, and 
the use of machinery. The Enlightenment, democracy and the industrial 
revolution together created a complex of changes that later became known 
as modernity.

According to postcolonial theorists, Europeans see modernity as their 
own creation (Bhambra 2007). Colonised groups are defined as lacking 
modernity, and therefore deficient when viewed against Europeans. This 
simplistic view of the world reduces it to sets of binary opposites, with 
European reason contrasted with the mythical and traditional thinking 
of the colonised, European democracy contrasted with the autocracy of 
the colonised, and European progress compared with the stagnation and 
backward-looking nature of the colonised. Postcolonial theorists believe that 
this view is oversimplified and an unfair characterisation of the previously 
colonised people.

What are the implications of the postcolonial critique for the nature of 
knowledge of social reality? It believes that much of the knowledge that has 
been created up to now in the social sciences is biased because it represents 
the views of the colonisers about the colonised. The colonisers were the 
subjects of knowledge, those who make the knowledge, and the colonised 
were merely the objects of knowledge, in other words the people about 
whom the knowledge was formulated without them having any role in 
creating this knowledge. Postcolonial thinkers believe that this has to change 
so that those who have been marginalised can become subjects (creators) 
of knowledge in their own right. For this to happen, it is necessary however 
that the power relations in knowledge institutions such as universities change 
so that Eurocentric knowledge is no longer regarded unquestioningly as the 
dominant kind of knowledge.
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 ACTiViTy 1.15

a.  Does the extract of Cloete’s article reflect a 
postcolonialist perspective on the nature of reality 
and knowledge? Give reasons for your answer.

b. Try to locate copies of some of Thabo Mbeki’s 
speeches and writings on the topic of HIV-AIDS. 
Do you think that he has been influenced by 
postcolonial thinking in his thoughts about the 
matter?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 1.15
 It should be immediately apparent that Cloete departs from a 
postcolonialist perspective. He refers to the African mind being 
perceived as the “other of reason” from a Western perspective. 
This ties in very closely with the postcolonial criticism of the 
Western view of the colonised: rationality is perceived as a 
typically Western characteristic of which the colonised do not 
partake. The colonised, in this case Africans, are viewed from a 
Western perspective as radically different, and therefore incapable 
of rational thinking.

In our view Mbeki’s views of HIV-AIDs were clearly influenced by 
postcolonial thinking, but because this is a controversial issue we 
will not pursue this issue further. It is something about which you 
must make up your own mind.

1.9 Concludingremarks
It is important to remember that any categorisation into approaches is 
somewhat artificial. We have given you a somewhat simplified view of the 
different approaches here, and presented them as being more different 
from each other, and less influenced by each other, than they actually are. 
Linking particular research to an approach may also be difficult because 
the assumptions made are implied rather than explicitly stated. Cohen 
(1989:43) points out that identifying the work of different social scientists 
as belonging to a particular approach can gloss over the disagreements 
between adherents who generally subscribe to the same core assumptions. 
Also, there are different interpretations of some of the key characteristics 
attributed to these approaches. You may therefore come across slightly 
different interpretations elsewhere of the approaches we have presented 
here.

We would, however, like to draw your attention to the fact that the 
approaches we use to categorise research in the social sciences in this study 
unit are frequently identified in the academic literature. In social science, all 
these approaches (sometimes called paradigms or perspectives) have a long 
history. They also have evolved over time and become more refined as they 
adapt to challenges and seek to rectify weaknesses. We have pointed out 
earlier in our discussion of ontological assumptions that researchers to some 
extent take sides (or positions) in these debates. In this respect Goldenberg 
(1992:357) concludes in weighing up the respective merits of the positivist 
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and interpretivist approaches that “these are only my current thoughts on 
the matter, and I have changed my mind in the past and expect to do so in 
the future”. There is therefore an ongoing dialogue between the different 
approaches and this may be presented in several ways.

However, many social scientists work within the constraints of one 
particular approach without considering the alternatives. It is difficult for 
researchers to question the core assumptions they make about social reality 
and knowledge. These assumptions enable researchers to ask sensible 
questions and to interpret their experiences. Where approaches are treated 
as independent entities, they have little impact on each other. When the 
approaches are treated as competing with each other we get a more 
dynamic picture of social science. This is particularly stimulating because 
adherents of the different approaches can then enter into debate with each 
other (May 1993:9–10; Layder 1998:7–8).

TEST yOURSELF

Mark the following statements true or false. True False

1.   We use inquiry to help us with problems that we   
encounter in unusual situations.

2.   We often make errors in our everyday inquiries.  

3.   Science can be viewed as a method of inquiry using   
logic, observation and theory.

4.   Tradition and authority are sources of knowledge   
which we reject completely, since they are not scientific.

5.   Common sense is valuable in everyday life because it   
helps people to reach decisions and solve everyday  
problems.

6.   Unlike casual human inquiry, scientific observation is   
a conscious activity which always gives accurate  
information.

7.   The norms of the scientific community are:   
inaccurate observation, overgeneralisation, selective  
observation, ego involvement and the premature  
closure of inquiry.

8.   Despite the fact that science is logical, there are   
often hidden assumptions in our thinking which  
influence our understanding of reality.

9.   Value-freedom implies that personal values never  
play a role in the research process.

10.  Critical social scientists accuse positivists of studying   
only the surface structures of social reality.

11.  Extreme postmodern researchers reject logical   
reasoning and the pursuit of truth.

12.  Feminist researchers advocate gender sensitivity   
in research.
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MULTipLE-ChOiCE qUESTiONS
13. Society is a system of constituent parts that contribute to the function-

ing of the whole. This is
(1)  a hypothetical statement
(2)  an ontological statement
(3)  an epistemological statement
(4)  a methodological statement
(5)  a definitional statement

14. The approach that criticises the notion that there is a privileged position 
or truth is

(1)  positivist social science
(2)  interpretive social science
(3)  critical social science
(4)  postmodernism
(5)  feminist research

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. True. When we cannot understand how to solve a problem, that is, 

when we are “stuck” in a situation, we try to find out more about the 
problem based on the knowledge that we possess already. For exam-
ple, asking other people involved in the situation. This means we use 
inquiry often, probably without always realising it.

2. True. We cannot know everything about the situations we encounter 
and it is usually by trial and error that we attempt to solve our prob-
lems. We therefore make errors in the process of learning.

3. True. Logic makes sense to us in terms of our thinking, observation 
means using our senses to measure and describe what we are inves-
tigating and theory provides an explanation of what we are observing. 
Together, logic, observation and theory produce evidence for the 
method of inquiry called science.

4. False. Although we may question what emerges from tradition and 
authority, we do not automatically reject knowledge from authoritative 
sources.

5. True. Without thinking much we can perform the routine tasks which 
make up most of our day, such as negotiating traffic, doing our duties at 
work and socialising with friends and family.

6. False. Although scientific observation is a conscious and deliberate ac-
tivity, it does not always provide accurate information. This is because 
observation is not reliable and some things are too complex for us to 
observe in detail. Scientific observation can only guard against error; it 
is not foolproof.

7. False. These are the errors which science guards against. While we 
must be conscious of both errors and norms in order to maintain a 
good scientific standard, we strive to avoid error and consciously follow 
the norms. These norms are: universalism, organised scepticism, disin-
terestedness, communication, honesty.

8. True. However alert we are to thinking patterns, our previous expe-
rience gives us beliefs and attitudes which influence the way we think. 
These beliefs and attitudes are so natural to us that we do not question 
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them and might not even be aware of them. In order to think scientifi-
cally we have to identify the ideas and observations which lead to our 
conclusions. We therefore develop an awareness of our assumptions 
and try to see how they influence our thinking.

9. False. There is one stage in the research process where most resear-
chers acknowledge the role played by values, namely the selection of a 
research topic.

10. True. Remember that critical social scientists argue that there are 
hidden structures that need to be uncovered. They use theoretical 
models to detect these. In contrast, positivists argue that we can only 
study what is observable to our senses.

11. True. Extreme postmodern researchers would argue that there are 
a multitude of narratives and that no narrative (including science) can 
claim a privileged position or the final truth.

12. True. Feminist researchers do draw attention to gender issues, in parti-
cular women’s issues which are often neglected by other researchers.

13.  (2). This statement provided in the question tells us more about the 
nature of the subject matter (society) we are studying. Ontology is a 
branch of philosophy dealing with the nature of being or reality. The 
second option is therefore correct.

14. (4). The notions of rationality, certainty and progress associated with 
science are challenged by postmodern researchers, who argue that 
no one can claim a privileged position. The fourth option is therefore 
correct.





47

Study unit 9 
Qualitative data analysis 

and interpretation
Study unit 2

Research 
problem

Literature 
review

Theory

Assumptions

Hypothesis

Research 
questions

Study unit 7 
Data collection

STAGE 2

Unit 4 Ethics

Study unit 6 
Sampling

STAGE 1

STAGE 3

STAGE 4

Study unit 8 
Describing and interpreting 

quantitative data

Study units 3 & 5 
Plan

Study unit 10 
REPORT

STUDy UNiT 2

The role of theory in research



48

STUDy UNiT

 2 
THEROLEOF

THEORYINRESEARCH

 Derik Gelderblom6

LEARNINGOUTCOMES

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 �  define the terms ideal type, theory and concept
 �  discuss how concepts are used in theory
 �  discuss the scope of theory
 �  identify the domains of analysis theories address
 �  compare deduction and induction
 �  explain the link between theory and research
 �  identify potential sources for a research topic
 �  refine a topic that interests you into a research question
 �  describe how hypotheses work
 �  identify different types of variables
 �  explain the processes of conceptualisation and operationalisation

2.1 Introduction

In this unit, we start by describing the relationship between theory and 
research. We define and describe theory in terms of its purpose, the forms 
of explanations it provides, its scope and the domains of social reality it deals 
with. We pay particular attention to how theories develop and how theory 
is integral to research. Then we look at what happens when we actually do 
research. By studying the processes involved in doing research (eg selecting 
a topic, identifying a problem and turning it into a manageable and specific 
form) we consider the key conceptual stages of social inquiry. We also 
identify and discuss sources of research topics, particularly the literature 
review. Finally, we shall look at how hypotheses are used in research.

6 This is an edited version of part of a unit originally written by Charles Puttergill
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2.2 Thetheoreticalgroundingofresearch
Instead of starting with a formal definition of theory, we first reflect on what 
we have learnt about theory from the readings provided in unit 1.

 ACTiViTy 2.1
 Read the excerpt in reading box 1.1 again. How do 
Linde and Zaaiman (1998) use sociological models?

Read the excerpt in reading box 1.2 again. Is Coetzee 
and Wood’s research (1995) guided by any theory?

Read the excerpt in reading box 1.3 again. What role does Sharp 
attribute to theory? How does Porter’s (1995) stance differ?

Read the excerpts in reading boxes 1.4 to 1.7 again. Identify the 
criticisms that the theorists quoted here raise against traditional 
social science.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.1
 Linde and Zaaiman (1998) refer to the explanations provided by 
various sociological models (theories) on why people belong to 
different denominations. This provides the basis for their study of 
church migration in a specific community. They explore a number 
of specific questions drawn from the theoretical models they 
review.

In contrast, the reference to theory in the excerpt from Coetzee 
and Wood (1995) is much more subtle. Coetzee and Wood (1995) 
emphasise the importance of gaining access to the life worlds of 
political activists in order to understand their experiences. They 
refer to the ideas of Georg Simmel on the nature of social reality 
and state that their goal is to approach it from an interpretive 
framework.

The debate with Sharp about theory, which Porter (1995) 
introduces, first revolves around the practical usefulness of 
theoretical knowledge. Second, the discussion of Habermas’s 
conception of communicative action reflects a tension between the 
current state of society and the possibilities that may exist for a 
future society. This raises the question of whether theory can lead 
to transformation and empowerment.

In the last four reading boxes, the theorists focus on the biases 
they consider to be inherent to the more conventional social 
science approaches.

The activity above demonstrates that research is grounded in 
theory. The readings in the activity raise a number of questions 
about theory and its relationship to research. May (1993:20) 
summarises some key questions as follows:

 “Is it [theory] a neutral medium through which we interpret 
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our findings; should it be a critical endeavour which challenges 
our dominant ways of thinking about social phenomena; 
should the data we produce about the social world refute our 
theories or generate them?”

As you can see, the various approaches to research take different 
positions on these questions. Can you identify the answers that 
each of these approaches would give to May’s questions?

In the subsequent sections of this study unit, we deal with all 
these issues in our discussion on theory.

2.2.1 Definingtheory

The word “theory” is often used in everyday conversation. Someone 
may say that they have a theory on why something occurred. Used in 
this way, theory implies a possible explanation. After hearing the theory, 
someone else may retort that it is only a theory. Here, theory is equated to 
speculation. The person may argue that evidence or “facts” are needed to 
back up the assertion.

We probably can list several other ways in which the notion theory is used in 
everyday conversation. These competing and even contradictory notions of 
theory suggest that the word is being used carelessly. Social scientists have, 
in spite of their differences, a more systematic and precise definition of what 
they mean when they use the word “theory”.

 ACTiViTy 2.2

 Indicate which of the following statements are true or 
false.

In the social sciences, theories are

True False
1. speculative opinions about things social scien-

tists are unsure of
 

2. the opposite of facts  

3. merely assumptions  

4. simply the views of early writers in a discipline  

5. sets of definitions  

6. synonymous with classification  

7. statements about facts social scientists are 
sure of

 

8. at least sometimes proven to be universally 
true

 

9. synonymous with scientific laws  

10. always predictions  
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.2
This activity is adapted from Chafetz (1978:1–2). All these 
statements, as worded, are “false”. We will now discuss each of 
these statements and point out why they are false.

1. Theories are speculative opinions about things social scien-
tists are unsure of.

2. Theories are the opposite of facts.
3. Theories are merely assumptions. All three of the above 

state-ments reflect attempts to drive a wedge between ab-
stract theory and empirical fact. The first statement suggests 
that theories are mere conjecture (opinion) and that they 
have little to say about real situations or phenomena. Most 
social scientists will strongly challenge such a position. If 
theories are incompatible with facts, as the second statement 
suggests, we should start questioning the relevance and use 
of theory. Implying that theories are assumptions suggests 
that theories cannot be tested. Theories are neither imprac-
tical idealisation nor speculation, as common-sense notions 
often suggest (Sayer 1992:49). Facts seldom speak for them-
selves. Chafetz (1978:3) argues that “[t]heorizing occurs when 
an attempt is made to explain why the facts are as they are”. 
It is by interpreting the information collected that we make it 
(the facts) meaningful. Theory plays a crucial role in this pro-
cess of making sense and, as Craib (1992:11) points out, “in 
some cases we need a theory to tell us what those facts are” 
and therefore to suggest what we are looking for.

4. Theories are simply the views of early writers in a discipline. 
The fourth statement is incorrect because theories are not 
limited to the insights of early writers. This does not mean 
that we dismiss their contributions. The views of early writ-
ers and theorists are often referred to in order to understand 
and explain current problems (Chafetz 1978:4–5; Neuman 
1997:37). For instance, Coetzee and Wood (1995:1) rely on in-
sights gained from the work of Simmel to describe the frag-
mented nature of experience (see reading box 2.2). Ashley 
and Orenstein (1990:305) identify Simmel as one of the key 
figures in establishing sociology as a discipline in Germany. 
The use of his insights a century later and in a different 
context demonstrates the potential usefulness or richness of 
his theory. However, this does not imply that all theoretical 
discourse is limited to the insights of a discipline’s founders. 
If we accept that we live in a changing world, then we also 
need to recognise that new theories and insights emerge 
to deal with some of these changes. For instance, Porter 
(1995:1134) uses the concept of communicative action in-
troduced by Habermas, a contemporary social theorist (see 
reading box 1.3).

5. Theories are sets of definitions.
6. Theories are synonymous with classification. The fifth and 

sixth statements are incorrect because theories cannot be 
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reduced to only definitions and classifications. Defining 
concepts is essential to theorising, but it is an error to as-
sume that “a part” of theory (in other words the definitions) 
represents “the whole” of theory (Ammassari in Mongardini 
& Tabboni 1998:47). In this respect Chafetz (1978:3) argues 
that although “theories contain definitions and often classi-
fications ... these things are components of [theory and], not 
themselves, explanations [by themselves]”.

7.  Theories are statements about facts social scientists are sure 
of. The seventh statement is incorrect because empirical 
generalisations that summarise what we have observed in a 
specific situation can be distinguished from abstract theoret-
ical formulations that explain these observations (Ammas-
sari in Mongardini & Tabboni 1998:47). According to Cohen 
(1989:13) “scientific knowledge is theoretical knowledge, it 
is more than a collection of facts, shared opinion, [or] con-
ventional wisdom”. Theories transcend specific contexts and 
they enable us to organise generalisations about empirical 
facts, thereby giving us an overall and coherent viewpoint of 
something. In this respect theories not only summarise facts, 
they also actually generate new knowledge.

8.  Theories are at least sometimes proven to be universally true. 
The eighth statement is incorrect because there is always 
a possibility that we may discover evidence that leads us to 
question a particular theory. Indeed, the testability of theory 
with a possibility of revising and even rejecting it is a key 
defining characteristic of theory. In a sense what we are 
arguing here is that our knowledge is incomplete and this 
gives social science the impetus to explore and question what 
we know. Neuman (1997:39) identifies this testability as the 
key feature distinguishing theory from ideology. Given this 
possibility of testability, the relationship between theory and 
research does not only go one way. Although theory is crucial 
in directing research and interpreting the evidence generated 
by this activity, the evidence is used, in turn, to continually 
revise and test the theory (Ragin 1994:54; Wilson 1983:2).

9. Theories are synonymous with scientific laws.
10.  Theories are always predictions. These two statements are 

also untrue. If you think back to the approaches to social 
science we have discussed, it should be apparent that not 
all social scientists support the quest to discover “law-like” 
regularities to predict the course of events. These objectives 
are mainly associated with positivism, but even in this con-
text, the ninth and tenth statements do not adequately rep-
resent  theory “as a whole”. Besides containing propositions 
that suggest “law-like” regularities, theories also consist of a 
number of assumptions and definitions. We therefore cannot 
reduce theories to scientific laws. The promise of being able 
to predict is linked to the quest of discovering regularities. 
Prediction, however, is not the main aim of theory (and by 
implication social science). We have pointed out that ex-
plaining and understanding are broader objectives (Chafetz 
1978:18, 20; Neuman 1997:48–49).

 proposition:  
an abstract statement of relationship 

between phenomena
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We have argued that social science research entails more than merely 
gathering facts to describe phenomena. Theory, based on reasoning, 
provides an interpretation of the facts collected. According to May (1993:20) 
“[t]he idea of theory, or the ability to interpret and understand the findings 
of research within a conceptual framework which makes ‘sense’ of the data, 
is the mark of a discipline whose aim is the systematic study of particular 
phenomena.” We therefore define theoryasaconceptualframeworkthat
providesanexplanationofcertainoccurrencesorphenomena.

But what do we mean by a conceptual framework? Ammassari (in 
Mongardini & Tabboni 1998:48) points out that theories consist of logically 
interconnected propositions. Propositions are generalised abstractions about 
social reality; they are statements about the state of the world supported 
by evidence (facts). Provided that these propositions are logically organised 
into a coherent whole, these interconnected propositions can provide an 
explanation. Theory prevents fragmentation of knowledge by ordering and at 
least identifying a clearly defined relationship between phenomena (Cohen 
1989:72–73, 75; Denzin 1989:3; Hall & Hall 1996:30; Neuman 1997:6; 
Sarantakos 1998:9–10; Schutt 1995:20–21). We can make this clearer by 
providing you with an example. One of the most well-known theories 
in psychology is the frustration-aggression hypothesis, first formulated by 
Dollard and his colleagues in 1939. It provides an explanation of aggressive 
behaviour with reference to the experience of having one’s goals frustrated. 
The theory consists of the following propositions:

a. People are motivated by goals
b. Reaching those goals provides a pleasurable release of energy
c. Being frustrated in reaching those goals leads to the build up of energy
d. Aggressive behaviour leads to a release of the pent-up energy
e. Frustration therefore leads to the occurrence of aggression as a way of 

releasing pent-up energy.

As you can see by reading these propositions, we have organised them into 
a logical sequence, so that one proposition leads to another. Connected 
together, these propositions can explain aggressive behaviour, which turns it 
into a theory of aggressive behaviour.

Theory provides our inquiry with a focus, by suggesting what evidence we 
need. Since this evidence is specified, theory provides a sifting mechanism, 
making the evidence generated by research more manageable and thus 
keeping us from drowning under too much information. Theory also 
potentially yields new insight by organising evidence in a new and different 
way. Sets of interrelated propositions can be logically rearranged; we 
can even make connections between phenomena that were previously 
unconnected and thought to be independent of each other. It is precisely 
when theory gives new explanations, supported by evidence, that we 
learn from it and uncover new dimensions of, and patterns in, social reality 
(Craib 1992:8–9; Ragin 1994:36; Wilson 1983:1, 15). We argued that the 
cross-fertilisation between ideas in theory can lead to new insight (see the 
commentary on the seventh and eighth statements of activity 2.2). O’ Brien 
in Gilbert (1993:11) aptly summarises the role of theory in research:

 The role of theory is precisely to make things that were hidden visible, to 
define some patterns and give some meanings to the sorts of observations 
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that social researchers continually make when investigating society. 
... Seeing the world in different ways is the essential and fundamental 
role of social research and the ability to see these differences and to make 
sense of the different points of view that a researcher can take is the basic 
contribution that theory makes to the research process.

In effect, theory provides research with “scaffolding” by organising and 
generating new ideas.

Theory provides an explanation for our questions; theory asks “why” 
and “how”. We have argued that theories enable us to make sense of the 
information we collect in research. Theories also generate particular lines 
of enquiry (Chafetz 1978:22; Stevens in Sapsford et al 1998:49–50). There 
is, for instance, a debate about whether we should conceptualise inequality 
within South Africa as class-based, race-based or a combination of both. 
According to Craib (1992:249), such a debate highlights “one of the most 
vital contributions of theory: it can offer a deeper understanding of what is at 
stake in political and social conflicts that have a very real existence”.

2.2.2 Theoryasaconceptualframework

Neuman (1997:39) points out that “[l]earning concepts and theory is like 
learning a language”. Using this analogy, theory is the language through which 
social scientists speak to each other. Just as languages are constituted by their 
vocabulary (words), theories are constituted through concepts. And, just as 
there are many languages in the world so there are many theories in social 
science (Goldenberg 1992:42–43).

Concepts vary in terms of their complexity. Consider “poverty” and 
“alienation”. We all have some sense of what poverty is. But the meaning 
of the concept “alienation” will be less clear to us. And, even when the 
meaning of concepts appears quite obvious, researchers often need to clarify 
it. Crow (in Allen & Thomas 1992:28) indicates that poverty can be defined 
as a situation where people’s existence is threatened. Chronic hunger is 
one dimension of poverty. However, poverty can also be defined as a 
situation where the means at the disposal of people is below the prevailing 
social standards in society. The first definition refers to absolute poverty 
and the second one to relative poverty. It is important to remember that a 
concept is an abstract idea and not the phenomenon itself (Denzin 1989:54; 
Ragin 1994:67–68). As a result, there is a potential margin of error in our 
characterisation and observation of the phenomena we study.

Terminology that is developed in social sciences is often also used in 
everyday conversation. As an example, Potter (in Wetherell 1996:136) 
refers to the phenomenon of psychobabble. Here people take a range of 
concepts from various psychological theories and use these concepts, often 
incorrectly, in their daily conversations. This can lead to confusion about 
the meaning of such concepts. However, borrowing terminology is not just 
one-way. Social scientists deal with phenomena people come across every 
day. Consequently, social scientists borrow terminology from everyday 
language (eg “group” or “family”). In these cases, social scientists often make 
the definitions of these words more precise. Concepts give researchers 
and theorists a shorthand language through which they can communicate 
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with each other. It is therefore essential that researchers are clear about the 
meaning of the concepts used if they are to understand the work of other 
researchers and theorists. Although social scientists are more systematic, 
rigorous and cautious in their definition and use of concepts, they are still 
interested in the way these concepts are used in everyday life (Dooley 
1990:64–65; Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:26–27; May 1993:26–
27).

To recap: concepts identify and describe phenomena. Concepts are 
therefore the starting point of theorising. Hoover and Donovan (1995:19) 
point out that “[t]o call anything by a precise name is the beginning of 
understanding, because it is the key to the procedure that allows the mind 
to grasp [social] reality and its many relationships”. New concepts introduced 
by theory ideally open up new avenues to explore. Freud’s concept of the 
unconscious, in spite of the controversy it caused, had an enormous impact 
in the social sciences. It sensitised researchers to another realm of social 
reality (Ashley & Orenstein 1990:359; Richards 1989:2–4; Ritzer 1996:32, 
293; Sayer 1992:52–54).

However, description and identification are not the same as explanation. 
Concepts are related to each other. Together, these clusters of concepts 
“build the sentences” of theory. We have pointed out that theorists use 
reasoning to relate phenomena to each other systematically. In each case a 
particular set of concepts is associated with a specific theory. Can you think 
of any examples in one of the academic disciplines you are studying? For 
instance, modernisation theory uses concepts such as values, traditional, 
modern, adaptation, differentiation, diffusion and industrialisation to describe 
the extent of societal development. In contrast dependency theorists use 
concepts such as underdevelopment, exploitation, economic surplus and 
periphery to describe the lack of societal development (Robertson 1984:28–
30, 51–61; Webster 1990:192–193). At least some of the concepts used 
and defined are unique to the particular theory (Denzin 1989:53; Frankfort-
Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:28; Sarantakos 1998:9–10).

2.2.3 Scopeandlevelofabstractionofatheory

The scope of a theory refers to how much it explains, or to how many 
different contexts the theory can explain. For example, the frustration-
aggression hypothesis can be applied to a large number of contexts. It can be 
applied to explain violence:

 �  on the sports field and among spectators (the members and support-
ers of the losing team are more likely to be aggressive because they are 
frustrated in their aim to win the game)

 �  violence on the playground, and among siblings (when children are frus-
trated in their aim to play with a particular toy, they are more likely to hit 
out at whoever monopolises that toy)

 �  political violence (poor people are frustrated in their aim of looking after 
themselves and their families and therefore resort to violent political ac-
tion)

 �  criminal violence (same explanation).

The scope of a theory is linked to the level of abstraction achieved by the 
concepts in the theory (the building blocks of the theory). The higher the 
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level of abstraction, the more the theory can be generalised and the wider 
its applicability. The opposite of abstract is concrete. The difference between 
abstract and concrete concepts can be compared to a view of a town from 
10 kilometres in the sky and one that is seen up close. Abstract concepts 
allows us to get the big picture, but does not show much detail, whereas 
concrete concepts presents the close-up view and allows us to focus on 
specific cases. “Humanity” is an abstract concept, because it refers to all of 
the people in the world, viewed as a general category, whereas “Jim the 
plumber whom you call to fix your blocked drain” is a concrete concept.

The scope of a theory is not limited to the number of contexts explained. 
The “spread” of phenomena accounted for is also crucial. We pointed out 
that linking phenomena previously assumed unrelated and independent 
of each other is one of the contributions of theory (see the concluding 
paragraph of 2.2.1Definingtheory). Logical reasoning plays a crucial role in 
uncovering dimensions of, and patterns in, social reality we were previously 
unaware of (Craib 1992:8–9; Dooley 1990:73). According to Neuman 
(1997:45), the scope of a theory is reflected in the “types of units, cases, or 
situations to which the theory applies”. For instance, Stevens (in Sapsford et 
al 1998:58) argues that, whereas attribution theory has a restricted range, 
psychoanalysis and social constructionism “offer principles applicable to 
human behaviour of almost any kind”.

When considering the scope of a theory in terms of generalisability, we 
can distinguish between empirical generalisation, middle-range theory and 
theoretical frameworks. 
 � Empirical generalisations classify, summarise and organise observa-

tions. This type of generalisation is the first step towards abstraction, but 
remains close to the concrete information the researcher has collected. 
The generalisability of the relationship proposed between phenomena is 
limited. 

 � Middle range theory begins to organise empirical observations in a way 
that it explains the relationships between them in more general terms. 

 � Theoretical perspectives give an overall explanation; this means that a 
particular study only provides partial evidence to support or question 
some of that perspective’s propositions (Ammassari in Mongardini & Tab-
boni 1998:49, 57; Goldenberg 1992:44; Neuman 1997:55–56).

Do all researchers strive to obtain abstract and generalisable propositions? 
No. Many social scientists, however, argue that there is merit in attempting 
to provide an overall theoretical perspective because this helps prevent 
the fragmentation of our understanding into numerous unrelated theories 
(Stevens in Sapsford et al 1998:58).

2.2.4 Reconsideringtherelationshipbetweentheoryandresearch

It is thus clear that theory plays a pervasive role in research (see 2.2.). 
When we commented on activity 2.2, we argued that theory makes 
facts intelligible (see 2.2.1). When we discussed theory as a conceptual 
framework, we referred to the fact that theory provides researchers with 
scaffolding, by specifying key concepts that enable them to reflect on the 
essential characteristics of the phenomena they study (see 2.2.2). In fact, it is 
naive to imagine research without some theoretical orientation. However, 
the relationship between the two is reciprocal: empirical studies are based 
on theory, and theories, in turn, are based on empirical studies (Sayer 
1992:144). Let us consider this relationship.
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 Chafetz (1978:7) identifies deduction and induction as the two processes of 
reasoning which we use to develop theories. Deduction involves the process 
of testing general ideas (theory). This is done by finding out whether abstract, 
logical relationships apply to specific, concrete contexts. During the process 
of deduction, general ideas are linked to empirical evidence. In contrast, 
induction involves using specific and concrete observations to develop 
 abstract, logical relationships between phenomena. Induction implies the 
process of building theory. In the case of induction, the researcher develops 
new concepts and specifies the relationships between them on the basis 
of the evidence collected. The evidence is generalised during this process 
(Dooley 1990:70–71, 73; Ragin 1994:3–4, 46).

An example of induction is when I conclude that I am no good at ballroom 
dancing when I keep on making a fool of myself time after time, and 
continually step on the toes of my partner. In this case I connect a number of 
observations of the same kind of thing (my experiences of ballroom dancing) 
into a general statement applying to all cases of the same thing (I am useless 
at ballroom dancing). Deduction is the opposite of induction. Here we start 
with a general statement applying to all the cases of the same thing and 
apply it to a specific case. For example when I conclude that Venus (specific 
case) must revolve around the sun, because Venus is a planet, and all planets 
revolve around the sun (general statement), I am busy with deduction.

Ammassari (in Mongardini & Tabboni 1998:52) argues that research goes 
beyond the role of verifying and testing theory. Depending on the evidence 
collected, general ideas can be confirmed, refined and even reformulated. 
New evidence generated by research can also lead to the development of 
new theories.

 ACTiViTy 2.3
 Consider the excerpts from the articles by Knowles 
(1999) in unit 1 (Activity 1.11) and Wright et al (1999) 
in activity 2.7.

What reasoning processes predominate in these articles?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.3
Knowles (1999) follows an inductive approach. She begins with 
specific experiences, develops concepts to describe these and then 
moves towards more general and abstract statements about the 
construction of identities. Wright et al (1999) follow a deductive 
approach. They indicate the relationships that theories encourage 
us to examine. Propositions are stated and these are then 
examined empirically within a specific context.

2.2.5 Concludingremarks

Our discussion illustrates some general features of theory. Let us sum them 
up. Theory explains actual situations in social reality, not imaginary ones. 
Theory is a way of systematically thinking about the phenomena we observe 

 deduction:  
going from the general to the 

specific; using general principles to 
suggest specific outcomes

 induction:  
using a number of specific 

observations to formulate general 
principles
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or experience. Theory provides an indication of what we can logically expect 
in particular cases. Theory also provides a framework for interpreting and 
organising the information we have collected. But if theory is to do all this, it 
needs to be empirically testable. This empirical testability is the crucial feature 
that distinguishes theory from other forms of explanation (Goldenberg 
1992:45; Wilson 1983:3). Through research, we should be able to collect 
evidence that either supports or questions a particular theory. We evaluate 
theory through evidence and reason. Theory deductively guides research, 
while the information obtained through research inductively builds theory. 
Theory and research are therefore inseparable (Cohen 1989:22).

2.3 Theconceptualgroundingofresearch
But how do social researchers tackle empirical social reality — a reality that 
is always changing? Careful planning at the initial stage of the research project is 
crucial for its eventual success. In this section we look at how research is planned. 
We deal with matters such as deciding on a topic; conducting a literature review; 
focusing on a specific problem; and formulating a testable hypothesis.

2.3.1 Decidingonatopictoresearch

The first step in research is obviously to decide on a topic to research. 
Leedy (1993:8–9) argues that discovery is a primary concern of researchers. 
According to him research starts with a problem that needs to be solved. Social 
scientists are aware of the gaps they have in their knowledge of a particular 
topic. They read existing research to see what is known and what still needs to 
be found out. Also, social scientists are sometimes confronted by contradictory 
research findings or events that challenge existing explanations; these are both 
things that obviously require further research. An event covered in the media 
or their own personal experience may also spark their interest in a particular 
topic (Neuman 1997:121; Schutt 1995:37–38).

McNeill (1990:11–13) points out that the choice of a topic is never made in a 
vacuum. Both the researcher and the context in which research is conducted 
have an impact on each other. Often a topic is selected because a researcher 
is personally interested in finding out more about it (as we have indicated 
above). Personal values often determine a researcher’s choice of research 
topic. This personal interest ensures that the researcher will have the 
commitment and motivation to complete the project (Bell 1993:15–16). Even 
positivist social scientists acknowledge the role of these influences at the initial 
stage of research. There are two other factors that influence the choice of a 
research topic: the social and scientific significance of the research topic.

The social significance of research is linked to its practical relevance. 
Research opportunities often arise out of pressing social issues. In this 
respect the research should help to solve a specific problem. If this research 
is commissioned and funded by an agency or organisation dealing with 
the problem, it is often linked to policy objectives and the resolution of a 
problem (Layder 1998:11). Can you think of any examples?

Research is not only conducted to solve practical problems. Its scientific or 
academic significance is also important. The long-term contribution that 
research can make to the development of theories gives research academic 
significance. Research that is scientifically significant is undertaken to develop 
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knowledge in a particular field, regardless of its immediate practical usefulness 
(Schutt 1995:3).

To summarise, there are three broad factors that influence the choice of 
a research topic: personal interest, the need to solve a particular problem 
and the need to develop theories. The fact that a researcher is interested in 
a particular topic is seldom sufficient justification for research. Any research 
undertaken must have practical relevance (i.e. have social significance) and/
or contribute to developing theories (i.e. have scientific significance). The 
presence of these three factors (researcher’s interest, social and scientific 
significance) will ensure that our research has some relevance on a practical 
and/or a theoretical level and will prevent us from choosing a trivial topic.

 ACTiViTy 2.4
 Consider the research topics suggested by the following 
questions. Indicate whether the main objective of the 
proposed topic is problem-based or theory-based.

1. What is the extent of domestic violence in Johannesburg?’
2. Does giving encouraging feedback improve students achieve-

ments?
3. Why do people conform to group norms?
4. Should we treat others the way we would like to be treated?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.4
1. What is the extent of domestic violence in Johannesburg? 

This question has practical relevance. The authorities need 
to have some idea of the extent of this problem in order to 
allocate resources and provide support services. A researcher 
may start research into this topic out of personal interest 
(eg researcher has been, or knows someone who has been, a 
victim of violence). The objective of such research may be to 
(eventually) help victims. This type of research may also be 
commissioned by social welfare authorities. For instance, de-
pending on the findings of the research, funding may be al-
located for shelters for victims of domestic violence in those 
areas worst affected by the problem. If we had asked the 
question why domestic violence occurs, the research would 
have a more theoretical orientation.

2. Does giving encouraging feedback improve students’ 
achievements? This question seeks to determine whether a 
particular intervention on the part of lecturers (encourage-
ment) has positive consequences. This question clearly has 
practical relevance within a teaching environment. At the 
same time, research into this question will probably help 
develop theories about human learning behaviour.

3. Why do people conform to group norms? This question ad-
dresses an issue that is primarily a theoretical concern. 
Social psychologists have identified a number of factors that 
influence people’s behaviour. An understanding of the mech-
anisms that encourage conformity in groups can eventually 
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be used in specific situations. Research into this question 
can therefore also be of practical relevance

4. Should we treat others the way we would like to be treated? 
This question reflects personal interest. According to Schutt 
(1995:19) this question deals with an important moral and 
social issue. Most social scientists argue that issues like this 
are beyond their domain of expertise and better dealt with 
by either religion or philosophy. This question raises the 
crucial issue whether the topic is researchable. In its pres-
ent form, this question is unresearchable. It is conceivable, 
though, that social scientists may study related issues such 
as interpersonal conflict, the consequences of forgiveness or 
even people’s opinions on whether we should treat others as 
we would like to be treated. However, in these instances the 
moral question posed by this issue is not answered.

Our discussion suggests that solutions to practical problems can make a 
contribution to theory and that theory-oriented research is often practically 
relevant. We have indicated that theory plays a crucial role in identifying 
questions that are worth answering and that, in fact, are answerable.

Our initial interest in a topic starts with our personal interest in this topic. We 
then do an overview of known evidence and/or a consideration of the practical 
problems involved in researching a certain issue. By considering the scientific 
and/or social significance of a research topic, we will not waste time on trivial 
concerns (Graziano & Raulin 1993:162; Schutt 1995:35–36). In a sense the 
initial ideas about the topic provide the stimulus for research, but we only reap 
the full benefit if we subject these ideas to the rigorous, systematic and critical 
scrutiny that we associate with scientific inquiry. Here Mason (1996:6) points 
out that “whilst identifying a general interest or topic is fairly straightforward, it 
is much more of a challenge to define an effective project with a clear, relevant 
and intellectually worthwhile focus.” To summarise, researchers endeavour 
to tackle significant problems and to find meaningful answers to the questions 
they raise. In doing so, they look at both the practical usefulness of the research 
and its contribution to the discipline.

2.3.2 Conductingaliteraturereview
Identifying a topic or an area of interest is only the beginning. Neuman 
(1997:122) suggests that the first step in narrowing a topic into a researchable 
question is to examine what the literature says about it. Read the excerpt 
from Olivier’s article (1991:110) in the South African Journal of Sociology titled 
“State repression and collective action in South Africa, 1970–1984”. It is an 
example of a literature review.

This article deals with the explanations for collective action, in this case the 
actions of the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa. Examples of this 
were the mobilisation of workers in trade unions federated to COSATU as 
well as community organisations working under the umbrella of the UDF, all 
of which was geared to getting rid of Apartheid. The author asks if repression 
by the state in the form of detentions of activists and similar actions could 
help explain why mobilisation against Apartheid declined at some stages.
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Readingbox2.1

How do repressive measures by the state affect rates of ethnic collective 
action? Previous research identified contagion and exhaustion effects as a 
fourth dynamic that influences the occurence of collective action. While 
there seems to be a great deal of agreement among researchers about 
the way in which events spread across locations (Lieberson & Silverman 
1965; Spileman 1971; Olzak 1987), the decline in the incidence of 
collective action is not well understood. Exhaustion, political co-optation 
of participants, and an increase in social control and repression have 
been identified as factors that may explain the decline in the incidence of 
collective action (Obershall 1978; Kelly & Isaac 1984; Tarrow 1989). The 
way in which state repression influences levels of collective action is the 
focus of this study.

While the capacity for and exercise of state repression is often cited as an 
important variable (Marx 1970; 1979; Spilerman 1976; McAdam 1982; 
Kelly & Isaac 1984), the number of studies measuring repression directly 
is considerably smaller than one would expect. The small amount of 
evidence available on this issue is inconclusive.

Research by Snyder & Tilly (1972), Feagin & Hahn (1973), Tilly, Tilly & 
Tilly (1975), Kritzer (1977), McAdam (1982) and Kelly & Isaac (1984) 
suggest that repression works: repression leads to a decline in collective 
action. However, Tilly (1978) suggests that levels of collective action are 
low when repression is either low or high and that levels of collective 
action are highest with intermediate levels of repression. The findings of 
Muller (1985) support this argument.

The latter argument is tested here. That is, whether the incidence 
of collective (political) action is relatively high under conditions of 
intermediate repressiveness and relatively low under conditions of 
repression that are either very low or very high (Muller 1985).

Looking at what the literature says about a topic introduces the researcher 
to the debates and arguments surrounding this topic. This enables the 
researcher to gain insight into the topic and to identify the key issues that 
need to be explored. You will see that many of the things we identify here 
as crucial for a literature review also form part of the theoretical aspect of 
research. Reviewing the literature means that the researcher reads both 
theory and the research it has generated. The literature review is a useful 
source of questions since it identifies gaps in knowledge, shows up potential 
pitfalls, and helps us avoid unnecessary duplication by showing us what 
has been covered already. It also enables us to assess the contributions 
researchers make to a field of study. The literature review therefore plays 
a crucial role in determining both the feasibility and credibility of research. 
It places the research in a broad framework and provides a foundation and 
justification for further research. The researcher is challenged to think about 
how his or her work extends, modifies, supports or challenges that of others 
(Bell 1993:33–34; Neuman 1997:89, 95–96).
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 ACTiViTy 2.5
 Consider the excerpt provided in reading box 2.1 again 
and answer the following questions.

1. What is the purpose of the literature review?
2. Is the orientation of this research problem  

primarily theoretical or practical?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.5’

1. The literature establishes the conceptual framework within 
which the research is located. (This may have been difficult 
to pinpoint, because we have only given you a short excerpt 
of the literature review.) In this excerpt the author refers a 
number of studies to establish the importance and viabil-
ity of the research question. Justification for the research is 
provided by indicating that “the capacity for and exercise of 
state repression” is a key variable (see the second paragraph 
in the reading box) and that more evidence is needed on this 
issue. Can you see that the researcher gets ideas on the topic 
by thoroughly reviewing the literature? The question asked 
is therefore grounded in the literature on the topic. This 
enables Olivier (1991) to take into account what is already 
known about this topic and what still needs to be found out. 
In the rest of his article, Olivier links a number of questions 
that still need investigation to the literature on the topic. In 
the reading box, we have only provided his discussion on one 
of the four key questions he identifies to illustrate this point.

2. The article has a clear theoretical concern. In the first para-
graph of the excerpt in the reading box, Olivier (1991) points 
out that “the decline in the incidence of collective action is 
not well understood”. His research therefore aims to provide 
an explanation for this phenomenon. The fact that he relies 
on a number of insights from other researchers and theorists 
illustrates the cumulative nature of science (i.e. that science 
builds on itself). If you carefully look at the third paragraph in 
the reading box you will see that Olivier (1991) acknowledges 
what he has learned from the work of various researchers. He 
uses these ideas to formulate the problem he will study (see 
the fourth paragraph). Can you see that this is a deductive ap-
proach and that he is testing a particular proposition?

Now that we have demonstrated the usefulness of the literature review, 
let us briefly consider some practical hints on where to obtain sources of 
information. Neuman (1997:91) identifies a number of sources in which 
scholars publish their work, that is: journals, books, dissertations, research 
reports and conference papers. Other useful sources are government 
documents, policy papers and newspaper articles. The Internet, of course, 
is now widely used by researchers. Mouton (1996:21) points out that the 
Internet has freed researchers from depending on libraries as sources of 
information. Libraries have a catalogue and often a number of data bases that 
can be searched electronically to find sources.
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The librarian is a professional trained in the efficient organisation and retrieval 
of information. In this respect the librarian can be a useful resource for the 
researcher. However, the researcher should still take responsibility for the 
literature search, be clear on what is being sought and consult the librarian 
only for assistance (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:66–68; Neuman 
1997:98; Palys 1997:40).

2.3.3 Specifyingaresearchquestion

It should be apparent from the discussion of the literature review that there 
are a number of issues that can be dealt with and studied in any particular 
topic that is chosen. Initially a researcher should not immediately formulate a 
specific research question when approaching a particular topic. This will be 
too limiting. However, eventually the researcher will have to clearly specify 
a research question. Thisisveryimportant. If the research cannot be 
delimited to specific “what” or “why” question, chances are that the eventual 
research will be hopelessly muddled. At what stage in the research process 
this question emerges depends on the researcher’s knowledge, the aim 
of the research and the approach chosen. In quantitative and explanatory 
research, the question is specified much sooner than in qualitative and 
exploratory research (Leedy 1993:59; Sarantakos 1998:120, 126).

Feasibility is, of course, crucial. Many novice researchers make the mistake of 
trying to research more than is reasonably manageable. The researcher may 
be able to identify a large number of appropriate research questions, but the 
time and resources available may well limit the investigation. Some research 
questions can be made more manageable by breaking them up into parts 
(Dooley 1990:68; Schutt 1995:35–36).

Specifying the question enables the researcher to identify the essence of the 
research. This ensures that the researcher has clarity on what needs to be 
done and that he or she focuses on the question to be answered.

 ACTiViTy 2.6
 Consider the excerpt provided in reading box 2.1 again 
and answer the following questions.

1. Is the research question specific?
2. Is the research question researchable?’

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.6
1. The research question is specific. It focuses attention on the 

impact of state repression on collective action. It should be 
apparent from the supporting literature referred to that re-
pression is one of several factors identified in explaining the 
decline in collective action. Would you agree that by focusing 
on repression only, Olivier (1991) makes his research more 
manageable?

2. This question was probably more difficult to assess. It never-
theless is an important issue all researchers have to consid-
er. As the title of Olivier’s paper (1991) suggests he considers 
this question by looking at incidents of collective action in 
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South Africa over a historical period and relates this to the 
extent of state repression within this time frame. He there-
fore delineated his research question by focussing on a par-
ticular period and a particular place. This makes his research 
manageable within a reasonable timeframe. In delineating 
the topic Olivier (1991) clearly states what he intends to do 
in the fourth and last paragraph of the excerpt. The question 
is formulated in such a way that it can be answered. By ask-
ing a theoretically informed and empirically testable ques-
tion, Olivier (1991) ensures that he contributes towards our 
knowledge on the topic.

There is a considerable amount of thinking before the actual doing of the 
research. The researcher reflects on what has been asked and what needs 
to be found out. Can you see how Oliver (1991) supports his questions by 
referring to the literature on the topic and indicating what he expects to find 
out on the basis of these theoretical insights? Graziano and Raulin (1993:2) 
point out that “knowing how to ask questions is as important as knowing 
how to go about answering them”.

Once the problem has been specified and the goal of the research is clear, 
a number of questions can be used to structure the research. Reading box 
2.1 only contains the discussion on one of four subproblems Oliver (1991) 
identifies in his article. All four of these questions can be studied together or 
separately as time and resources dictate (Leedy 1993:60–61, 70). Specifying 
a research problem forces us to start thinking about how we will conduct the 
research and whether it will be possible.

Leedy (1993:121, 139) points out that the nature of the evidence required 
and the questions asked determine what research methodology is 
used — either quantitative or qualitative. In the remainder of this study unit 
we shall concentrate on quantitative research.

 In quantitative research a topic is formulated as a specific research question. 
Research cannot be undertaken without a clearly constructed question. 
Propositions logically related in theories (see our discussion above where 
we said that theories consist of propositions that are connected in a 
logical manner) are refined into specific researchable statements, namely 
hypotheses. In the process key constructs are operationalised.This allows 
the testing (scrutiny) of claims made to see whether they are applicable to a 
particular case (Chafetz 1978:7, 92; Palys 1997:58).

 In quantitative research we intend to establish causal connections between 
things. Our hypotheses are therefore constructed so as to be able to reflect 
such connections. Causal explanations identify a cause and effect relationship 
between phenomena. Four conditions need to be met to establish whether 
a causal relationship exists between phenomena:

1. First, the cause should become apparent or change in some way be-
fore the effect, or any change in the effect, is observed. This suggests 
that there should be a time delay between the cause and the effect.

2. Second, the variation (change) in the phenomena linked should occur 
in both the cause and the effect. This suggests that the cause and effect 
are associated. However, we have to make sure that no spurious fac-
tors are operating. Because, if such factors are operating, the assumed 
relationship between the cause and effect will then be false.

 
 hypothesis:  

a testable statement about the 
relationship between variables

operationalise:  
procedure followed to make an 

abstract construct empirically 
observable

 causality:  
that one thing leads to 

another — in our case, that the 
presence, absence or change of one 

variable determines the presence, 
absence or change of another 

variable
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3. The third condition, therefore, is that all possible factors influencing the 
relationship between the phenomena linked must be taken into consid-
eration. By eliminating all other possible explanations we can have more 
confidence that there is a cause-and-effect relationship between the phe-
nomena. All three of these conditions mentioned need to be met before 
we can establish causality. However, the third condition, namely that we 
should exclude alternatives, is never complete. It is an ongoing process be-
cause new explanations continue to crop up as our knowledge develops.

4. Fourth, the rationale for the proposed relationship between phenom-
ena should be based on careful reasoning (Goldenberg 1992:117, 125; 
181–182; Neuman 1997:49–52, 118).

2.3.4 Framingahypothesis

A hypothesis is a tentative statement of the relationship between two or more 
variables. In many ways, this statement is an informed guess that indicates what 
we can expect to find in our research. We thus start to think about possible 
answers to the questions we ask right from the moment we start formulating 
them. In this respect the literature review is particularly useful. By relying on 
our own observation, reading the research of others and the various theories 
available, we can get a good indication of what we expect the outcome of 
the research to be. See the third and fourth paragraphs in reading box 2.1. Of 
course, we are not suggesting that the answer to the problem is a foregone 
conclusion. If this were the case there would be no point in conducting the 
research! Nevertheless, a sound theoretical framework enables the researcher 
to identify those factors most likely to have a bearing on the particular problem 
being studied (Leedy 1993:14, 75; McNeill 1990:21; Ragin 1994:14).

In formulating testable statements any vagueness hidden in the question has to 
be eliminated. In order to meet the requirement of testability the researcher 
is compelled to be specific, precise and clear (unambiguous). The hypothesis 
is such a formal statement related to a particular context. This enables 
researchers to gather information to empirically determine whether the 
proposed relationship applies or not. The hypothesis therefore plays a crucial 
role in research because it directs or focuses the researcher’s attention to 
particular phenomena and the relationship between them. In this respect the 
hypothesis guides the research by identifying the evidence required (Frankfort-
Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:63–64; Sarantakos 1998:133–134).

Consider the following hypothesis. The higher the degree of residential segregation, 
the greater the collective identification. Why would we regard this statement 
as a hypothesis? Because it suggests a specific relationship between two 
phenomena — residential segregation and collective identification. Residential 
segregation is the phenomenon whereby people of different race or ethnic 
groups live in separate residential areas. This creates a phenomenon we call 
"proximity", which refers to the fact that people who are similar live closely 
together. Collective identification is the extent to which people see themselves 
as belonging to a specific group, such as white or black. This statement 
clearly suggests what we can expect in certain circumstances. The logic of 
this relationship can be attributed to social psychological studies that identify 
proximity, shared experiences and frequency of interaction as key factors in the 
emergence of such identification (Hogg & Abrams 1988:96). This makes sense, 
because we would expect people to interact more frequently and to share 
experiences if they live in close proximity. All these factors are influenced by the 
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degree of residential segregation experienced. But is this proposed relationship 
testable? Yes, because we can compare more segregated residential areas with 
less segregated ones. Note that we are also assuming here that collective identity 
is observable and measurable. We discuss operationalisation (making concepts 
measurable) in the next section of this study unit.

 Linking these two phenomena only makes sense if it is possible to identify a 
pattern, for example that the one increases if the other decreases, or vice versa. 
This suggests potential variability (change) in the two phenomena that are related 
to each other. In order to account for this, it is necessary that the concepts that 
are connected be defined in the form of variables. A variable is a concept that has 
characteristics that can change, that is, take more than one value. These values 
can change quantitatively or qualitatively. For example, “degree of residential 
segregation” reflects a quantitative change. In some areas residential segregation 
may be high, whereas in others it may be low. In contrast, religious affiliation 
reflects a qualitative change, for example from Hindu to Muslim or Christian. It 
should be clear that a variable should at least imply two possibilities in order to 
reflect some change from one case to another. An example is the variable “sex” 
which has two possible values, “male” and “female”.

 ACTiViTy 2.7
Think of at least five more variables that relate to 
individual people and that have characteristics that can 
change quantitatively and five variables concerning 
people that have values that differ qualitatively.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.7
Our examples are as follows:

1. Quantitative change: 
Mass, length, age, income and level of education. These vari-
ables describe a person in terms of quantitative character-
istics, and can be expressed in measurements such as kilo-
grams, centimetres, number of years and Rands.

2. Qualitative change: 
Place of residence (expressed in for example “urban” and 
“rural”), handedness (left-handed or right-handed), political 
outlook (for example “conservative” or “liberal”), ethnic affilia-
tion (for example Xhosa, Afrikaans and so on) and HIV status.

We have repeatedly stated that variables are related to each other. When 
the researcher suggests that there is a causal relationship between the 
two, this means that the researcher believes that one variable influences 
the other. This implies that one variable changes in some way before the 
 other one does. We have listed the criteria for causality above. As far as the 
hypothesis is concerned we distinguish between the dependentvariable 
and independentvariable. The dependent variable (effect) is explained by 
the independent variable (cause).

In a research hypothesis, the direction of the relationship between the two 
variables is also frequently stated. In our example, we have stated that there 
is a positive relationship between the degree of residential segregation and 

 
 
 
 
 

 values:  
used here to mean measurement  

of amount, quantity or degree

 dependent variable:  
the variable that is influenced or 

changed; the effect
independent variable: the variable 

that influences or changes the 
dependent variable; the cause
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the strength of collective identification. This means that we are assuming that 
these two variables change together in the same direction. In other words, 
when residential segregation decreases we expect the strength of collective 
identification to decrease. If we suggest that the relationship between 
variables is negative, this means that we believe the two variables change 
in opposite ways. Durkheim, for instance, suggested that the stronger the 
social bonds between people, the lower the rate of suicide (Frankfort-
Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:60; Neuman 1997:107).

Deciding which variable is the dependent or independent variable is not 
always easy — careful reasoning is needed. In our example, the dependent 
variable is collective identification and the independent variable residential 
segregation. In another hypothesis, collective identification may be the 
independent variable. An example of such a hypothesis would be: The 
greater the collective identification the higher the intergroup conflict. Can you 
see that we would logically regard the degree of collective identification 
to determine the extent of intergroup conflict in this instance? If people 
strongly identify with their own group, it is likely that they will be suspicious 
of outsiders, thus making conflict with outsiders more likely. The topics social 
scientists study are complex and multidimensional. A hypothesis only tests a 
specific relationship. Often a number of hypotheses are linked to each other 
(Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 1996:56; Neuman 1997:108).

 ACTiViTy 2.8
 Consider the following hypothesis: Women are more in 
favour of birth control than men.

1. What are the two variables in this hypothesis?
2. Identify the independent variable.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.8
1. The two variables that are related to each other in this hypoth-

esis are sex and attitude to birth control. Sex is a dichotomous 
variable because it has only two possible attributes (values): male 
or female. Remember that, a variable can change in value from 
one case to another. John is a male and Thandi is a female.

2. Sex is the independent variable. We can logically argue that a 
person’s sex may influence his or her attitude to birth control. 
This anticipated variation can be linked, theoretically, to fac-
tors such as patriarchy. Sex cannot be a dependent variable. 
A particular attitude to birth control does not determine a 
person’s sex. Remember that social scientists tend to consider 
probabilities rather than certainties. This hypothesis therefore 
does not imply that all men are negative towards birth control. 
However, it suggests that we can observe a pattern in atti-
tudes to birth control. Men are generally less in favour of birth 
control and women (who in the process gain greater control 
over reproduction) tend to be more in favour of it.

Once we have gathered evidence, we either confirm or reject the 
hypothesis. A hypothesis is never conclusively proven. In social science, 
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there is always an element of doubt. This ensures that science is not a closed 
process. Social scientists have a duty to consider alternative explanations. 
However, as evidence mounts in favour of a particular hypothesis our 
confidence in its prediction is strengthened. On the other hand, where 
findings contradict a hypothesis, we have to modify our knowledge on the 
topic (Neuman 1997:109–110). For instance, we may find out that religious 
 affiliation is aninterveningvariable in the attitude to birth control. Catholics 
are generally less in favour of birth control than Protestants, irrespective of 
whether they are women or men.

Testing hypotheses implies that we accept that there is an external reality that 
influences people in a stable fashion. If you remember, not all researchers 
believe this (see section 2.2.1). Nevertheless, hypotheses play a valuable 
role in research. They force a researcher to state his or her expectations 
publicly. This is then open to critical scrutiny. Palys (1997:62) points out that 
although hypothesis testing is not appropriate for every problem, researchers 
should still state their expectations. It allows other people to understand the 
researcher’s line of reasoning.

Hypotheses clearly specify what we research. But how do we actually set 
about observing these factors? Neuman (1997:128) points out that “[o]nce 
you have narrowed topics, explanations, and research into hypotheses and 
variables, the next step is to measure the variables to test hypotheses with 
empirical evidence”. Let us now consider how we ensure that variables in a 
hypothesis are observable and measurable.

2.3.5 Operationalisingconcepts

As abstract ideas, concepts play a crucial role in the communication between 
social scientists. It is imperative that the concepts used in a research project 
are clearly defined, because their meaning is by no means always obvious. 
Do you remember our discussion on poverty and the distinction drawn 
between absolute poverty and relative poverty (see section 2.2.2)? As 
we saw, there are differences in the way social scientists use concepts and 
the way the public use concepts; we also pointed out that social scientists 
may define concepts differently, depending on the theoretical approach 
they follow. Conceptual clarity is crucial because concepts structure our 
observation. The process of conceptualisation basically means defining the 
terminology used in a testable statement of the problem (the hypothesis) in 
such a way that there is no possibility of misunderstanding what it refers to 
(Chafetz 1978:46–47; Leedy 1993:73–74).

Doing research requires that we observe what we intend to study. Once we 
have defined concepts clearly and know what we are looking for, we have 
to start thinking about how to measure them. This brings us to the process 
of operationalisation: that is, making our defined concepts measurable. 
The empirical basis of social science depends on our ability to measure key 
concepts to determine “their occurrence, strength and frequency” (Babbie 
1995:50; Sarantakos 1998:130).

Operationalisation involves transforming a theoretical concept into an 
empirical variable. We have said that a variable is an empirical representation 
of an abstract concept. The operationalisation of a concept such as sex 
is quite straightforward. Constructs (highly abstract concepts) such as 

 intervening variable:  
a variable that is the effect of one 
variable and the cause of another 

variable
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alienation are more difficult to operationalise. Before we can operationalise 
such a complex concept, we need to cover all the aspects or dimensions 
of the concept. For instance, alienation is operationalised by identifying all 
its dimensions. These are: powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, 
social isolation and self-estrangement. These dimensions are called 
indicators. The indicators are derived from definitions which are again related 
 to theory. An indicator is an observable measure. It is essential to specify 
indicators that provide an accurate measurement of the variable. Let’s go 
back to our example of alienation. Here, the indicator “powerlessness” is 
for instance measured by looking at the role played in decision-making. 
Powerless people tend to be left out of the decision-making process — this 
is something we can actually observe. Operationalisation helps us to avoid 
any “looseness” in measuring concepts by making us specify the indicators 
precisely (Babbie 1995:51, 55; Chafetz 1978:53–54; Frankfort-Nachmias & 
Nachmias 1996:32–33; Mason 1996:66).

A crucial part of research is the conceptualising and operationalising of 
core concepts. These two processes determine how we view a particular 
phenomenon and have a fundamental impact on the conclusions we draw 
from our research. To illustrate this point, in reading box 2.2 we provide 
the following example on how the gross domestic product is defined and 
measured in South Africa.

Readingbox2.2

Read the excerpt from Enslin’s article in Business Day titled “GDP defies 
expectations: revised data shows SA was never in recession and is more 
buoyant than previously thought” (22 June 1999).

 SA was plucked out of a technical recession yesterday after the 
release of revised gross domestic product (GDP) data for last year, 
and was given further hope of improved growth with banks cutting 
lending rates.

 Data released by Statistics SA yesterday showed that SA’s GDP, 
on a seasonally adjusted annualised basis, had grown 0,4% in the 
first quarter of this year, surprising economists who, according to a 
Reuters’ poll, were expecting a decline of 0,3%.

 Stats SA released revised data for last year which showed SA was not 
in recession, as the data previously indicated. Technically, a recession 
is defined as two consecutive quarters of negative growth. The 
revisions show SA experienced negative growth only in the third 
quarter of last year when the economy contracted 2,3% compared 
with a previous estimate of -2,5%. In the fourth quarter of last year 
growth was revised upwards to 0,2% from a previous -0,3%. Last 
year real GDP growth was revised to 0,5% from 0,1%. The data 
released yesterday was based on a new accounting framework, a 
change in the base year to 1995 from 1990, and a rebenchmarking of 
economic activity.

 Finance director-general Maria Ramos said the data showed the 
economy was more buoyant and more resilient than previously

 indicator:  
an observable measure 

 of a variable or concept
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believed and that the data supported expectations of better 
growth. However, economists said even though the growth 
scenario had improved, the economy was still weak and there 
remained further scope for interest rate cuts.

 The review was conducted during a period in which SA’s economy 
was becoming more integrated into the world economy and the 
new approach altered the weights of different industries, their 
contribution to economic activity, and recorded industries which 
previously were not included.

What does this reading illustrate? That a reconceptualisation of the concept 
gross domestic product means that we are now observing slight growth in 
South Africa instead of a recession. Our definition of gross domestic product 
determines how much growth South Africa registers. The definition and 
measurement of gross domestic product is politically significant because 
it demonstrates how well the economy is doing. The article goes on to 
indicate that this has brought the measurement more into line with the 
current practice internationally. Goldenberg (1987:22) points out that any 
concept can be measured in several ways and that we should choose the 
most appropriate and accurate way. What we are pointing out here is that 
the way we conceptualise and measure concepts influences the way we 
perceive the phenomena these concepts relate to. We could have used 
poverty, unemployment or the crime rate as examples. If you follow the news, 
you would know that the way in which crime is classified that is, as murder, 
manslaughter or aggravated assault, for example, is politically quite sensitive.

The following diagram summarises the link between concepts and indicators 
in the context of a hypothesis. The hypothesis is as follows:

Social class is positively related to political conservatism. In other words, 
the higher a person’s socio-economic status (that is the richer and better 
educated they are) the more conservative they will be.

Social class Political
conservatism

Concepts (abstract)

• Level of education
• Income
• Occupation
• Prestige

At the level of
concrete

measurement

• Opposed to welfare 
   provision
• Opposed to government
   regulating business
• Supports Party X

Indicators (concrete)

DIAGRAM 2.1
The link between concepts and indicators

(Adapted from Farden 1973:57)

On the theoretical level
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In this diagram, we start with a relationship between two concepts (social 
class and conservatism). In order to make this relationship concretely 
measurable, we need to operationalise the two concepts. This is done with 
reference to indicators such as level of education in the one case and attitude 
towards welfare provision in the other.

2.3.6 Concludingremarks
The researcher has to make a number of crucial decisions before actually 
conducting quantitative research. Planning research begins by selecting 
a topic. Initially the researcher has a vague idea on what to study. The 
literature review plays a crucial role in developing a research proposal and 
generating a manageable question. The process of conducting quantitative 
research is further aided by formulating a hypothesis. Researchers have to 
ensure that the variables they claim are related to each other are actually 
measurable. Operationalisation plays a key role here.

 ACTiViTy 2.9
1. Choose a topic of your own in the social sciences  

that you think is worthwhile researching.
2. Identify key issues or problems linked to the topic.
3. Formulate a specific research question for one problem.
4. Frame a hypothesis linked to the research question.
5. Identify the variables.
6. Operationalise the concepts used.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 2.9
This activity asks you to apply your knowledge. By doing this 
activity you revise a significant portion of this study unit. This 
activity should give you an indication of the difficulty of designing 
a research project. We cannot anticipate the topic you have chosen 
nor how you have developed it. To illustrate the process, we have 
given you an example. Please note that you do not need to study 
this example for the exam. Simply read it to understand the 
processes involved.

1. We select the teaching of social sciences as a topic. This choice 
is based on personal interest and, depending on how the 
problem is framed, may be practically applicable and may help 
us develop theories. But, as a topic, it is extremely broad. By 
focusing on distance education we delimit it further.

2. The narrowed down topic — that is, teaching social sci-
ences through distance education, involves numerous issues 
that can be addressed through research. For instance: what 
particular problems do students experience when studying 
social sciences at a distance? Are social science students 
self-directed learners? Are the activities provided in social 
science study guides useful? Why do students drop out of 
social science courses? We have introduced a number of 
related concepts that need to be defined in the process of 
identifying some key issues. To be more specific we develop 
the last issue further.
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3. At all universities a portion of the students that register for 
courses during the year decide to abandon them. This is 
known as drop-out. Curbing drop-out is one of the challeng-
es universities face. Kember (1990:11) adapts Tinto’s theoret-
ical model to demonstrate that drop-out is a consequence of 
an interplay between students’ personal characteristics, their 
goal commitment, the social and work environment they 
are located in, and the academic environment of the institu-
tion in which they are studying. It is difficult to change the 
personal characteristics of students, their motivation, or their 
social and work environments. The obvious point of depar-
ture for our research is to look at the academic environment. 
As lecturers we are directly involved in this sphere. Can you 
see that we are narrowing down the topic even further by 
focusing on one of the dimensions of the theoretical model? 
 
One of the factors that influences integration into the aca-
demic environment is contact between the student and the 
university. We can, for the purpose of our study, decide to 
focus on only this and ask a specific research question such 
as: does the contact students have with lecturers prevent 
drop-out? This question can, in turn, be broken down into 
subquestions by looking at the frequency, type and nature of 
the contact with the student. We may expect that students 
who have more contact (frequency), more personal contact 
(type) and more helpful contact (nature), will feel academi-
cally more integrated into the university and therefore be 
less likely to drop out. Do you see how we progressively re-
fine the topic and start asking specific questions about it?

4. The key concepts linked in this question are “contact” and 
“drop-out”. We can therefore argue that: The higher the con-
tact, the lower the drop-out. What this hypothesis suggests 
is that the more contact social sciences lecturers have with 
their students, the less likely these students will drop out of 
their courses. We therefore imply a particular relationship 
between contact and drop-out.

5. To measure the variability of contact we can record the 
frequency of contact with lecturers (how many times or how 
often). Compared with our first variable (that can range 
from the value “no contact” to “frequent contact” [eg daily]), 
the second variable, drop-out, has only two possible values. 
There are two possible attributes: continuance or discontinu-
ance. Continuance implies that the student has persevered; 
discontinuance implies that the student has dropped out. 
 
We measure drop-out by counting the number of students 
who have discontinued and divide it by the number of stu-
dents who have registered. Considered logically, contact 
precedes the decision whether to continue or to drop out. 
Contact is therefore a potential cause and the effect is the 
decision whether to continue or to drop out. It follows from 
our discussion that contact is the independent variable and 
drop-out the dependent variable.
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6.  Do you agree that contact with lecturers can have different 
values, from “none” to “daily”? We therefore regard contact 
as a variable. To identify the students who drop out, we need 
to distinguish between students who drop out (eg not sub-
mitting the required number of assignments) and those who 
cannot meet the requirements set for completing the course, 
in spite of their perseverance. We may decide, for instance, 
to take students’ attempts to meet the admission require-
ments for the examination as an indicator of whether or not 
they have dropped out. If submitting and passing an assign-
ment determines admission to the examination, persever-
ance is determined by using all opportunities until examina-
tion admission is obtained. This means that a student who 
does not use all possible chances to gain enough credits to 
write the examination drops out. The student withdraws by 
not submitting an adequate number of assignments to meet 
the admission requirements for the examination. Can you 
see how we have operationalised the concept for a particular 
study?

We have explored the academic environment by considering one of its 
dimensions — academic integration, and a specific factor of this dimension, 
namely contact. Our purpose was to consider the impact of contact on 
academic integration. We pointed out that the literature suggests that, apart 
from frequency, both the type and the nature of contact may play a role in 
determining the level of students’ academic integration. We suggested that 
the level of academic integration has repercussions for the drop-out rate. Do 
you remember that we stated that the higher the academic integration, the 
less likely it is that a student will drop out?

2.4 Conclusion
This study unit dealt with the relationship between theory and research, 
particularly the many and varied ways in which theory plays a crucial role in 
research. We started off by trying to get a better handle on what a theory is. 
Theories consist of propositions, and propositions are made up of concepts. 
We considered the important role played by a particular kind of concept, 
namely the variable, in quantitative research, as well as how to formulate 
a hypothesis using positive and negative connections between variables. 
We also investigated the practical decisions, for example deciding upon the 
research question, that a researcher has to make at the planning stage of 
research in order to orientate him- or herself to the research.

TEST yOURSELF

Listofterms:

1.  causality
2.  deduction
3.  fact
4.  induction
5.  intervening variable
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6. operationalisation
7. positive relationship
8. spuriousness
9. theory

10. variable

Match the correct term from the list provided to the statements below:
Listofstatements:
1. a conceptual framework providing an explanation
2. a statement linking a cause and effect
3. the process of making abstract concepts empirically measurable
4. moving from concrete and specific findings to abstract and general 

principles
5. working from abstract ideas or principles towards concrete and specific 

manifestations
6. a variable mediating between the initial cause and the final effect
7. a causal association between two variables where, if one increases, the 

other one also increases
8. an empirically verifiable observation
9. an apparent causal relationship, which is false because a third variable 

actually causes changes within the two variables thought to be related
10. an empirical phenomenon that can take on more than one value

Read the following statements and indicate whether they are true or false. 
Briefly give a reason.

11. If an exception is found to a regularity, pattern or social law, this regu-
larity, pattern or social law ceases to exist.

12. If two or more variables are associated, we can be confident that they 
have a causal relationship.

13. Hypotheses are confirmed rather than proven.

MULTipLE-ChOiCE qUESTiONS
14. Choose themost correct option. Social scientists have found that the fol-

lowing conclusion applies universally across settings: as the frequency of 
favourable interaction increases, sentiment (liking) increases. This reflects a
(1)  social law
(2)  concept
(3)  hypothesis
(4)  paradigm
(5)  theory

15. Identify the correct option. A theory:
a cannot be substantiated
b identifies links between phenomena
c is concrete and factual
d provides an explanation
e is abstract
f applies only to a specific case
(1)  a b e
(2)  b d e
(3)  d e f
(4)  c d f
(5)  b c d
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16. Identify the incorrect statement
(1)  Researchers often select topics they have an interest in.
(2)  A literature review is a source of research ideas.
(3)  A literature review can sensitise the researcher to potential pitfalls.
(4) Hypotheses determine what data will be collected.
(5)  Facts speak for themselves.

17. Identify theincorrect statement. A hypothesis:
(1) summarises the results of the research
(2) must be testable
(3) relates phenomena to each other
(4) can be rejected
(5) is an idea

18. Which of the following is the best example of a hypothesis?
(1) There is a link between stereotyping and discrimination.
(2) Alienation is the same as powerlessness and meaninglessness.
(3) Behaviour is influenced by perceived sanctions and rewards.
(4) The higher the unemployment rate, the greater the incidence of 

petty crime.
(5) There are more female students than male students.

19. Identify the variables in the following hypothesis: Women are more 
likely to have a favourable attitude towards birth control than men.
a women
b men
c birth control
d sex
e attitude towards birth control

(1) a b
(2) a b c
(3) d e
(4) a b e
(5) a b c d e

20.  Americans have fewer inhibitions than Germans. In this finding, the 
dependent variable is
(1) inhibition
(2) Americans
(3) Germans
(4) lower than
(5) nationality

21. A negative relationship between variables in a hypothesis implies that:
(1) the independent variable does not influence the dependent vari-

able
(2) the dependent variable influences the independent variable
(3) the hypothesis is rejected
(4) there is causal association between two variables where if one 

decreases, the other one also decreases
(5) there is causal association between two variables where if one 

increases, the other one decreases
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22.  A researcher studying religiosity identifies dimensions of the construct. 
This process is called
(1) theorising
(2) measurement
(3) conceptualisation
(4) operationalisation
(5) deduction

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
Matching the terms to the statements that describe them requires you to 
thoroughly study the content of the study guide. We list the term first, and 
then the matching statement.

1. (9) Theory is a (1) conceptual framework providing an explanation. See 
2.2 (and 2.2.1 in particular).

2. (1) Causality implies (2) a statement linking a cause and effect. See 
2.2.3.

3. (6) Operationalisation is (3) the process of making abstract concepts 
empirically measurable. See 2.3.5.

4. (4) Induction implies (4) moving from concrete and specific findings 
towards abstract and general principles. See 2.2.5.

5. (2) Deduction implies (5) going from abstract ideas or principles to 
concrete and specific manifestations. See 2.2.5.

6. (5) An intervening variable is (6) a variable mediating between the initial 
cause and the final effect. See 2.3.4.

7. In causality, a positive relationship (7) is (7) a causal association be-
tween two variables where, if one increases, the other one also 
increases. See 2.3.4.

8. (3) A fact is (8) an empirically verifiable observation. See 2.2.2.
9. (8) Spuriousness implies (9) an apparent causal relationship, which is 

false because a third variable actually causes changes to the two vari-
ables thought to be related. See 2.2.3.

10. (10) A variable is (10) an empirical phenomenon that can take on more 
than one value. See 2.4.4.

To be able to answer whether these statements are true or false you need 
to study the material thoroughly.

11. (False) See 2.2.2. Remember we describe social laws as being prob-
abilities rather than certainties. Some exceptions to the rule (law) are 
permissible and do not bring the validity of social law into dispute.

12. (False) See 2.2.3. Note that association is only one of four require-
ments for causality. The other three requirements are temporal 
sequencing, the exclusion of alternative explanations to prevent spuri-
ousness and reasoning.

13.  (True) See 2.3.4. We have pointed out that there always is the possibil-
ity that new evidence might refute a hypothesis.

The correct options for the multiple-choice questions are provided below.

14. (1) See 2.2.2. The conclusion of the study suggests a regularity. We 
have pointed out that it is positivists who attempt to uncover regulari-
ties or patterns in social reality. These regularities or patterns are called 
social laws. Option one is the most correct option. Remember we 
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are referring to a finding or conclusion drawn from a study. If we had 
indicated that social scientists intend to determine whether such a rela-
tionship exists, it would be a hypothesis. However, if there is substan-
tial evidence confirming a hypothesis, it is regarded to be a social law. 
Theories generally contain a number of propositions that are linked 
to each other. This finding will form part of a theory, but is not one by 
itself.

15. (2) See 2.2.1 You can answer this question by considering each state-
ment. Statement “a” is incorrect. We have pointed out that theories 
have to be testable. Statement “b” is correct. Theories contain state-
ments that indicate the links between phenomena. Statement “c” is 
incorrect. As conceptual frameworks, theories are abstract and help us 
to make sense of facts. Statement “d” is correct. By helping us to make 
sense of something, theories explain. Statement “e” is correct. Since 
they focus on our “thinking” about phenomena, theories are abstract. 
Statement “f” is incorrect. Theories imply some form of generalisation 
and do not therefore exclusively apply to only one specific case. Op-
tion two is therefore the correct answer.

16. (5) See 2.2.2, 2.2.1, 2.4. If you did not read this question carefully you 
may have ended up feeling confused. The first four statements are all 
true. However, you were asked to identify the incorrect or false state-
ment. We have pointed out that theories help us interpret or make 
sense of facts. Facts do not speak for themselves. Since you had to 
identify the incorrect option, you should have chosen (5).

17. (1) See 2.3.4. This question is similar to the preceding one, in the sense 
that you have to tell us which statement is wrong, incorrect or false. 
The answer to this question is (1). Remember that we said a hypothesis 
is a tentative statement about relationships between phenomena and 
that this statement has to be tested. It is therefore not a summary of 
the research results. The other four statements are true about hypoth-
eses, but you were not asked to identify true statements.

18. (4) See 2.3.4. This question asked you to choose the best example. 
By best, we mean the most comprehensive hypothesis. Let us begin 
by excluding those statements that are not hypotheses. Statement (2) 
is not a hypothesis. Dimensions of the concept alienation are stated. 
Statements (1), (3) and (5) could all be research findings. Statements 
(1) and (3) can probably be phrased more satisfactorily as hypotheses. 
Both of these do suggest a relationship between phenomena. The 
best hypothesis, therefore, is statement (4). In this case a relationship, 
as well as the direction of the relationship, is specified. Option (4) is 
therefore the correct answer.

19. (3) See 2.3.4. Option (1) is incorrect, because “women” and “men” are 
not two separate variables. They are attributes (values) of one vari-
able — sex. Knowing this makes choosing the correct option easy, 
because you can exclude all other options that include either “a” or “b”. 
This leaves you with option (3) as the correct answer. Note that “c” 
birth control is not the variable in this hypothesis. The respondents are 
asked their opinions on this topic, hence the identification of “d” `̀ at-
titude towards birth control'' as the variable.

20. (1) See 2.3.4. The finding reported suggests that two variables “nation-
ality” and “inhibition”, are linked. It should be clear that nationality pos-
sibly determines the degree of inhibition, and not vice versa. Inhibition 
is therefore the dependent variable. The correct option is one.
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21. (5) See 2.3.4. The first four statements are all incorrect. In causal 
relationships “negative” and “positive” imply the direction of the re-
lationship between two variables. If a relationship is “positive”, both 
variables change in the same direction. An example is: the higher the 
population density, the higher the crime rate. A negative relationship 
implies changes in different directions. An example here is: the higher 
the rate of immunisation, the lower the infant mortality rate. Option 
(5) is therefore correct.

22. (3) See 2.3.5. Option (3) is correct. Conceptualisation is the process 
of fully specifying and defining concepts used in a study so that other 
researchers know what is being referred to.
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STUDy UNiT

 3 
SCIENTIFIC
RESEARCH

 Gisela van Rensburg7

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate your 
understanding of the types of social sciences research by

 �  explaining the differences between basic and applied research
 �  describing quantitative and qualitative research
 �  differentiating between quantitative and qualitative research
 �  explaining the concept of “multiple methods” (“triangulation”)
 �  identifying the four types of research, and describing each of these types
 �  explaining time dimension in research
 �  comparing cross-sectional and longitudinal research
 �  presenting the different types and categories of research that are used in 

the social sciences schematically

3.1 Introduction
Scientific research incorporates all procedures that researchers use or may 
use in future to pursue knowledge. This statement eliminates the concept 
that there is only one way of conducting research. Research is categorised 
according to point of view and purpose, thus the major aim of the research. 
The most basic distinction found in textbooks is between basic and applied 
research.

In this study unit we shall introduce you to the different ways of classifying 
research in the social sciences. This classification is based on what is 
investigated in that particular type of research, namely

 �  categories — for what that research is used
 �  methodology — the approach on which that research is based
 �  aims — what these types of research aim at
 �  time dimension — the length of time involved in doing that research

7 This study unit is a revised version (major revision) of a study unit originally written by Thys Grobbelaar.
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It is, however, important to remember that the different types of research 
mentioned in this study unit are not mutually exclusive as far as use, 
approach, aim and time dimension are concerned. This means that the 
different types of research are not necessarily autonomous in nature, but can 
be complementary.

The social scientist should first decide which type of research to 
use — namely basic or applied research. He or she should then decide 
which approach to use — namely quantitative research, qualitative research 
or multiple methods (triangulation). A very important step in the research 
process is to decide on the aim or the purpose of the research — what 
the researcher wishes to achieve through the research, and this is done by 
exploring, describing or explaining the problem/phenomenon. Lastly, we 
shall look at the time dimension in research: the types of research here are 
cross-sectional, longitudinal and case-study research.

3.2 Basicandappliedresearch
Research can be divided into categories according to what it is used for. The 
tendency can be either to expand on fundamental knowledge or to solve 
specific problems, resulting in the following two types of research (Neuman 
1997:21):

 �  Basicresearch — research that tends to expand on fundamental 
knowledge (sometimes also called “academic research” or “pure re-
search”). The researcher first states what social phenomenon (eg street 
children) is researched, and then describes and/or explains the phenom-
enon.

 � Appliedresearch — research that tends to solve specific problems. 
Here the researcher aims to address a specific practical social problem. 
The problem is then investigated and treated in a specific manner by ap-
plying acquired researched knowledge.

Although research can be classified as either basic or applied research, these 
categories are not mutually exclusive. All research can be classified on a 
continuum between these two poles. If the tendency is to concentrate more 
on a contribution to knowledge, the research is more basicin nature, and 
if the tendency is for the research to be more practice-oriented, it is more 
applied in nature.

3.2.1 Basicresearch

Basic research is undertaken to enhance or extend fundamental knowledge 
about social reality or within a discipline. This type of research is used to 
support or rejecttheories by explaining socialrelationships. It is also used 
to interpret changes in communities, in order to enhance newscientific
ideas/knowledge about our social world (Neuman 1997:22–23; Polit & Beck 
2008:19).

Basic research makes use of exploratory, descriptive and explanatory 
research. Since it is used right at the beginning, with regard to new scientific 
knowledge and ideas, it is generally applied to explanatory research 
(Neuman 1997:21).
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A point of criticismagainst basic research is that the knowledge so acquired 
sometimes does not offer short-term practical solutions. On the other hand, 
basic research has the advantagethat it creates a basis for the application of 
knowledge and insight to many social problems, areas of research or even 
policies.

An example of basic research would be a study on the needs and functioning 
of persons with mental disability living in a care facility in relation to their 
characteristics. The findings will have implications for practice but the study 
itself did not attempt to solve a particular problem.

3.2.2 Appliedresearch

Researchers who use applied research try to solve specific problems or, if 
necessary, try to make specific recommendations.

Since this type of research usually focuses on (a) specific problem(s) and its/
their short-term solutions the focus in this type of research is not so much 
on theory. Applied research generally is descriptive in nature and its main 
advantage is that it can be applied immediately after the results have been 
obtained (Neuman 1997:22).

Results obtained through applied research should be presented in a 
comprehensible manner to the person requesting the research. The results 
should be presented in such a way that they can be accessed and actually 
used by practitioners. Basic research, on the other hand, is reported in 
a scientific-technological language, because the information concerned is 
primarily meant for scientists.

Another, somewhat disadvantageous feature of applied science is that 
sometimes the results are not published. This can happen if the person or 
the organisation for whom the research is done thinks that the results belong 
to him or her and that publishing the results is not necessary, or even not 
desirable.

As said above, applied research focuses on immediate problem-solving. 
Sometimes, however, attempts to solve problems of a controversial nature 
through applied research can lead to conflict (Neuman 1997:22). 

An example of applied research could be where a study is done to 
determine the effectiveness of an early intervention programme of home 
visits by health care professionals on infant health and maternal outcomes. 
The implications for practice of this study include the importance of providing 
a programme to improve health outcomes for mothers and their infants.

The impact study undertaken in 1998 and 1999 by the City Council of 
Pretoria mentioned in activity 3.1 below is also a good example of applied 
research.
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 ACTiViTy 3.1
  This impact study was undertaken by the City Council 
of Pretoria. Consider how many groups or organisations 
could be involved in such a study, and notice how the 
different types of applied research overlap.

The aim of this study, undertaken in 1998 and 1999, is to 
determine the social impact of a proposed extension of a modal 
boarding point/site for commuters at the Wonderboom Metro 
station. The project required provision for taxi stands and a 
considerable number of passenger buses, in the immediate 
vicinity of the train station. The project would affect not only 
train passengers, but all commuters using public transport. It was 
also regarded as a halfway station that would facilitate passenger 
transport to various parts of the surrounding area, the city and 
other suburbs. This proposal immediately gave rise to the following 
controversial issues: Firstly, this was an established residential 
area, which was to be extended in the future. The second point of 
concern was the safety of the commuters and the vehicles, as well 
as the matter of traffic control. Thirdly, there was the fact that the 
different taxi organisations had to be kept apart because of the 
sporadic “warfare” among them. Fourthly, the project would lead 
to informal trade, and the necessary facilities would have to be 
provided.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.1
 How many groups or organisations could be involved in this 
study? Here we could mention the City Council of Pretoria itself 
as the main roleplayer, including the Traffic Department, Town 
Planning and other sections, the South African Police Service 
(SAPS), Metrorail, the inhabitants of the residential area and the 
commuters themselves. The SAPS and the Traffic Department 
immediately asked the following question: Where would they get 
the manpower needed for law enforcement in the area? Also, the 
Residents’ Association wanted the entire modal boarding facility 
to be moved to the industrial area (a few kilometres from there), 
while the commuters regarded the current set-up as the most 
central and the most suitable one.

3.3 Approachesonwhichsocialscientificresearchisbased
Social scientific research initially evolved from the positivistic school of 
thought or paradigm (see study unit 1 and 5 for a further discussion of this 
topic) — a school of thought which basically stemmed from the natural 
sciences. According to this approach, scientists investigate the causeand 
effectof events which, in the social sciences is achieved by using a large 
number of respondents (the quantitativeapproach).

The quantitative approach, however, was found not to cover all aspects 
of man and his or her environment, since man is unique. This approach 
did not cover a certain aspect of man — namely, his or her ability to 
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experience situations in a spiritual manner. Consequently, another school 
of thought, namely humanism, was developed — a school of thought that 
acknowledged the uniqueness and the meaningfulness of human situations 
and behaviour (Neser, Joubert & Sonnekus 1995:26) (the qualitative
approach). The topics that are researched here are concerned with the 
human spirit (or “soul” or “psyche”), human behaviour and conduct, as well 
as human society.

In his or her research, the social scientist works within the context of a 
specific field of study and describes the nature and characteristics of that 
particular field of study. The following activity, however, is also a good 
example of interdisciplinary research (research that can be done by various 
departments or disciplines).

 ACTiViTy 3.2
  In an article in Beeld (24 November 1999:13 “ ’n 
Kultuur van geweld vat pos” [“An emerging culture of 
violence”]) it is described how a grade-12 learner first 
shot a fellow learner and then himself. An educational 
psychologist’s reaction was that “... something should 
be done to ensure the safety of learners and, in 
some instances, to protect them from themselves” 
(translation). In that particular year, there were four 
incidents at schools in which learners and teachers 
were killed or wounded. How many different social 
sciences can you think of that would each be able to do 
full-fledged research regarding this type of incident at 
schools?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.2
 We shall mention only a few of the social sciences that would be 
able to do this, namely

 �  Criminology: The crime, the criminals, the victims, and the pre-
vention of crime.

 �  Psychology: The trauma experienced by the learners during the 
incidence, and possible therapy that could be given to the learn-
ers and the parties concerned.

 �  Sociology: The impact of violence on the community and the pa-
rental home.

 �  Nursing/Health Studies: A profile of the mental health of school 
children.

 �  Communication Science: Media coverage of these events.
 �  Social Work: An investigation into the general social condition at 

schools, and if it could lead to violent behaviour.

3.3.1 Thequantitativeapproach

Quantitative research has its roots in positivism and focuses on measurable 
aspects of human behaviour.
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Mouton and Marais (1989:157) define “quantitativeapproach” as follows:
... the approach used by researchers in the social sciences that is more 
formalised in nature as well as explicitly controlled, with a more carefully 
defined scope, and that is relatively close to the approach used by 
researchers in the natural sciences (translation).

Quantitative research is a formal, objective, systematic process in which 
numerical data are used to obtain information about the phenomena under 
investigation. This method is used to describe variables, determine cause-
effect relationships between variables and examine relationships amongst 
these variables.

 This approach aims at examining the generally accepted explanations of 
phenomena, and is therefore more structured and controlled in nature. 
The scope of this type of approach is larger and more universal in nature, 
and can also be defined accurately. An example here would be research 
into the nature and scope of gang activities in South African prisons. For the 
research to be valid and reliable, use is made of specific scientific methods 
and techniques (the survey method [such as questionnaires], random 
sampling, etc). This is so because quantitative research is more structured 
and controlled in nature. Also, the scope of this type of research is more 
universal in nature, and can be defined accurately. The points of departure 
here are that:

 �  natural and social realities are observed and studied in the same way
 �  scientific knowledge should be factually based on things that can be ob-

served and measured by means of the senses
 �  the research process should yield value-free knowledge (Neser et al 

1995:43).

 In this type of research, preference is given to the following methods and 
techniques:

 �  conceptualisation of concepts that can be operationalised through meas-
uringinstruments

 �  data-collection techniques, such as structured questionnaires and sched-
ules

 �  data-analysis techniques, varying from simple cross-tabulation of the data 
to complex analysistechniques (Neser et al 1995:53).

Study unit 5 elaborates on the research designs relevant for quantitative 
research and study unit 8 discusses describing and interpreting quantitative 
data.

3.3.2 Thequalitativeapproach

Qualitative research has its roots in symbolic interactionism and concentrates 
on qualitative aspects such as meaning, experience and understanding. 
Streubert Speziale and Carpenter (2003:15–17) identify six principles of 
qualitative research:

 �  believing in multiple realities
 �  a commitment to identifying an approach to understanding that supports 

the phenomenon under study
 �  being committed to the participants’ viewpoints

 
 structured: 

a prescribed way of approach

 measuring instrument: 
observers, questionnaires, 

interviews, the analysis of existing 
documentation, or any standard 

method of data collection

analysis technique: 
analysis is the process in which 

certain procedures, including 
techniques, eg, descriptive statistic 

techniques are used to work 
through the data that have been 

collected
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 �  conducting the research in a way that limits disruption of the natural con-
text of the phenomenon of interest

 �  acknowledgement of participants in the research process
 �  reporting data in a literary style rich with participants’ commentaries

Qualitative research emphasises the fact that the social sciences require 
different methods than those used in quantitative research.

Mouton and Marais (1989:157) define “qualitative approach” as follows:

 ... that approach in which the procedures are formalised and explicated in 
a not so strict manner, but in which the scope is less defined in nature and in 
which the researcher does his or her investigation in a more philosophical 
manner (translation).

In qualitative research, the point of departure is to study the element, namely 
man, within unique and meaningful human situations or interactions. An 
important aspect of this type of approach is that often it is observation that 
generates the investigation. Although qualitative research is not based on 
fixed and rigid procedures it nevertheless provides the researcher with a 
set of strategies with which to organise the research and to collect and to 
process or to interpret data. In this type of research, preference is given to 
the following methods and techniques:

 �  concepts that capture the meaning of the experience (situation), action or 
interaction of the element (man)

 �  unstructured (open) questionnaires and interviews
 �  participant observation, ethnographic studies and case studies
 �  recording of life histories, use of autobiographies and diaries
 �  analysis of collected data by means of nonquantitative frameworks and 

category systems (Neser et al 1995:53–54).

Qualitative research has the following general characteristics:
 �  This type of research involves a holistic investigation executed in a natural 

set-up. The researcher tries to study all the elements that are present 
within that particular set-up/situation. The set-up is studied as a whole in 
order to understand the realities involved — one of the most distinc-
tive characteristics of qualitative research. For this reason, the researcher 
tries to understand a phenomenon within its social, cultural and historical 
context.

 �  Man is the primary data-collection instrument in this type of research. 
The researcher relies on man as observer, rather than relying on measur-
ing instruments. The qualitative researcher can adapt to a complex situa-
tion as it develops. Differences in values and prejudices can be taken into 
account. Additional data are obtained by means of other more objective 
instruments, such as documents or questionnaires.

 �  The emphasis is on the use of qualitative methods.
 �  Subjects are selected in a purposeful, rather than a random manner. 

There is a purposeful selection of a wide variety of subjects, which can 
then be observed by the researcher.

 �  The researcher makes use of inductive data analysis, so that unexpected 
results will also come to the fore. First, the researcher collects the data, 
and then he or she tries to understand the situation and make deduc-
tions.
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 �  A grounded theory can be developed — that is, a theory that was actu-
ally developed from the data and that is thought to be better than pre-de-
veloped theory (as is the case in quantitative research). Such a grounded 
theory reflects the data in a more accurate manner. There are also many 
quantitative researchers who acknowledge the value of a grounded 
theory and who then do pilot studies in order to develop theoretical con-
structs that they eventually test by means of quantitative methods.

 �  The design of the research develops as the research develops. In qualita-
tive studies, the researcher begins with a tentative design (sometimes 
even without a design), and develops the design as the research develops. 
In this way, the design can be adapted and variables can be included that 
had not been considered before that particular phenomenon was ob-
served.

 �  The subject plays a role in the interpretation of the results. Qualitative re-
searchers try to reconstruct reality from the subject’s frame of reference. 
In quantitative research, the element or person is called the respondent, 
and in qualitative research he or she is called thesubject or participant.

 �  Intuitive insights are used. In qualitative research, the emphasis is more on 
intuition-based knowledge (ie, on the subject’s experience of a situation).

 �  The emphasis is on social processes. Qualitative studies focus on the 
social processes and the meanings attached to such social situations by 
the participants (Borg & Gall 1989:385–387; De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & 
Delport 2005:268; Polit & Beck 2008:15–17).

Reasons for doing qualitative research include: 
 �  research that, because of practical and ethical considerations, cannot be 

done by means of an experiment
 �  research that makes in-depth inquiries into complexities and processes
 �  research where the relevant variables still need to be identified
 �  research that tries to find out and explore why the current policy and 

practice do not work
 �  research about unknown phenomena

It is important to emphasise the strong points of qualitative research as far 
as research of an exploratory or descriptive nature is concerned. It is also 
important to emphasise context, set-up, as well as the participants’ frame of 
reference.

Study unit 5 elaborates on the research designs relevant for qualitative 
research and study unit 9 discusses qualitative data analysis and interpretation.

3.3.3 Comparisonofquantitativeandqualitativeresearch

The two approaches (quantitative and qualitative) complement each other in 
that they generate different kinds of knowledge. The problem to be studied 
determines the approach to the research, and the researcher’s knowledge 
of both these approaches promotes accurate selection of the methodology 
to be used. Similarities between these approaches involve that both require 
researcher expertise, rigor in implementation, and result in the generation 
of scientific knowledge. The differences between the two approaches are 
displayed in Table 3.1.
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TABLE 3.1

Characteristics of quantitative and qualitative research

Characteristics Quantitativeresearch Qualitativeresearch

Philosophical origin Logical positivism Naturalism, interpretivism 
and humanism 

Focus Concise, objective, 
reductionistic

Broad, subjective, holistic

Reasoning Logistic, deductive Dialectic, inductive

Basis of knowledge Cause-effect 
relationship, prediction 
about social reality

Meaning, discovery and 
understanding, constructing 
detailed descriptions of social 
reality

Theoretical focus Tests theory, seeks to 
control phenomena

Develops theory, seeks to 
understand phenomena

Researcher 
involvement

Controls phenomena. 
Begins with 
preconceived ideas 
about how concepts are 
interrelated 

Shared interpretation, 
capture context in its 
entirety. Few preconceived 
ideas with emphasis on 
participants’ interpretations 
of events and circumstances 

Researcher 
participation

Does not participate 
in events under 
investigation, most likely 
to collect data from a 
real distance

Involves sustained interaction 
with the participants in their 
own language and in their 
natural setting

Concepts Concepts are converted 
into operational 
definitions. Focus is on a 
relatively small number 
of concepts (concise and 
narrow)

Participants’ natural language 
is used to come to an 
understanding of their world 
(complex and broad)

Research design Standardised and 
replicable

Flexible and unique

Data collection Systematically in a 
standardised manner

Data sources are determined 
by information richness to 
enrich understanding

Units of analysis Variables which are 
elements that form part 
of the whole

Holistic, concentrating on 
the relationships between 
elements, contexts, words. 
Whole is always more than 
the sum 

Methods of analysis Statistical analysis Individual interpretation

Findings Generalisation, accept 
or reject theoretical 
propositions 

Uniqueness, dynamic 
understanding of 
phenomena, and new 
theory 
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(Compiled from Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:11; Burns & Grove 2005:24; De 
Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport 2005:75)

According to Mouton and Marais (1989:165), the methods for collecting data 
used by quantitative and qualitative researchers differ in the following ways:

 �  One of the characteristics of quantitative researchers is that they use a 
system as a point of departure for their research. This system is then 
applied to the phenomenon that is investigated: for example, they will 
use a structured schedule for an interview, or response categories in a 
questionnaire or test. In other words, a specific structure is imposed on 
the phenomenon. 
 
In qualitative research, on the other hand, the point of departure is that 
the phenomenon should be self-evident — that is, the phenomenon 
needs to manifest itself as it is, and the researcher will report this.

 �  Quantitative researchers look at the phenomenon from a distance — a 
disadvantage being that they then have problems accommodating behav-
ioural manifestations that were not anticipated in the research. 
 
Qualitative researchers, on the other hand, are more involved in and 
with the phenomenon. Sometimes they are even prepared to be part 
of the phenomenon that is studied: for example as members of a gang. 
This would give them the opportunity to describe their own experiences, 
from their own observations. Qualitative researchers are therefore more 
open to observation and to pinpoint behaviour or conduct accurately.

 ACTiViTy 3.3
  Let us take the example of violence in schools (activity 
3.2). We see that there are various roleplayers, 
namely the young criminals, the victims, the indirect 
victims (other learners and teachers). How would you 
investigate this phenomenon of “violence in schools”, in 
the light of (1) qualitative and (2) quantitative research?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.3
 In a qualitative approach there will be interviews with the victims 
and the young criminals (if possible) to find out the reason for the 
crime. There will also be interviews with the victims to find out 
how they experienced the violence from a personal point of view 
and perception.

In a quantitativeapproach the researcher tries to get a general 
view and perception of the events and circumstances that led 
to the violence. As far as possible, such an investigation will 
involve the indirect victims of the violence (eg, by means of 
questionnaires). By means of the respondents concerned the 
researcher will try, for example, to determine the following: the 
social set-up at the school before and after the act of violence; 
other criminal acts and how these were tackled; how the 
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respondents themselves experienced the violence at the school; 
interpersonal relationships; and any other topical details.

In summary: from the previous discussion it is clear that 
quantitative and qualitative research each cover different fields of 
study. There are definite differences in their approach to the study 
of a particular phenomenon. These differences can be reduced to 
the following: differences in formalisation, external control and 
scope. Qualitative research is relatively open and broader in its 
approach to a research than is the case with quantitative research. 
What is very important, and should never be forgotten, is that 
there are also points of contact, and even of overlap, between the 
two approaches of research. We shall discuss this particular factor 
briefly in the next section, under the heading multiple methods or 
triangulation.

3.3.4 Multiplemethodsortriangulation

Researchers soon came to realise that although qualitative and quantitative 
research do differ, they can also, in specific areas, complement each 
other. Researchers then realised that the two methods could be used in 
conjunction, and thus on a complementary basis. 

Because of the complicity in a “confused reality” it is difficult to study/
investigate a phenomenon in its totality. In this complex reality, multiple 
methods (also called “triangulation”) afford a partial solution (Borg & Gall 
1989:393; De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport 2005:357).

A multiple method study can be described as a study in which the researcher 
uses multiple methods of data collection and analysis. The variety may be 
drawn from “within-methods” approaches where different types of, for 
example, quantitative designs are used (eg survey and a quasi-experiment). 

Alternatively, it could involve using “between methods” approaches where 
quantitative and qualitative data collection procedures are used (eg survey 
and in-depth interviews).

The use of multiple methods or perspectives to collect and interpret data 
about some phenomenon and therefore to converge on an accurate 
representation of reality is also referred to as triangulation. Triangulation is 
based on the assumption that any bias inherent in a particular data source, 
be it researcher or method, would be neutralised when used in conjunction 
with other sources.

Triangulation can be done using different methods:

 �  Datatriangulation — the use of more than one data source (question-
naires, diaries, interviews, observational data)

 �  Researchertriangulation — the use of more than one researcher/in-
vestigator in a single study to achieve inter-subjective agreement

 �  Theorytriangulation — the use of multiple theories or perspectives to 
interpret a single set of data

 �  Methodologicaltriangulation — the use of multiple methods to study 
a single topic, for example combining quantitative and qualitative methods 
in a single study
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� Analysistriangulation — the use of two or more analytical techniques 
to analyse the same set of data (De Vos et al 2005:362; Polit & Beck 
2008:547–548)

If various methods and techniques are used for measuring the same variables 
and these measuring instruments yield identical results, it will lead to a 
greater and deeper measure of belief in these methods and techniques. The 
main advantage of this type of research is that if there were to be only one 
measuring instrument for measuring the same phenomenon the investigation 
 would be even more reliable and valid (Neuman 1997:151).

This type of investigation actually involves repetition in investigating the same 
phenomenon. This could be done by the sequential and simultaneous use 
of quantitative and qualitative methods, thus developing a hypothesis or 
hypotheses through the qualitative method, and testing it or them through 
the quantitative method.

 It is important, however, not to use the two research approaches at 
random or for convenience sake. An example here would be a quantitative 
investigation in which the respondents are given questionnaires. If there are 
a few open-ended questions in the questionnaire it still does not mean that 
the researcher now also makes use of the qualitative method. Nieswiadomy 
(1993:160–161) points out that the underlying meaning of the data should be 
investigated thoroughly and taken into account.

Multiple methods therefore have the following distinctive characteristics :

 �  Research decisions are based on assumptions that include both the quan-
titative and the qualitative approaches to research.

 �  A style of research is used that includes both quantitative and qualitative 
methods and techniques.

 �  The data are used in a complementary manner (Neser et al 1995:59).

 ACTiViTy 3.4
 A researcher did a study on developing a profile of 
and a programme for treating the child molester. This 
researcher divided the investigation into three phases 
and used multiple methods for the process.

The first phase focused on interviewing the offenders through 
semi-structured interviews with the aid of an interview guide. 
This phase investigated human experience. In the second phase, 
a questionnaire was compiled, based on the findings of the semi-
structured interviews, and was given to a large number of people 
who had been found guilty of the same offence. This questionnaire 
was a quantitative data collection instrument. Phase three involved 
an analysis and processing of the data that had been obtained. 
This phase was aimed at identifying and exploring the cause of the 
problem and explaining the results. 

From the processed data and information it was then possible to 
identify a meaningful profile of the child molester and to prescribe 
the necessary programme for treatment.

 validity: 
a methodological requirement 
for research methods (such as 

observation, the use of measuring 
instruments and other techniques), 
as well as research results (such as 

the analysis and interpretation of 
collected data and conclusions from 

analyses)

 reliability: 
when identical investigations are 

repeated, similar research results 
will be obtained
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.4

 This is a clear example of how multiple methods can be used. The 
quantitative and qualitative methods were used in conjunction 
with each other. In phase one exploratory research was used, in 
phase two descriptive research, and in phase three explanatory 
research.

3.4 Typesofresearch
Whether a study is qualitative or quantitative, no particular research design 
is considered to be more valuable than another. The main purpose of a 
study determines the research design to be used and the type of research. 
The best design is therefore always the one that is most appropriate to the 
research problem and purpose. 

Research can be descriptive, exploratory, explanatory or correlational in 
nature. Table 3.2 presents an example of how the main purpose of a study 
varies. The example not only indicates the types of research but also shows 
how at least five different studies can evolve from one problem area, and 
how both quantitative and qualitative approaches are appropriate, depending 
on the purpose. 

 TABLE 3.2
 Purpose of research

ObesityinteenagersfromCapeTown

Typesof
research

Purposeoftheresearch

Descriptive To describe the dietary patterns of obese teenagers 
residing in Cape Town

Exploratory To explore how obese teenagers residing in Cape 
Town experience their obesity

Explanatory To determine the reasons for obesity amongst 
teenagers residing in Cape Town

Correlational To determine the relationship between compliance 
with a weight reduction programme and successful 
weight loss in obese teenagers residing in Cape Town

(Adapted from Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:120)

These types of research can be used either separately or in conjunction 
with one of the other types. Depending on the particular purpose of the 
research, a researcher can, for example, concentrate on an exploratory 
investigation into a problem/phenomenon. If, however, it is necessary to 
explore and describe the problem/phenomenon, both exploratory and 
descriptive research will be used. What is important, however, is that 
one of the three aims of research — namely exploration, description or 
explanation — will dominate the investigation, and thus will also determine 
the outcome.
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3.4.1 Exploratoryresearch

Exploratory research does exactly what the name says: research is done 
in a particular field or topic in the social sciences on which no research has 
been done or of which mention has been made, but which has not been 
addressed in a scientific manner. 

For example: In South Africa today there are crimes such as the hijacking of 
motor vehicles and taxi wars that are less common (particularly the latter) in 
Europe, America and Canada. This could open up a new field of research. 
First, an exploratory study of these crimes should be made to determine 
their characteristics and scope; what legal principles are involved so that 
these crimes can qualify as such; who these criminals are (eg, are they only 
men, or only women), and also who the victims are. If these data have been 
obtained descriptive research can be done in which the specific crimes or 
topics being investigated or researched are analysed in more depth.

The major purpose of exploratory research is the development and 
clarification of ideas and the formulation of questions and hypotheses for 
more precise investigation later (Struwig & Stead 2001:7). Exploratory 
research investigates the “what” of the matter, but seldom gives a final 
answer. Also, this type of research is made more difficult by the fact that 
there are no guidelines in accordance with which the research can be 
done. What is important, though, is that exploratory research can help to 
determine what further research can be done about the problem matter, or 
about a specific topic. This information is usually obtained through questions 
and recommendations and lays the basis for a meaningful research design 
so that further research can be done. Any subsequent research will then be 
more systematic and extensive in nature. According to Neuman (1997:19) 
exploratory researchers are

 ...  creative, open minded, and flexible; adopt an investigative stance; and 
explore all sources of information. Researchers ask creative questions and 
take advantage of serendipity, those unexpected or chance factors that 
have larger implications.

 ACTiViTy 3.5

 A researcher learnt about the following incident. 
Since there have not been many such incidents, it was 
decided to do an exploratory study of the matter.

Two boys, five and seven years old respectively, raped a three-
year-old girl. Under criminal law, a child under the age of seven 
is “irrebuttably presumed not criminally responsible”, and 
from seven to 14 years, “rebuttably presumed not criminally 
responsible” for his or her acts (Snyman 1986:181). In this 
instance, one of the accused is younger than seven, and can 
therefore not be held responsible for his acts, whereas the other 
one can be held partially responsible.

How would you do an exploratory investigation into this matter?
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.5

 In exploratory research, the question “What was the cause of this 
incident?” is very prominent. The two young criminals will be 
questioned about the matter to determine the motive and their 
opinion on the matter — for instance, if they knew that it was a 
crime and that they were not allowed to do this. They should also 
be questioned on what made them do this. What should the judicial 
system do in this case? The little victim is still too young to say 
what happened and to describe her experiences, but this could well 
be indicated by her physical condition.

According to Neuman (1997:20) exploratory research is aimed at the 
following:

Readingblock3.1

Aimsofexploratoryresearch:

 �  to familiarise yourself with the basic facts, people and problems that 
need to be addressed

 �  to develop a clear picture of the events
 �  to develop various ideas, tentative theories and postulations
 �  to determine the desirability of doing additional research
 �  to formulate questions and refine phenomena with a view to more 

systematic investigations
 �  to develop techniques and determine the direction of further investiga-

tions

There are three possible methods to be used in exploratory research, which 
are:
 �  the study of secondary sources of information — to provide new in-

sights into a problem
 �  an analysis of selected cases — knowledgeable people providing new 

insights into the research problem
 �  a survey of persons who are likely to have information on the phenom-

enon under investigation — to generate ideas (Struwig & Stead 2001:7).

3.4.2 Descriptiveresearch

Descriptive research is aimed at giving the specific details of a situation (in this 
case, a social phenomenon), social environment or relationship (Neuman 
1997:19–20). It attempts to describe a phenomenon, for example, the 
demographic characteristics of users of illegal drugs and to which degree the 
types of drugs vary in terms of the users’ income, age, gender etc. 

Although descriptive and exploratory research often overlap, there are 
differences — where exploratory research is characterised by flexibility, 
descriptive research attempts to provide a complete and accurate description 
of a situation or phenomenon. Before a researcher can describe a 
phenomenon he or she should be clear about the main aspects that should 
be addressed. Often, therefore, a topic should first be explored before it can 
be described. Only then can descriptive research be begun on a specific or 
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fixed basis. The researcher begins his or her research topic with a specific 
definition in order to give a thorough and accurate description of that topic. 
According to Neuman (1997:20) the outcome of the investigation should be 
a detailed picture of the topic concerned.

Description plays an important part in the humanities and a thorough 
description is regarded as the first step towards understanding.

In descriptive research we try to determine “how” or “why” the 
phenomenon comes (came) into being, and also everybody that is (was) 
involved.

According to Neuman (1997:20) descriptive research is aimed at the 
following:

Readingblock3.2

Aimsofdescriptiveresearch:

 �  to give an accurate profile of the research group
 �  to describe a process, mechanism or relationship
 �  to give a verbal or numeric picture (eg, percentages)
 �  to generate information that will stimulate new possible explanations
 �  to provide basic background information or context
 �  to compile a series of categories or to classify types
 �  to explain specific sequences, phases or steps
 �  to document information disproving previous findings about a particu-

lar topic

Descriptive research therefore provides an accurate picture of the 
characteristics of a specific person, event or group in real-life situations for 
the purpose of discovering new meaning, describing what exists, determining 
the frequency of an event or situation, and categorising information (Burns & 
Grove 2005:734).

3.4.3 Explanatoryresearch

Explanatory research is aimed at gaining insight into a situation, phenomenon, 
community or person. Usually this type of research becomes necessary 
because of a shortage of research for basic information about a new field of 
interest (Bless & Higson-Smith 2000:42). It clarifies the relationships amongst 
phenomena and identifies why certain events occur.

Explanatory research is aimed at explaining “why” a topic or phenomenon 
took a specific course. Explanatory research is usually based on exploratory 
and/or descriptive research. By using explanatory research, the researcher 
tries to identify the reason(s) why the event took place. In other words, this 
type of research looks for causes and reasons why “something” happened or 
did not happen.

According to Neuman (1997:21) explanatory research is aimed at the 
following:
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Readingblock3.3

Aimsofexplanatoryresearch:

 �  determining the accuracy of a principle or a theory
 �  finding out which of the various possible explanations is the best
 �  promoting knowledge of an underlying process
 �  combining different factors or topics under a general statement or ex-

planation
 �  building and expanding a theory so that it can be more complete in 

nature 
 �  expanding a theory or principle into new areas or issues
 �  providing data to prove or disprove an explanation or forecast regard-

ing a specific topic

Explanatory research is therefore conducted to understand the 
underpinnings of specific phenomena, and to explain systematic relationships 
amongst phenomena.

 ACTiViTy 3.6
 The following is an article that appeared in a local 
newspaper. How can we apply the three types of 
research discussed above in this particular case?

Motorists travelling on the N1 freeway between Johannesburg and 
Pretoria late at night were given a warning yesterday to avoid a 
certain interchange and not to stop at the specific bridge under any 
circumstances.

    ...  This warning was issued after a fifth attack by alleged 
motorcar hijackers in that particular area this year. The 
hijackers forced cars to stop by obstructing the freeway by 
means of bricks and rocks.

In the most recent incident [two victims] (names and suburbs are 
not important here), were respectively shot in the stomach and the 
leg at about 23:30 while changing a wheel that was damaged after 
their car had hit a rock that was lying in the road.

Hijackers usually obstruct all three lanes by means of rocks 
and bricks, hoping that some person’s motorcar wheels will be 
damaged. The hijackers then hide in the tall grass in the open veldt 
and wait for motorists to stop before they attack.

Vehicles that are not too badly damaged are usually hijacked. 
Otherwise, the victims are robbed, or are shot at.

Similar incidents used to occur on other freeways earlier this year.

    ...  officer commanding of a police station, said that there was 
a marked decrease in incidents of this nature in the south of 
Johannesburg after a watchtower had been erected at the 
most dangerous spot in that area. “The tall grass next to the 
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road was cut, the lighting was improved and mounted police 
were told to patrol that particular area very carefully.”

    ...  It is recommended that motorists slow down in that area so 
that they can see any objects in the road before they hit them 
(translation).

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.6

 The following will illustrate how we could make use of research 
with the above-mentioned aims in this particular instance.

1. Through exploratory research we would try to determine 
when and where those incidents take place and also the ex-
tent of those incidents, as well as the modus operandi of the 
criminals involved. The experiences of the victims in these 
incidents are also important.

2.  Through descriptive research we would do a more compre-
hensive investigation into, among other things, the same fac-
tors as in exploratory research. Those factors would then be 
described by means of the questions asking “how” or “why”, 
and “who” were involved in those particular incidents.

3. Through explanatory research all the above-mentioned fac-
tors would be investigated once again, but this time with a 
view to establishing “why” these incidents happened or oc-
curred.

3.4.4 Correlationalresearch

Correlational research refers to a systematic investigation of relationships 
between two or more variables to explain the nature of the relationship 
in the world and not to examine cause and effect. There is thus no 
manipulation of the independent variable because the event of interest 
(dependent variable) has already occurred. Therefore the correlation does 
not indicate causation. When a correlation exists, a change in one variable 
corresponds to a change in others. Although this type of research may 
confirm the existence of a correlation, it is generally insufficient to indicate 
that a causal relationship exists. 

Consider this example. When a large number of babies were born with birth 
defects (armless and legless) in the 1960s, researchers investigated the factors 
that might have been the cause or that might have been correlated with the 
defects (effect). They discovered that all the mothers of these babies had 
taken thalidomide, a sedative, during their pregnancy. A relationship could 
therefore be established between the drug and the specific birth defects. 
The independent variable was not manipulated because the event had 
already occurred.

Correlational studies can provide meaningful information about how 
variables function in relation to one another.
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3.5 Timedimensioninresearch
An important factor in research is the manner in which it deals with 
time. A study may take place at a particular time or it may be deliberately 
stretched over a long period of time. In any research project it is necessary 
to determine beforehand how much time will be required to obtain the 
necessary information. A cross-sectionalstudyis nonrecurrent in nature 
and is done at a specific point in time, whereas a longitudinalstudy is done 
over a longer period of time. 

A further categorisation of studies refers to prospective and retrospective 
studies. Prospectivestudies refer to studies where data is first collected 
about a presumed cause and then subsequently the effect or outcome is 
measured. This study could be cross-sectional or longitudinal in nature. 
Prospective studies usually yield better quality evidence than retrospective 
studies. An example of a prospective study would be to study the effect of 
a group of pregnant women’s eating behaviour during the first stage of labor 
on outcomes in the second stage of labour. Women who voluntarily eat 
food can be compared with women who only consume clear fluids in terms 
of vomiting, discomfort, need for medical intervention and adverse labor 
outcomes.

Retrospectivestudies involve collecting data on an outcome occurring in 
the present and then linking it retrospectively to determinants that occurred 
in the past. The researcher starts with an effect and works backwards to 
determine what was associated with this effect in the past. Retrospective 
studies are typically cross-sectional (data about present outcomes and past 
events collected at a single point in time). An example of a retrospective 
study would be a parent’s experiences and stress during their eldest child’s 
first day of school by determining their experiences and recollection of the 
stress at the end of the first school year. Another example of a retrospective 
study is the thalidomide study described under 3.4.4. 

3.5.1 Cross-sectionalresearch

Cross-sectional research is used when all the information on a specific topic 
is collected at the same time and no identical project will be done after a 
specific period of time. 

Cross-sectional studies are appropriate for describing the status of 
phenomena or for describing relationships amongst phenomena at a 
fixed point in time. These studies are limited to a given period of time 
and concentrate only on the here and now. It is, however, important 
that a comprehensive, in-depth study be done of the specific problem/
phenomenon concerned. Reference is made to a specific period of time 
when those events took place, but this reference tends to pertain to the past 
(eg, crimes that occurred between January and December 2008). 

Consider this example of a cross-sectional study. The researcher wishes to 
study the changes in professionalism amongst social work students as they 
progress through a four-year baccalaureate programme. A cross-sectional 
study would be to investigate this by gathering data from students from 
all four classes at a single point, and then comparing the groups. If the 
seniors had higher scores on a measure of professionalism than the juniors, 
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it might be inferred that the social work students become increasingly 
socialised professionally by their educational experiences. To make this 
kind of inference, one would need to assume that the seniors would have 
responded as the juniors responded had they been questioned three years 
earlier, or, conversely, that junior students would demonstrate increased 
professionalism if they were questioned three years later. 

One important disadvantage of cross-sectional research is that it cannot 
include, for example, changes in the social process — only changes 
regarding the period during which the data were collected. It is difficult to 
demonstrate causality. Still, it is more cost-effective than longitudinal research 
and is the most common choice for social scientists (Bless & Higson-Smith 
2000:66). Cross-sectional research can be exploratory, descriptive or 
explanatory in nature, with descriptive research yielding the best results 
(Neuman 1997:28).

3.5.2 Longitudinalresearch

Longitudinal studies are done over an extended period of time. Four 
situations call for longitudinal research:

 �  studying time-related processes — some research problems specifi-
cally concern phenomena that evolve over time (eg learning, professional 
development, physical growth).

 �  determining time sequences — the sequencing of phenomena could be 
important. If a researcher hypothesises that infertility results in depression, 
it would be important to determine that the depression did not precede 
the fertility problem.

 �  making comparisons over time — to examine whether changes have 
occurred over time. For example, if one wants to explore the evolution 
of grieving amongst parents of babies who died of birth complications.

 �  enhancing research control — by collecting data at multiple points to 
enhance the interpretability of the results. In this type of research, two or 
more studies are done on a specific topic or phenomenon over a period 
of time. The measuring instrument(s) used should be standardised as far 
as possible. The study is done to determine if there was any change with 
the group(s) in the course of time. 

An example of a longitudinal study would be an investigation into the 
psychomotor and reasoning abilities of children from infancy to adolescence. 
After a number of years another study will be done, based on the same 
principles, to see how this group of children differs from the previous group. 
The first group, say, consists of children who grew up without television. The 
second group will then consist of children who were exposed to television. 
A third group will be exposed to both television and the computer. In this 
way, the researcher can determine the influence of technology on the child’s 
psychomotor and reasoning abilities.

This type of research is predominantly descriptive and explanatory in 
nature. It is used mainly in applied research, and more specifically in 
evaluative research. This type of research has the advantage that it can point 
out specific tendencies with great certainty, which makes it possible for 
researchers to make forecasts. This type of research is more complex and 
more expensive than cross-sectional research, but is also more indicative of 
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social change. Polit and Beck (2008:208) point out that, often longitudinal 
studies constitute the only way of pointing out specific characteristics, as well 
as causal relationships between variables.

Consider the same example that was discussed under section 3.5.1 
(cross-sectional research). The researcher wishes to study the changes in 
professionalism amongst social work students as they progress through 
a four-year baccalaureate programme. A longitudinal study would be 
to investigate this by gathering data from students every year until they 
graduate, and then examine changes over time. In this way one could make 
inferences of how professionalism increased as they progressed with their 
years of study.

The design of longitudinal research falls within various categories (Neuman 
1997:28–29; Polit & Beck 2008:208–209):

 Panel studies

The same people, group or organisation is investigated again over 
various periods of time. The subjects have to supply data at two or more 
points in time. The panel refers to the sample of subjects providing data. 
Because the same people are being studied over time, the researcher can 
identify individuals who did and did not change and then investigate their 
differentiating characteristics. A panel study could be done to explore the 
antecedent characteristics of smokers who were later able to quit smoking. 
The researcher could also examine how characteristics and conditions at 
time 1 influence characteristics and conditions at time 2.

A problem with panel studies is that it could be expensive due to the time 
frame and researchers could also face problems of attrition (the loss of 
participants over time). Attrition could pose a problem of potential biases and 
difficulty with generalisability of the findings.

 Follow-up studies

Follow-up studies are similar to panel studies, but are usually undertaken 
to determine the subsequent development of individuals who have a 
specific condition or who have received a specific intervention (Polit & Beck 
2008:209). The population is thus drawn from a very specific population, 
unlike panel studies where the population is drawn from a more general 
population. Like panel studies, the challenge lies in retaining the participants. 
A study could be done on smokers who undergo a specific cognitive therapy 
programme to stop smoking. Data pertaining to their smoking patterns could 
be collected after 3 months and then again after one year of attending the 
programme. 

  Tracer studies (Time-series research)

In tracer studies the researcher “traces” people or follow their lives over 
a period of time. In most cases the data is only collected at one point (eg 
ten years after release from prison or five years after completion of a drug 
rehabilitation programme). This type of study is not strictly longitudinal but 
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produces data which simulates a longitudinal design (Bless & Higson-Smith 
2000:67). Also see study unit 5 for a description of the concept of “time 
series” as well as further examples. 

 Cohort research

Cohort research is done by using a category of people who had the same 
experiences in life over a specific period of time. In other words, the 
category of people is investigated as a whole in order to determine its most 
important characteristics. The emphasis is on cohort, or category, and not 
on the specific individual. An example here could be a specific group of 
children who were born in prisons during 2000 and who stayed there until 
the age of six. They are then studied over different periods of time — for 
example, every two years. In this way, the researcher can study specific 
qualities and characteristics in order to determine the influence of the 
environment on the education of this group. If another group is used for 
the same study, with exactly the same requirements (born in 2000), except 
that they did not grow up in prison, this constitutes a second cohort group 
of people. This will enable the researcher to determine the influence of the 
environment on the education of the people concerned.

3.5.3 Trenddesigns

Trend designs investigate changes in the general population in relation to 
a particular phenomenon. The researcher selects different samples of 
subjects from the same population. At preset intervals of time data are 
collected from that particular sample. The researcher must be able to justify 
generalisation from the sample to the population under investigation. Data 
analysis strategies are used to predict future trends from examination of 
past trends. This type of design could be used to investigate (identify and 
compare) career trends of graduates, including the characteristics of the last 
four jobs held, and employment and demographic variables. Three groups of 
employees could be used; early, intermediate and recent graduates. Career 
trends can then be examined (Burns & Grove 2005:237).

3.5.4 Case-studyresearch

Some authors categorise case-study research also under time dimension 
(Neuman 1997:29). In some instances it is referred to as a one-shot case-
study (Bless & Higson-Smith 2000:67). In case-study research the researcher 
tries to make an in-depth investigation into various characteristics of a small 
number of cases over a specific period of time. This means that the data 
that are collected are more detailed, varied and comprehensive in nature. A 
social unit is investigated in its entirety. Such a unit or such cases can include 
individuals, groups, organisations, forums, specific incidents or a geographic 
unit (Neuman 1997:29).

Neuman (1997:29) points out that case-study research and qualitative 
research are not identical in nature. However, almost all qualitative research 
seeks to construct representations based on in-depth, detailed knowledge of 
cases.
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In case-study research in-depth investigations are done into one or more 
cases, or a specific number of cases can be compared with one another. 
What is important, however, is that the researcher focuses on various 
factors. Case-study constitutes an in-depth investigation into interaction 
among factors influencing explanations or change, which are then analysed. 
In this type of research use is made of logical or analytical induction. In other 
words, the researcher will study one case or a specific number of cases 
regarding a specific topic and will then analyse the information obtained 
in detail. The researcher will investigate the characteristic context of that 
particular case in order to determine how the different aspects are taking 
shape. This is also a way of organising data with a view to taking stock of 
social reality.

In longitudinal studies, unlike in case-studies, a large number of units or 
cases are used to collect data and then to look for specific patterns. In other 
words, the focus is more on designated patterns across many units or cases 
(Neuman 1997:29–30).

Case-study research is also used to link the micro level to the macro level. 
On the micro level, the behaviour of individuals is studied so that it can be 
applied to social structures and processes on a large scale (macro level) 
(Neuman 1997:30).

The focus of case-study research is on the element that is typical, rather than 
unique. The topic of the case-study should be selected with circumspection 
so that the unit that is studied is a typical one. The point of departure is the 
identification of a unit that is typical of many other cases, and that particular 
case is then regarded as an example of a category of events or a group of 
individuals (eg serial killers, drug addicts and street children).

Data may be collected by means of various techniques, such as

 �  observation by the researcher of physical characteristics, social qualities or 
conduct

 �  interviews
 �  questionnaires, psychological tests
 �  written accounts by the subjects in the form of diaries, narratives
 �  data reported in newspapers, court and school reports, as well as other 

documents

In order to apply case-studies in an effective manner, the researcher should 
have a thorough knowledge of existing theoretical knowledge about the 
topic, and should also be able to identify significant variables and to isolate 
them from other variables that are not so relevant. In this type of research 
use is often made of the grounded theory, because it begins on an empirical 
level and ends at the conceptual level. Also, only those variables that 
converge with the data are used.

The researcher should also guard against specific prejudices that pose a 
constant threat to the objective and objective data collection and analysis. 
The researcher should not erroneously ascribe conclusions to factors that 
are only associative in nature, and are not necessarily cause-effect related. 
Case-study requires the collection of extended data in order to obtain an 
in-depth understanding of the entity being studied.
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 ACTiViTy 3.7
 See activity 3.5 (about the two boys who raped a little 
girl). Which type of time-dimension research would you 
do in this case?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 3.7

 This research can involve cross-sectional, longitudinal and case-
study research. If an immediate investigation is done into the event 
in order to determine exactly what happened, why it happened and 
what happened to the little victim this constitutes a cross-sectional 
study. An investigation is done into the criminal act itself.

An immediate investigation can be done to determine the effect 
of the criminal act, such as trauma, behavioural problems and 
interaction with other people on all the parties. This can be 
followed by a longitudinal study of the different parties in order to 
determine the effect of that criminal act on their lives, and how it 
influenced their lives later on. Here the researcher can for instance 
investigate their interpersonal relationships, where they live, 
school career (first the lower grades and then the higher grades), 
and where they work.

It would also be worthwhile to make a case study of each of the 
parties involved. This could yield information necessary to develop 
early childhood or live skills training programmes. 

3.6 Summaryoftheclassificationofscientificresearch
Each type of research has its own place in the research process, and for this 
reason it is necessary to use each of them in its specific place in the project 
that is studied. These types and classifications of research are therefore 
not mutually exclusive but complementary in nature as far as the research 
process is concerned.

 TABLE 3.3
 A classification of the types of research

Classification: Whatisinvestigated Typesofresearch

Category Use Basic research 
Applied research

Methodology Approach Quantitative research 
Qualitative research 
Triangulation

Purpose Types Exploratory research 
Descriptive research 
Explanatory research 
Correlational research

Time dimension Periods of time/
duration

Cross-sectional research 
Longitudinal research 
Trend designs 
Case-study research
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3.7 Conclusion
Phenomena are investigated in some or other way. Any social science 
research project will make use of some type or classification of research. In 
the following study units more specific details will be given as to how these 
types and categories of research is applied in the research process. 

TEST yOURSELF

1.  Give an example of a basic research topic on street children as well as 
an example of applied research on this topic.

2.  The aim of the vigilant movement of Mapogo a Mathamaga is to com-
bat crime. If the SAPS cannot find the criminal or if the complainant is 
not satisfied with the legal process it may happen that the victim calls in 
the help of this movement to investigate the crime. If members of this 
movement then find the criminal, he is given a hiding there and then. 
Recently one of the accused died after he allegedly had been assaulted 
by some of the members of this movement. Which one of the follow-
ing approaches will reflect public opinion about the above-mentioned 
movement’s right to exist?

a  exploratory research
b  descriptive research
c  qualitative research
d  quantitative research
e  multiple methods

3.  The SABC’s research department takes a representative sample of 
television licence holders. They send a questionnaire to the people 
in this group to find out which television programmes they prefer to 
watch, and also why. The above is an example of ... research.
a  explanatory
b  longitudinal
c  basic
d  applied
e  follow-up

4. Which one of the following types of research is used for triangulation?
a  basic and applied research
b  quantitative and qualitative research
c  descriptive and explanatory research
d  cross-sectional and longitudinal research
e  none of the above

5.  What time dimension will be used in question (2) (an investigation into 
Mapogo a Mathamaga)?

a  longitudinal research
b  triangulation
c  exploratory research
d  case-study research
e  cross-sectional research

6. What type of research is done in the following example?
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    To determine the relationship between attendance of a drug rehabilitation 
programme and a drug free community X

a  descriptive research
b  triangulation
c  exploratory research
d  case-study research
e  correlational research

7. During the Easter weekend the volume of traffic on our roads is 
extremely high and many serious motor-vehicle accidents occur. In an 
effort to keep the number of accidents and consequently the number 
of deaths and injuries to a minimum, more traffic officers are deployed 
along our main roads and freeways during this period. Constant 
feedback is provided on the conditions and the (previously) identified 
problem areas to ensure an optimal employment of manpower. Also, 
statistics from previous years can be used to indicate whether the 
“project” was successful and to highlight aspects that need more atten-
tion.

What category of research should be used in this particular instance?

8. Identify at least eight differences between qualitative and quantitative  
research.

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. An example of basic research on street children would be where the 

typical characteristics of street children are investigated in terms of 
demographic and social characteristics. An example of applied research 
on street children could be when the emotional experiences of being a 
street child is investigated in order to understand the pathology associ-
ated with the phenomenon.

2. Answer (d): See 3.3.1. A survey is made of the opinion of a large num-
ber of respondents. This can for instance be done by means of ques-
tionnaires and the subsequent processing of these data. Such a survey 
can for instance be compared to the surveys that are done in market 
research.

3. Answer (d): See 3.2.2. The SABC is trying to solve a specific problem 
and to make the necessary recommendations in this regard (viewers’ 
opinions on these programmes and the reasons for these opinions).

4. Answer (b): See 3.3.4. An in-depth study is made of the phenomenon 
(qualitative), whereupon quantitative methods are used in order to 
process those data.

5. Answer (e): See 3.5.1. The investigation will be done only once.
6.  Answer (e): See Table 3.2 and section 3.4. The investigation will draw 

a relationship between the drug rehabilitation programme and a drug 
free community.

7. Applied research should be undertaken in this case to provide feedback 
on the conditions and the (previously) identified problem areas as well 
as to determine employment of manpower. Also, statistics from previ-
ous years can be used to indicate whether the “project” was successful 
and to highlight aspects that need more attention.

8. Refer to Table 3.1, section 3.3.3 for the comparison between the two 
approaches.
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STUDy UNiT

 4 
ETHICSIN
RESEARCH

 Prof Trudie du Plooy

LEARNINGOUTCOMES

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate your 
understanding of the importance of ethics in social research by

 �  identifying six behavioural norms that apply in practical research scenarios
 �  describing the importance of at least three ethical issues that relate to hu-

man rights and that apply to you as a professional researcher
 �  recognising and describing ethical issues that could apply to each of the 

different steps in the research process
 �  compiling your personal checklist of do’s and don’ts when undertaking 

your own quantitative and/or qualitative research

4.1 Introduction

Since childhood, we have learnt to take on certain responsibilities, such 
as looking after ourselves and our surroundings (eg making our bed in the 
morning). We also learnt that certain behaviour is good and acceptable 
(eg showing respect for the elderly), whilst other behaviour is bad and 
unacceptable (eg the misuse of alcohol).

 ACTiViTy 4.1

 Identify a particular group to which you belong, such 
as being a member of a religious congregation. Write 
down two or three principles or standards which the 
group regards as acceptable in pursuit of its aims and 
two or three standards which the group regards as 
unacceptable.
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 4.1

Whatever group selected, you will have realised that the set of 
standards which you identified are the ethical principles which 
are intended to guide your behaviour as a member of that 
group. For example, if you are a member of a particular religious 
congregation, you are probably expected to follow certain norms in 
marriage and your private life.

When doing research, as social scientists we also have responsibilities and 
we too are called upon to follow certain standards of behaviour. But our 
behaviour has far greater significance, because (as researchers) we are 
dealing with other people and what we do (or omit to do) may have a 
detrimental effect on others. In this study unit, we aim to answer this one 
central question: Whatethicalrequirementsmustwekeepinmindwhen
doingresearch? We answer this question by first considering the meaning 
of the concept “ethics”, and we then deal with the different ethical issues 
as these relate to (1) people, (2) different research approaches, and (3) our 
professional capacities as researchers.

4.2 Whatisthemeaningof“ethics”inresearch?
To the layperson, “ethics” represents certain standards according to which a 
particular community or a particular group (eg Christians, soccer players, or 
social workers) agrees to regulate its behaviour. For example, most countries 
(as collective communities) have a legal constitution which is a supreme law 
designed to protect its citizens. In the case of South Africa, for example, 
the country’s constitution makes provision for freedom of religion, belief, 
opinion, expression and association as well as racial and gender equality 
(South Africa Act 108 of 1996).

Secondly, certain occupations and professions, such as nursing, teaching, 
social work, psychology, policing or journalism, have a certain professional 
 codeofconduct. In other words, each profession recognises a set of 
principles and attitudes that must guide that professional’s behaviour. For 
example, the Professional Board for Psychology has a code of professional 
conduct for psychologists. These codes of conduct serve an important 
function, because they not only regulate a particular professional’s behaviour, 
 but also serve to justify behaviour. Let us take the case of the medical 
profession. The purpose of the medical profession is to promote health, to 
prevent and cure disease, and to care for the terminally ill. Given this, we 
know that everything we tell our doctor will be treated with confidentiality; 
this means we can be completely honest with him or her and the doctor, in 
turn, is therefore justified in asking us very personal questions and carrying 
out a physical examination. If applied to research in general, this example 
illustrates that, once the purpose of the research has been clearly established, 
the moral principles on which the research is based can be judged to be 
either ethical or unethical.

Ethics, in research, have been developed against the background of 
professional codes of conduct and the laws governing a particular country.

Instead of dealing with the content of moral principles that guide our 
behaviour, we can thirdly be concerned with the question: what are 

 code of conduct:  
rule/s or law/s that regulate 

behaviour

justify: 
 provide reasonable grounds
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the general logical rules of any morality? This question takes us to other 
questions: are moral judgments objective or subjective? Is there a logical 
relation between moral beliefs and facts? Are moral beliefs reflections of 
some objective truth, or guided by our personal views? These questions 
highlight the ethical problems that face us as researchers. These questions 
take us back to the real question of morality: what is morality?

For the purpose of this discussion, we start off by answering the question 
asked in the subheading above (“What is the meaning of ethics in research?”), 
as follows: Ethics is that which is morally justifiable. (We will look at this 
question again at the end of the study unit.)

 ACTiViTy 4.2
 In previous study units you were introduced to the 
various steps that are normally followed in research. 
On a separate piece of paper, list these steps and, on 
the basis of the above discussion about the meaning of 
ethics, make notes of those aspects which you regard to 
be of ethical significance in each step when conducting 
research.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 4.2
We suggest that you return to these notes once you have worked 
through this study unit and make additional notes where 
necessary.

Whilst doing activity 4.2, you may have realised that certain standards and 
norms apply to our behaviour as researchers, irrespective of whether we are 
collecting, analysing or publicising research. In other words, ethical guidelines 
apply to every step of the research process. However, instead of dealing with 
the different steps, we now consider four situational factors that apply to 
making judgments about ethics in research:

1. the methods that we use to collect, analyse and report research
2.  the purpose or goal of the research (eg to formulate new theories or 

to solve a social problem)
3. the personal motives or intentions of the individual researcher (eg 

to advance a career, which may be unrelated to the purpose of the 
research)

4. the consequences or effects of research, including effects on research 
participants or respondents, on researchers and on the larger social 
and scholarly communities

According to Smith (1988:284–285) the methods, purpose, personal motives 
and consequences of research ought to be regulated by the following six 
behavioural norms:

 �  Universalism — This norm requires that our research must pass peer 
evaluation; our peers must be allowed to judge whether the research is 
in line with previously accepted methods, thinking and knowledge on the 
subject.
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 �  Communality — This norm requires researchers to accurately report 
the methods, purpose, motives and consequences. “The principle of 
communality compels all researchers to share their research findings, 
including means, ends, motives, and consequences, freely and honestly 
with all other members of the research community” (Smith 1988:284).

 �  Disinterestedness — This norm requires that personal gain should not 
be a researcher’s main (or only) reason for doing research.

 �  Organisedskepticism — This norm requires researchers to be critical 
of their own and others’ research and to be honest when they spot er-
rors, omissions and subjective biases.

 �  Honesty — This norm requires researchers to be honest with them-
selves, with the subjects or participants involved in the research and with 
the research community.

 �  Respect— This norm requires researchers to protect subjects’ or par-
ticipants’ basic human and civil rights. We discuss this norm in more detail 
in section 4.3.

4.3 Ethicalissuesinresearchrelatingtohumanrights

One of the primary responsibilities that we have towards the people whom 
we research is that we must not harm them in any way. This is why — in 
certain instances — we may need to obtain their permission to involve 
them in our research; this is also why we need to take measures to ensure 
their privacy. These three ethical issues (do no harm; obtaining consent; and 
ensuring privacy) are the focus of this section.

4.3.1 Donoharm

The meaning of “harm” should be treated in the broadest possible way, to 
include anything from physical discomfort to emotional stress, humiliation 
or embarrassment. Very young children, the elderly, individuals with 
disabilities and people who are institutionalised (eg prisoners) are particularly 
vulnerable, because they may agree to participate in research for the wrong 
reasons. For example, they may agree to participate because they seek 
approval for good behaviour, or because they believe that their participation 
will help someone else, irrespective of the potential harm the research may 
inflict on them as individuals.

“Whatisharmful?” This is a very relevant question. It is also a very complex 
question and not at all easy to answer. We can argue that the potential harm 
done to the individual is insignificant if our research makes a contribution 
to science and helps society. Or we can argue that nothing should be 
done which may cause potential harm or stress to the individual research 
participant. These two arguments represent two extremes. In other words, 
the positive benefits for society which a researcher might gain by deliberately 
misleading participants must be weighed meticulously and professionally 
against the facts that participants are being lied to and the possible harm this 
may cause. However, because “harm” cannot be quantified, we can only 
deal with this question by reviewing our perceptions, values and judgments 
as researchers — and ensuring that all of these are open to public review.
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4.3.2 Obtainingconsent

We need to make sure that the participants in our research understand 
what the research involves (i.e. the procedures to be followed, as well as 
any  demands or risks). Directconsent must be obtained from the people 
who will be involved in the research personally. Substitute consent (or third-
party consent) is obtained from someone who is not personally involved. 
Substitute consent is usually required when the actual persons concerned 
 do not have the cognitive or emotional capacity to give consent, such as 
young children or people who are mentally retarded. This raises other 
issues. Because the conventional notion of permission or consent does not 
necessarily apply when our research involves young children or people with 
mental health problems, Drew, Hardman and Hart (1996:47–49) warn that 
such research may have legal implications. Obtaining consent is generally 
linked to respecting participants and acknowledging their rights, and these 
two issues become more important where we need to obtain substitute 
consent.

To be ethically justifiable, consent also has to meet three requirements. 
These requirements relate to the person’s ability, voluntariness and the actual 
information we are trying to obtain.

Person’s ability

The person must have the cognitive capacity to understand and evaluate 
the information about the intended research, in order to make an informed 
 decision. Competency or incompetency is legally usually linked to age, 
where (generally) children under the age of 18 are regarded as minors and 
require permission from a parent or legal guardian. However, deciding 
whether or not an adult is competent to make an informed decision is not 
simple. Even where adults do appear to have the legal competency to make 
decisions, we must ensure that they know that those who actually participate 
in the research are free to stop participating at any time.

Voluntariness

 Consent must be voluntary. This means that each individual must have the 
ability and the right to choose whether or not to participate in research. 
Nobody must be forced, deceived, threatened or subjected to any form of 
coercion.

Information

Both the content and the way in which information is conveyed to potential 
research participants will determine whether or not we can claim that we 
have obtained “informed” consent. We therefore have a responsibility to 
ensure that our descriptions of what the research entails contains all the 
relevant details and can easily be understood by potential participants. 
Leedy (1997:116–117), for example, suggests that as a safeguard for both 
the researcher and the participant(s), we must make it very clear that the 
participant can withdraw at any time and that a consent form should be 

 consent: 
 give permission

cognitive: 
 knowing or mentally perceiving

 competency: 
 the legal capacity to deal with a 

matter

 
 
 

 coercion: 
 forcing
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drawn up that is signed by everybody — researchers, assistants and all 
participants.

 ACTiViTy 4.3
 Select a social problem or issue which you want to 
investigate and which involves interviewing adults as 
respondents (eg the causes of the high rate of divorce, 
or the effects of unemployment). Compile a consent 
form for these respondents. Make a list of the type of 
information which you regard as essential that needs 
to be included on this consent form. When making this 
list, do so from your perspective as the researcher, 
but also place yourself in the position of one of the 
respondents. What kind of information do you think a 
respondent would want to have about your research?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 4.3
The type of information that you will have included on your 
consent form will largely depend on the social problem or issue 
that you want to investigate.

Nevertheless, consent forms usually contain the following 
information:

 �  The purpose of the research.
 �  What the respondent will be required to do.
 �  The amount of the respondent’s time required.
 �  When the research will be conducted.
 �  The fact that participation is voluntary.
 �  What the respondent has to do if he/she decides to stop partici-

pating.
 �  How confidentiality will be protected.
 �  Whether the research involves any known risks.
 �  The benefits (if any) of participating.
 �  The intended consequences of the research.
 �  Who the respondent should contact for more information before 

finally deciding whether to take part.
 �  The name of the researcher and/or institution.
 �  The date.
 �  If your research needs substitute consent, then your consent 

form should also ask for details of the legal relation between the 
participant/s and the third-party.

The procedure used to obtain participants’ consent very often depends on 
the data-collection method. For example, when a questionnaire is posted 
to respondents (eg in a survey), it is almost impossible for the researcher 
to obtain informed consent before collecting the data. In this case, the 
information about voluntariness should be included in the covering letter that 
accompanies the questionnaire. In the case of postal surveys, the researcher 
has to assume that the respondent is competent to take part in the research 
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simply on the basis of whether or not the respondent fills in and returns the 
questionnaire.

The importance of being properly informed has both ethical and 
methodological implications. For example, the research will have less internal 
 validity if participants respond in an atypical manner because they know they 
are part of the study. This has been called the “Hawthorneeffect” (Stacks 
& Hocking 1992:142–143).

In practice, however, researchers may sometimes be forced to practise 
 intentional deception, due to limited funds, time constraints or limited 
sources of data. For example, staging a mugging or pretending to be a 
prostitute enables researchers to observe people’s natural behaviour. In such 
situations, participants have not been informed and no prior consent has 
been obtained. Is this unethical? The answer is “yes” and “no”, depending 
on the potential risk or harm involved (discussed above in section 4.3.1). It 
must, however, be noted that this kind of deception can only be tolerated if 
it is a completely justifiable form of research and only if there is a low risk of 
participants’ being harmed. Deception is not justifiable if the research can be 
conducted without it. If at all possible, it should be avoided.

4.3.3 Ensuringprivacy

 Total privacy is virtually nonexistent. For example, in order to obtain a loan, 
apply for a credit card or open an account, the banks normally ask us for 
certain personal information. In the social sciences, we collect and analyse 
information about individuals and groups. However, unlike obtaining a loan 
or applying for credit facilities, our goal (collecting and analysing information 
about people as human beings) may be in conflict with people’s right to 
privacy. We can deal with this potential conflict by considering:

1.  the sensitivity of the information
2.  the place where the research is conducted
3.  how public we are going to make our research findings

Certain information may be sensitive depending on who we are dealing 
with. For example, divulging our personal income to our family may be less 
sensitive than divulging it to the tax office. Other types of information, such 
as our sexual experiences or sexual preferences, is sensitive information 
irrespective of who we are dealing with. As researchers, we need ask 
ourselves whether the information we want to collect will or could be 
regarded as sensitive for the individuals or groups concerned.

The place where the research is conducted can be public, such as 
interviewing shoppers in a supermarket. Or the place could be private, 
such as interviewing a patient in a hospital bed. If, however, the actual place 
or setting represents an invasion of the person’s privacy, we should try to 
choose another place in which to interview respondents.

If it is only the researcher who has access to the information collected and if 
it is only the researcher who knows the identity of the research participants, 
the participants are less likely to feel that their privacy has been invaded. 
 However, if the researcher publishes such information, or makes it available 
to a wider public, this is likely to be a breach of confidence. Confidentiality, 

 Hawthorne effect: 
the effect on participants of knowing 

that they are being “researched’’

 deception: 
to be false, misleading or deceiving

 privacy: 
confidentiality

 confidentiality: 
 defined
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in research terms, can be defined as a researcher undertaking not to publicly 
link a specific response or behaviour with a particular research participant.

 If there is a risk of invading someone’s privacy, we must first ensure that we 
obtain participants’ consent. Secondly, we must take precautions to protect 
their anonymity(especially if our findings are to be published).

 ACTiViTy 4.4

 Select a press report from one of your favourite 
newspapers and underline the sources (people or 
institutions) to which the journalist refers. Can you 

identify the sources that were used in the report? 
Answer this question by considering the following:

 �  Does the name of the journalist appear at the top of the report?
 �  Does the journalist give general descriptions or actual quotations?
 �  If quotations are used, does the person speak in his or her per-

sonal capacity or as a representative of an institution?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 4.4

 Although newspaper reports are not the same as scientific research 
reports, the purpose of this activity was to make you aware of the 
way in which information (as evidence) has to be corroborated. 
The most effective way in which this is done, is to refer to or quote 
a credible source. If corroboration is questionable (for whatever 
reason), or if direct quotations cannot be obtained, we have to be 
more careful in the way we word our report. The following is an 
example of the sources which a journalist, Thabo Kobokoane, used 
in a report titled  “Legal row looms over e.tv shake-up” (Kobokoane 
1999:1):

 �  “Insiders say ...”
 �  “Sources say ...”
 �  “Insiders this week detailed the ...”
 �  “Vula Communications and minority directors ...”
 �  “Sources say ...”
 �  “... the directors cited ...”
 �  “Sources say ...”
 �  “Kuban Pillay, the Midi director ... says”

In the above example, the author only refers to two specific 
sources, namely “Vula Communications ...” and “Kuban Pillay”. 
Take note of how he protects the anonymity and privacy of other 
individuals by using phrases such as “Insiders say ...” and “Sources 
say ...”. In doing so, the author — in all probability — did not 
obtain informed consent from these insiders and other sources and 
he now avoids harming them.

 anonymity: 
not known by name

 

 evidence: 
facts indicating whether or not 

something is true
corroborated:  

confirmed
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4.4 Ethicalissuesrelatedtodifferentresearchapproaches
In previous study units you were introduced to quantitative versus qualitative 
approaches to research. In this section we take a closer look at the kind of 
ethical issues that apply to these two approaches.

Experimental research, as an example of quantitative research, involves 
unique ethical issues because researchers manipulate an experimental 
variable. This means that certain participants receive a particular treatment. 
(This is discussed later on in this study guide.) The importance of consent 
and potential harm are particularly relevant and the questions that we need 
to ask are:
1.  What is the potential harm?
2.  If harm is done, is it reversible — can it be undone?
3.   Will it have a post-experimental duration and, if so, how long will this 

duration be?

 If our answers to these questions are affirmative, then it is our ethical 
responsibility to take precautionary steps during and after the experiment.

Experiments that involve controlgroups raise another ethical issue, namely: 
what about the welfare of people who do not receive the experimental 
treatment? For example, a new drug has been developed to counteract 
HIV infection. In order to test its effects, a control group of patients is 
denied the treatment. Is this ethical? This is a difficult question to answer. 
However, one argument is that they are not being denied something which 
they already have. They are just being left in their “natural state” (Drew, 
Hardman & Hart 1996:60). If, however, the control group is promised so-
 called treatment — as in the case of a placebo — it does raise an ethical 
dilemma. One way to solve this dilemma is to conduct the experiment, 
compare the two groups, collect the data and then administer the treatment 
to those who were previously denied it. (Unfortunately, this solution does 
not resolve the problem, because medical experiments require long periods 
of time.)

Consent and privacy create major challenges for researchers who use 
qualitativemethods. When researchers, for example, observe people 
in their natural environment (eg observing group interaction in a gay bar), 
this involves no harm — despite the fact that the people concerned do 
not realise they are being observed. However, given that they are being 
observed unknowingly, this could be regarded as invasion of their privacy. 
One argument put forward to deal with this problem is to say that, if 
behaviour takes place and is observed in a “public” setting (eg a railway 
station), then no prior consent is required.

Another possible solution is to conduct a debriefing interview with the 
people who were observed. During the interview, the researcher informs 
the participants about the purpose and nature of the research and tells 
them that they have, unknowingly, been observed. But the researcher 
also has to obtain their consent to use and publish the data collected. In 
the case of participant observations that involved extremely sensitive and 
personal information, such consent is an essential requirement. Intentional 
deception (discussed above in section 4.3.2) is characteristic of methods that 
involve observations of people in their natural environments. It is therefore 

 post-experimental: 
after an experiment has been 

conducted

 affirmative: 
asserting that the answer is “yes’’

 placebo(s): 
medicine(s) given for psychological 

and not physiological effect
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important, in such cases, to protect participants’ anonymity (eg by using false 
names in the research report).

Interviewing is normally used to collect both quantitative and qualitative 
data (eg obtaining people’s opinions about something). When planning 
and conducting an interview, any of the following practices is ethically 
questionable:

 �  deception about the true purpose of the interview
 �  asking leading questions
 �  making taped recordings of responses without the participant’s/s’ prior 

consent

When a researcher uses methods such as in-depth interviews or focus group 
interviews, he or she has a greater responsibility to ensure confidentiality 
and discretion. This is particularly relevant when the research topic is of a 
sensitive or personal nature. Our aim should be to develop an understanding 
of others — not to intrude on or interfere with our participants’ or 
respondents’ lives.

4.5 Ethicalissuesrelatedtoyouasaprofessional
researcher

 Absolutism represents one of two extreme perspectives, antinomianism 
the other. When undertaking social science research, both these two 
extremes are unacceptable. This brings us to a third perspective, namely 
situationism, which is situated between the two extremes. In situationism, 
certain ethical principles, rules and requirements are acknowledged 
and accepted, but adjusted according to the people involved and 
the circumstances. The moral accountability of the social researcher, 
nevertheless, remains the key issue.

 The core issue is integrity, irrespective of whether we undertake 
social research to obtain a higher qualification, or because we are full-
time researchers, or because it is an integral part of our profession. As 
researchers, we must be honest, because collecting objective and accurate 
data, in a socially responsible way, is basic to scientific research.

 ACTiViTy 4.5
 If you, or one of your friends, are in an occupation that 
has a professional code of conduct, obtain a copy of 
the latest version and find out whether and how this 
code deals with the following principles: do not harm; 
obtaining consent; protecting privacy and maintaining 
integrity.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 4.5
In South Africa, the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) has 
a Code of Research Ethics (1997) which consists of ethical research 
guidelines. This code includes the four ethical principles listed 
above (i.e. doing no harm, obtaining consent, protecting privacy 

 absolutism: 
a researcher may never tell a lie

antinomianism: 
a researcher need not observe 

moral laws

 integrity: 
honesty and trustworthiness
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and maintaining integrity). In addition, they (HSRC 1997:10) 
identify the following values as being the basis of these ethical 
guidelines.

     We, the employees of the Human Sciences Research Council, 
hereby agree to conduct ourselves in such a way that the 
values outlined below will  shape and inform all our activities 
and our relationships with colleagues and stakeholders.

Our values are to

 �  strive for excellence in all our work
 �  enhance our productivity
 �  encourage and respect the participation of our colleagues 

and stakeholders
 �  value each others’ uniqueness
 �  act fairly in ways that build trust
 �  share our resources
 �  transfer our skills and knowledge
 �  approach conflict in open-minded ways
 �  encourage creativity and innovation
 �  use our resources responsibly
 �  encourage learning and development

In the remainder of this section we consider a few examples of ethical issues 
as these relate to the researcher at various stages of the research process. 
(Whilst reading the sections below, refer back to the notes which you made 
in activity 4.2 and make additions to those notes, where necessary.)

Choiceofresearchtopic(problemorissue): The following are examples 
of questions which researchers ought to answer before beginning a research 
study:
 �  Is the topic researchable?
 �  Does the topic merit scientific research?
 �  Does the research merit the time, money, energy and people involved?
 �  Does the researcher have the necessary qualifications and/or skills re-

quired?
 �  Is the problem formulated in an unbiased manner?
 �  Are the data accessible?

Sampling: Many research studies conducted in South Africa are conducted 
using traditional empirical methodology. In such cases, we need to ask: how 
confidently can we generalise our findings and how accurate is our sample?

Selectionofanappropriatemethod: Is the method we have selected (eg 
in-depth interviews) suitable, given the purpose and intended consequences 
of our research? For example, owing to financial constraints, a researcher 
may be tempted to select a cheaper but inappropriate method. (For 
example, doing one case study instead of a survey.)

Treatmentofrespondentsorparticipants: Apart from respecting other 
people’s values and doing no harm etcetera, we also have the responsibility 
 to meet the requirements of justicewhen we research people. In this 
context, justice means treating our participants or respondents equally.

 stakeholders: 
individuals or groups who have 

an interest in or concern with the 
research

 justice: 
to treat fairly
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Treatmentofdata: In historical research, for example, questions related to 
the researcher’s assumptions, selection of data and interpretation are linked 
to the ethical issues of subjectivity and personal bias.

Developmentandapplicationofmeasuringinstruments: Depending 
on whether or not our findings are meant to be generalised to a target 
population, the following can become ethical issues:

 �  Internal validity. (For example, does the measuring instrument measure 
what you intend it to measure?)

 �  External validity. (For example, can the same measuring instrument be 
used in similar research undertaken elsewhere?)

 �  Reliability. (If the research was repeated, would it yield the same results?)

(The requirements of validity and reliability are discussed in study unit 7, 
section 7.6.3.)

Politicalandotherorganisationalconstraints:As far as justice is concerned, 
here our concern relates to the organisation (eg a political party) which 
launches and very often pays for the research. Whether the institution which 
pays for the research is a producer of consumer goods, an insurance firm 
or a government, any pressure on the researcher to be less than honest, is 
unacceptable.

Personalconstraints:Personal constraints can influence a researcher’s 
honesty at several stages during the research process. For example, a lack 
of funds could force a researcher not to use more than one coder (or 
interpreter) in a content analysis. Or, owing to an absence of co-workers, a 
researcher might use an inappropriately narrow sampling procedure. The 
researcher’s inability to speak a regional language could influence his or her 
access to, cooperation from, and the truthfulness of respondents living in 
certain regions (eg rural areas). Other personal constraints could also result 
because of a researcher’s age, gender, race and even personal interests.

Interpretationofdataandreportingfindings: The issue of justice is also 
relevant to the way in which researchers report findings. Interpretations 
must be accurate and valid; nor must data be fabricated, forged, “trimmed” 
or “cooked”. “Trimming” occurs when the researcher smoothes out 
 irregularities in the data, to achieve a better fit between actual and his or 
her expected results. “Cooking” means the researcher retains or reports 
only those findings that fit the hypothesis or research question(s). Both 
variations, while more subtle than complete fabrication, still represent 
dishonest science (Campbell 1987:72). In other words, the interpretations 
must be consistent with the data.

 In addition to fabrication, distortion or concealment, a report of findings may 
not contain misrepresentations or examples of plagiarism.

Ideally, a research report should meet the following requirements:

 �  It must be technically correct (including the proper acknowledgment of 
sources consulted and assistance received from co-researchers).

 �  It should serve a useful function (be of social relevance and fulfil practical 
information needs).

 �  It should be characterised by feasibility (the findings and conclu-
sions — as reported — must be realistic).

 irregularities: 
differences between expected and 

actual results

norms: 
 rules of conduct  

 plagiarism: 
to pretend that the thoughts, 

writings and inventions of others are 
one’s own



120

 �  It must meet legal requirements and promote human welfare.
 �  It must be accurate (eg findings must be supported by the data collected).

The above guidelines are particularly important in cases where research 
is financed by public funds (eg research undertaken by the HSRC). This 
is because such research belongs to the public domain and the research 
report should be available to the public and should withstand public scrutiny. 
This sort of transparency will also verify whether or not principles such as 
informed consent do any harm and whether confidentiality, accountability 
and professionalism have been met.

4.6 Conclusion
In this study unit we concentrated on the ethics of research work. We 
dealt specifically with issues as they relate to people, to different research 
approaches and to you as a researcher. It became clear, we hope, that ethics 
applies to every step of the research process.

At the beginning of this study unit, we described the meaning of ethics as 
“... that which is morally justifiable”. We can now give a more detailed 
description: research ethics, fundamentally, consist of collecting, analysing 
and interpreting data in a way that respects the rights of our participants and 
respondents.

TEST yOURSELF

Read the following statements and decide whether (from an ethical point of 
view) they should be regarded as true or false. Also make notes to explain 
why you selected the one and not the other.

       True False
1. Researchers ought to recognise the limitations of their   	 	

abilities and not attempt a research study that is beyond  
their personal abilities.

2. Researchers may not accept financial favours or grants.  	 	
3. “When in doubt, ask for permission.” This should be a   	 	

general guideline for any social researcher.
4. If the benefits of a research study outweigh the potential   	 	

harm to participants, the study can be considered to  
be ethical.

5. A hospital is a public setting. It is therefore ethically   	 	
permissible to observe patients’ behaviour without  
them being aware of such observation.

6. You conduct an experiment in which you want to   	 	
observe children’s reaction after watching a television  
programme that contains acts of physical violence.  
Your experimental group is exposed to a programme  
that portrays physical violence, whereas the control  
group watches a programme that deals with caring  
for pets and that contains no violence. This  
experiment is ethical.
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 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. As an ethical principle, this statement is true. However, it may be dif-

ficult to apply in practice. This is because until we actually undertake 
research we may not know the limitations of our abilities or we may 
be unaware of the competencies which the particular research study 
requires.

2.  This statement is true only if, by accepting financial favours or grants, 
we violate another ethical principle. (For example, if accepting the 
financial grant means that the researcher’s honesty and objectivity are 
influenced.) In other words, it is ethically acceptable to receive financial 
grants providing this is acknowledged and no other ethical principles 
are violated.

3.  As a general rule of thumb, this is true. We discussed the importance 
of securing informed consent from participants in section 4.3.2. But ob-
taining permission could also include permission to quote long passages 
from other published works, or using a measuring instrument designed 
and copyrighted by others.

4.  Not knowing what the benefits are, or what the potential harm 
involves, it is impossible to decide whether this statement is true or 
false. However, because it is virtually impossible in the social sciences 
to calculate (quantify) a cost-benefit ratio, we judge this statement to be 
false.

5.   We can argue that “a hospital is a public setting” is true. However, 
whether it is ethically permissible to observe patients’ behaviour 
without their prior consent is debatable. It would depend on whether 
the participants’ anonymity can be guaranteed and whether we can 
eventually obtain their consent (during debriefing interviews) to use and 
publish the data. It would also depend on what kind of behaviour was 
observed.

6. There is no definite “true” or “false” answer to the experiment de-
scribed. Whether or not the experiment is ethical depends on the 
potential harm which the violent television programme could have on 
the children, whether the harm is reversible and whether it may have 
a post-experimental duration. As we have commented throughout 
this study unit, there are no clear or simple guidelines that tell us what 
is right and wrong in all research work. This is yet another example in 
which the ethical justification of an experiment depends on the re-
searcher’s judgment.
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STUDy UNiT

 5 
RESEARCHDESIGN

 René van Eeden and  
Martin Terre Blanche

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 �  describe the factors that should be taken into account to ensure that the 
research design is coherent

 �  distinguish between internal and external validity
 �  discuss the factors that influence validity
 �  explain what is meant by control, manipulation of treatments and ran-

domisation
 �  distinguish between research designs in terms of levels of control
 �  identify those areas of social science where qualitative approaches are 

relevant
 �  show an awareness of the flexibility in terms of strategies of enquiry used 

in qualitative research 
 �  identify and discuss the key issues to consider when designing a qualitative 

research project

5.1 Introduction
From our discussions in the previous study units, we now know that when 
we do research our attention is directed towards obtaining information 
on a particular research question. We have also seen that research can be 
distinguished from everyday observation because in research we have to 
obtain and analyse our information scientifically. In this study unit we look at 
how a research design helps us to plan a study that will answer our research 
question.

5.2 Researchdesignaspartoftheresearchprocess
Once we have formulated our problem, research questions, objectives or 
hypotheses, and before we start collecting data, we need to decide how 
we are going to do the research. We need to design our research so that it 
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will provide answers to our research questions. This means that we need 
to decide on the type of research that would be suitable, the persons or 
situations from which we are going to collect data, the type of data we 
need, and how we are going to collect and analyse the data. In study unit 1 
we outlined the steps in the research process. Figure 5.1 illustrates where 
research design fits into the research process and also suggests that these 
steps are not necessarily sequential.

 ResearchResearch  Data collection  Data analysis   Research
question  design   (Observation)   (Interpretation)  report

FIGURE 5.1
The research process 

(Adapted from Durrheim 1999:31)

As you can see, because it involves drawing up a plan for the research, 
research design is usually done early on in the research process. In the 
case of explanatory research (eg experimental research), the steps in the 
process (figure 5.1) are done in sequence, the study is planned (designed) 
 beforehand, and this design is then implemented in the context of the 
research. The purpose of this type of research is to look for reasons why 
something is happening. We want to determine if a specific variable is having 
an effect on another variable (i.e. if it is causing the other variable to occur 
or change). In section 5.4 you will see that, in order to identify such a cause-
effect relationship, we need to control the research context. The research 
design enables us to do this.

Not all research proceeds in such an orderly fashion. A design that is open 
and flexible (changeable) is often more suitable when doing qualitative 
research and this type of research may well be “less orderly”. This type of 
research is nonsequential (as indicated by the two-way arrows in figure 5.1), 
which means that if there are good reasons for it, the researcher can change 
the original design while doing the research. Practical considerations play a 
greater role in designing and implementing this type of research. Durrheim 
(1999:31) argues that it might even be necessary to change the research 
question itself during the course of the study. This type of design is suitable 
when the research is not theory-oriented; qualitative researchers in particular 
use this type of research. Durrheim (1999:33) concludes that

 Far from being an easy way out, fluid and pragmatic research designs make 
for very demanding research, as the researcher must continually reflect 
on the research process; and by making difficult decisions, refine and 
develop the research design throughout the research process to ensure 
valid conclusions.

 ACTiViTy 5.1
 You are doing a study for the Medical Research Council 
on people’s beliefs about Aids and how this disease 
impacts on sexual behaviour. You want to administer 
a questionnaire that was developed in America to a 
sample of rural and urban patients at a number of 
hospitals in KwaZulu-Natal. Before conducting the 

 context: 
the total situation in which an event 

exists or occurs
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actual research, you administer the questionnaire to a small 
number of patients to see if the questions are clear, to find out how 
long the questionnaire takes to administer, etcetera. You find that 
some of the questions are not applicable to the rural population. 
How can you change the research plan (design) to make it more 
suitable for rural areas?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.1
Any measuring instrument used in South Africa should be 
sensitive to the multi-cultural nature of our society. It is therefore 
a good idea to first explore this area of research by using open 
and unstructured interviews (discussed in study unit 7) before 
deciding on the type of questions that should be included in your 
questionnaire. Interviews are more suitable than questionnaires 
for collecting data in rural areas (where literacy might be a 
problem). Do you see how a practical issue can lead to a change in 
the research design? In this example we focused primarily on one 
facet of the research design, namely, the measuring instrument. 
These changes will also influence how we analyse the data.

5.3 Designcoherence
Regardless of whether a research design is precise or flexible, it cannot be 
 a haphazard collection of contradictory elements, but should be coherent. 
Research design requires us to make decisions about various aspects of 
research and these decisions should fit together logically. For example, if the 
researcher works within a particular theoretical framework, this should be 
reflected in his or her decisions about the purpose and use of the research 
and the techniques used.

 ACTiViTy 5.2
 Before we discuss decisions that determine the research 
design, you might want to read study units 1 and 2 
again, where we discuss different perspectives on social 
research.

A researcher works within a particular paradigm or system of ideas. This 
paradigm includes certain theoretical assumptions, the focus of research 
questions and the research techniques to be used. The research design is 
influenced by the paradigm the researcher follows; the researcher justifies 
her study, methods of data collection and analysis on the basis of this 
paradigm. Researchers working within the positivist paradigm are interested 
in discovering and confirming causal laws. Consequently, they often ask 
questions about the relationships between measurable variables such as 
“Does smoking cause lung cancer?” They need to design their research in 
a way that ensures that the variables are measured accurately and that the 
effect of other variables that could influence the hypothesised relationship 
is minimised (as explained in section 5.5 below on quantitative research 
designs). In contrast, researchers working within an interpretive or a critical 
paradigm ask questions about the meaning of social phenomena. They are 

 coherent: 
 a research design that is coherent 

shows a unity of thought or purpose
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interested in how people function in everyday life and, for their research 
designs to be coherent, they should not concentrate on the measurement 
and control of variables, but on ways of observing people in natural settings 
(as explained in section 5.6 on qualitative research designs).

The purpose and the proposed use of the study also influence the type of 
study that will be done. For example, we have indicated that experimental 
research (type) can help us identify cause-effect relationships (purpose). 
When designing the study we also need to decide if the results will be used 
to add to our general knowledge about the social world (basic research) or 
to solve a specific problem (applied research).

Finally, in a coherent research design data-collection techniques will match 
data-analysis techniques. In other words if, as a researcher, you conduct an 
experiment in which you collect quantitative data (eg test scores) you should 
decide what type of statistical techniques you will be using to analyse this 
data. Factors that determine the type of statistical techniques are discussed 
in study unit 8. If you plan to collect unstructured information (eg through 
interviews) you should know how you are going to qualitatively analyse the 
interview transcripts (this is discussed in more detail in study unit 9).

5.4 Designvalidityinquantitativeresearch
If the aim of the research is to explain the relationships between variables 
and, more specifically, to draw conclusions about cause-effect relationships, 
the researcher needs to control those factors that could interfere with these 
relationships and thus threaten the validity of the research conclusions. We 
will discuss two types of validity that must be considered when designing and 
evaluating research, namely: internal validity and external validity.

5.4.1 Internalvalidity

 ACTiViTy 5.3
 We know that a variable is a characteristic that varies 
or changes from one person or situation to another. We 
also know that variables can be measured. We then 
make a distinction between the independent variable 
(X variable) and the dependent variable (Y variable). 
(If you need to refresh your memory about variables, 
revise study unit 2.) Try to identify the dependent 
variable and the independent variable in the following 
research question. Ask yourself which variable depends 
on the other.

“Does watching television programmes that show 
scenes of violence make children behave aggressively?”

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.3
You were correct if you identified “watching programmes that 
show scenes of violence” as the independent variable. The amount 
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of exposure to these programmes can vary. The dependent variable 
is “aggression” and the level of aggression can vary from low to 
high. The independent variable is the cause, and the variable 
that is the effect is the dependent variable — in other words, it 
depends on the cause. In this study the researcher aims to show a 
cause-effect relationship between variables.

In this research question, other factors (eg the children’s home environment) 
could also influence the children’s aggression level. This means that it is not 
only the independent variable (exposure to programmes containing violence) 
that may cause change in the dependent variable (aggression level), but also 
other variables (eg the home environment). If the researcher cannot isolate 
the effect of such other variables in a study, this will confound (or confuse) 
the results and make interpreting the findings difficult.

 If we have alternative explanations for results (also called plausible rival 
hypotheses), the internalvalidity of our research is threatened. This is 
because we want to find out whether there is a relationship between 
the independent and the dependent variable. Please note that we are 
not arguing that the independent variable is the only cause. But we want 
to know if it is one of the factors contributing to the dependent variable. 
Only by excluding other possible influences can we confirm whether 
our hypothesis is correct and that there is a relationship between the 
independent and dependent variable.

In experimental research variables that threaten the internal validity of the 
research results are ruled out at the design stage and by the researcher 
controlling the research conditions. Confounding variables (variables that 
confound or confuse the interpretations) are also called nuisance variables or 
extraneous variables. If the researcher knows about them beforehand, he or 
she can actually make them part of the study.

For example: suppose a company wants to know if increasing the salary of 
sales representatives leads to an increase in sales figures. However, the areas 
in which sales representatives work could also influence sales figures and 
therefore confuse the research results. In this case, it is possible to include 
this factor (i.e. the influence of the area on the sales figure) in the research. 
The research will then have two independent variables.

The following are some threats to internal validity, with examples (based on 
Neuman 1997:190–191):

 �  History refers to uncontrolled events that influence the outcome of 
the research. If an event that is not related to the study occurs during 
the study and influences the dependent variable, this event will confuse 
the causal relationship that the researcher assumes exists. An example 
is a two-week study to evaluate people’s attitudes toward space travel; 
halfway through the study a space craft explodes on the launch pad, killing 
the astronauts.

 �  There may be changes within the subjects themselves over time. The 
subjects being studied may undergo physical or psychological changes (this 
is known as maturation) that are not part of the independent variable, 
but which nevertheless confuse the results. Suppose a researcher does 
an experiment on the styles of children’s play between grades 1 and 6. In 
this case, play styles will be influenced by physical and emotional changes 

 internal validity: 
extent to which the study confirms 

the existence of a cause-effect 
relationship
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that occur as the children grow older, in addition to any effects due to the 
independent variable.

 �  The instrument (eg questionnaire) used to measure the dependent vari-
able may change during the study. Instrumentation is a threat to the 
validity of the study if the measuring instrument deteriorates or improves 
over time. To take a very simple example: if the springs on the scale 
weaken during a weight-loss experiment, this will influence the readings 
on the scale.

 �  Research often involves the comparison of two or more groups in terms 
of the dependent variable. Selection of subjects to be assigned to a spe-
cific group could bias the study if there are important, unsuspected differ-
ences between the subjects in each group. An example is an experiment 
on physical aggression in which the one group unintentionally contains 
soccer and rugby players, whereas the other group is made up of musi-
cians and painters!

 �  Mortality refers to the fact that some subjects do not continue through-
out the study, but drop out (not necessarily die!) before it is completed. 
The subjects who drop out may be different from those who com-
plete the study and this could well influence the results. In research on 
a weight-loss programme, those who are weighed at the end of the 
programme may have lost less weight than those who withdrew from 
the programme early on because it was so effective for them. If the re-
searcher does not take this possibility into account, the researcher might 
base his or her conclusions on the subjects who remain at the end of the 
programme and regard the programme as less effective than it actually is.

 �  Regression effect refers to a tendency of extreme scores to move to-
wards the average upon retesting. Suppose a researcher finds that violent 
criminals, tested before and after watching a violent film, are slightly less 
violent after the film. Because the criminals began at an extreme in terms 
of the measure on violence, it is unlikely that the film could make them 
more violent and due to the regression effect, they appear less extreme 
when measured again.

 �  If there is a pretest, this in itself could influence the outcome. This testing
effect implies that subjects may become familiar with the testing proce-
dure or be more aware of certain issues after the pretest. An example 
is if a researcher gives a group of students the same examination at the 
beginning of the course and again after they have completed the course. 
The idea is to test the impact of the course. However, if students remem-
ber the questions from the first examination, this could well influence 
what parts of the course they pay attention to and how they answer the 
questions the second time.

 ACTiViTy 5.4
 You and a number of other students in your course 
developed a marital preparation programme as part of a 
group project. You evaluated engaged couples regarding 
relationship adjustment, empathic understanding, 
communication skills and problem-solving skills. These 
couples did the marital preparation programme and 
were evaluated again six months after marriage. You 
found an improvement in the scores and concluded 
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that the programme was successful. Can you think of threats that 
could influence the validity of your conclusion?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.4
The couples had to adjust to a new situation and start learning or 
improving the skills needed to make a marriage work. This implies 
personal growth and psychological changes. Maturation rather 
than the marital preparation programme could therefore have 
influenced the scores and led to an improvement in relationship 
adjustment, communication skills, etcetera. Do you think any of 
the other threats are relevant to this problem? It is possible that, 
after six months, some of them may have divorced (mortality) 
or that the first evaluation made the couples more aware of how 
they interact with each other (testing effect). In activity 5.5 we 
will show you how to control for threats such as maturation by 
including more than one group in your study.

5.4.2 Externalvalidity

 Once the researcher has controlled for internal validity, he or she still needs 
to decide if the conclusions can be generalised to situations other than 
the study itself. Would the findings be true for other subjects, times and 
circumstances? 

It is interesting to note that many experimental studies on social influence 
have used middle-class white college males as subjects. Do you think that 
these findings are generalisable to society as a whole? Selection poses 
a threat to externalvalidity and the subjects chosen for a study should 
therefore be representative of a larger population. This issue is dealt with 
again in study unit 6. The research should also reflect the real world. 
For example, if the research includes “hostility” caused by interpersonal 
confrontation, this “hostility” should be the same as “hostility” experienced 
in everyday life and not some artificial “laboratory hostility.” This means that 
gains in external validity often give the study less internal validity because 
controlling a “real” situation is more difficult. In other words, implementing 
control tends to result in an artificial situation. Many social and psychological 
phenomena cannot be brought into a laboratory. In such cases, a field study 
may be preferable to an experiment, because the advantage of realism 
outweighs the disadvantage of loss of control. It might be more important for 
the researcher to study people in their actual social setting than to control all 
variables that could influence the research outcome.

A scientific investigation is a social situation with interaction between 
the research participants and the researcher. Both the researcher and 
the participants have expectations about how they should behave 
during the research and this may threaten the validity of the researcher’s 
conclusions. People who take part in research often get clues about the 
hypothesis or goal of the study and this too influences their perception 
of how they should act and behave. A typical reactiveeffect is the 
Hawthorne effect where subjects respond because they know they are

 external validity: 
extent to which results can be 

generalised to other populations or 
circumstances
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being observed and receiving attention. In other words, subjects 
are being influenced simply because they know that they are being 
observed rather than because of any reaction to the treatment they are 
receiving. Researcherexpectancy, on the other hand, refers to the 
situation where expectations cause a researcher to behave in a manner 
that makes the expected event more likely to occur. For example, if 
a researcher believes group therapy to be more effective than other 
types of therapy in improving self-concept, he or she might have a more 
favourable attitude towards the group receiving this type of therapy and 
this will influence the outcome of the study.

5.5 Researchdesignsinvolvingquantitativedata
The next two sections deal with different types of research designs. We will 
firstly look at ways in which you can design your research when you are 
working with quantitative data. This is followed in section 5.6 by issues that 
we need to consider when designing a qualitative research project.

5.5.1 Trueexperimentaldesign

As you know, the aim of experimental research is to show a cause-effect 
relationship between variables. We can best answer questions about 
whether one variable causes another by manipulating the conditions that 
we believe to be responsible for the effect. In an experiment the researcher 
creates a condition or situation or changes an existing situation. The effect 
of these changes on the subject’s responses helps the researcher to identify 
possible causes. This deliberate action on the part of the researcher is called 
a treatment. Treatments are any intervention that modifies or changes the 
situation. Treatments could include counselling, showing a video, using 
specific teaching strategies, and so on. Treatment condition refers to whether 
a particular group receives the treatment or not, and what kind of treatment 
it receives. True experimental designs are those research studies in which 
 the researcher manipulatesthetreatmentcondition; that is, the researcher 
decides who receives which treatment.

The values or categories of the independent variable determine the 
treatment conditions. These values are called the levels of the independent 
variable. For example, if the independent variable is the amount of 
counselling received, two levels of this variable could be “receiving 
counselling” and “not receiving counselling”. There are therefore two 
treatment conditions. The group that receives the treatment (counselling) is 
 called the experimentalgroup, while the group that receives no treatment 
is called the controlgroup. These groups are compared in terms of the 
outcome or response to the treatment (or “no treatment”).

This outcome is the dependent variable and the comparison between 
groups enables the researcher to determine the impact of the treatment. 
In an experiment, the dependent variable can be measured more than 
once. If the dependent variable is measured before the introduction of the 
treatment, this is called a pretest. The posttest is the measurement of the 
dependent variable after the treatment has been introduced.

 manipulation of treatment 
conditions: 

 deciding who receives which 
treatment

 experimental group: 
group that receives the treatment

control group: group that does not 
receive the treatment
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 ACTiViTy 5.5
 In a simple experiment there is only one experimental 
group that receives the treatment and a control group 
that receives no treatment. An independent variable 
can, however, have more than two levels. Let’s take our 
example of the marital preparation programme. We
have suggested that it was maturation that improved the couples’ 
scores rather than the programme. Suppose you work with three 
groups of couples in your study. You have a group who does the 
preparation programme, a group who does not do the preparation 
programme, and a third group who does a programme focusing 
on communication skills only. Can you identify the levels of the 
independent variable and the treatment conditions? Also define the 
experimental and control groups that you will be working with.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.5
The independent variable is the intervention or treatment, 
namely the programme that the couples participate in. This 
variable has three levels. You want to know if this variable has 
an effect on various skills related to marital adjustment (the 
dependent variable). You manipulate the treatment conditions 
by administering the full (comprehensive) marital preparation 
programme to one group of couples (treatment condition: receives 
programme 1). You then compare the improvement in their skills 
with the improvement of a group of couples who only did the 
communication skills programme (treatment condition: receives 
programme 2) and a group who did not do any programme 
(treatment condition: no treatment). The two types of programmes 
are administered to two experimental groups while the control 
group receives no treatment. We can summarise this as follows:

Independent 
variable:
programme

Treatment condition:
full marital 
preparation 
programme 
communication skill 
programme 
no programme

Dependent variable: 
marital adjustment 
skills

In this example there is another aspect that we have talked about 
before, namely a pretest and a posttest. The dependent variable 
was measured before the programme was administered and again 
afterwards.

Researchers can seldom study the entire population of subjects they are 
interested in and they therefore draw a sample or subset from this population. 
The elements that make up the sample can be people, schools, towns, et 
cetera. The second characteristic of the true experimental  design is random
assignment of the subjects or sampling units to the treatment conditions or 
groups. (Remember the first characteristic is that the researcher manipulates the 
treatment conditions.) If a researcher wants to compare two (or more) groups 
who differ in terms of the independent variable, the people who make up 

 random assignment: 
every subject has an equal chance 
of being assigned to any treatment 

condition or group
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these groups should be very similar to each other with regard to other variables 
that could influence the results. Random assignment to treatment conditions 
ensures that every subject has an equal chance of being assigned to any 
treatment condition, and that the group of subjects assigned to each condition 
will therefore be equivalent as far as all possible variables are concerned except 
the independent variable. Randomisation also prevents the researcher from 
influencing (consciously or unconsciously) which subjects are assigned to which 
group. There are a number of systematic techniques such as random number 
tables and coin flipping (an elementary technique but it can be problematic 
where more than two groups are involved) that can be used to determine which 
subject falls in which group. Random assignment is not the same as random 
selection (which is discussed in study unit 6).

Let us consider some true experimental designs. We know by now that the 
purpose of an experimental design is to control factors that may influence 
 internal validity. A simple design called the posttestonlycontrolgroupdesign
is where the researcher has only one experimental group and a control 
group. These groups are evaluated in terms of the dependent variable after 
the treatment (posttest). In a true experiment, random assignment of subjects 
to the groups ensures that the groups are similar except for the fact that the 
experimental group receives the treatment. Differences in posttest scores can 
therefore be attributed to the treatment or independent variable. This design is 
illustrated in figure 5.2. The R indicates that the subjects are randomly assigned 
to the experimental group and the control group. The top string of characters 
represents what happens to the experimental group, and the bottom string 
of characters represents what happens to the control group. The treatment 
or independent variable is indicated by X and the effect that is measured (the 
dependent variable) is Y.

 Experimental group  X Y
   R
 Control group   Y

FIGURE 5.2
The posttest only control group design

The previous design can be expanded to include a pretest. (See figure 5.3, 
where the dependent variable is now measured both before (b) and after  (a) the 
treatment.) This design is called the pretest-posttestcontrolgroupdesign. 
The researcher can compare the pretest scores of the experimental group 
with results after the treatment. The researcher can also compare the pretest 
and posttest scores of the experimental and control groups. The presence of 
a control group ensures that certain threats to internal validity due to repeated 
measures (eg history, instrumentation etc) are controlled for. This is because, 
if one threat (eg history) influences the experimental group, it should influence 
the control group in the same way. Our example of the marital preparation 
programme can be classified as a pretest-posttest control group design.

 Experimental group Yb X Ya

   R

 Control group  Yb  Ya

FIGURE 5.3
The pretest-posttest control group design

 posttest only control group design: 
design which includes an 

experimental and a control group, a 
treatment, and a posttest

pretest-posttest control group 
design: 

subjects are measured before and 
after the treatment
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5.5.2 Pre-experimentaldesign

Kerlinger (1992:294–296) discusses some designs that should be avoided 
where possible because they do not control for alternative interpretations of 
the results. Rosnow and Rosenthal (1999:168–169) and Neuman (1997:185–
186) refer to these designs as pre-experimental designs. Pre-experimental 
designs may or may not involve manipulation of treatment conditions, but 
they do not include randomisation. This is because, in pre-experimental 
designs, there is only one research group, and subjects are not assigned on a 
random basis if two or more groups are used.

One type of pre-experimental design involves a group of subjects who are 
given a treatment and then measured on the dependent variable. This is 
called the one-group posttest-only design. (Although some authors also 
refer to this as the one-shot case study design, Fouché and De Vos [2002] 
point out differences in terms of the unit of study.) Because only one group 
is used there cannot be any random assignment to treatment conditions. 
Nor is there a control group and, because we do not have a pretreatment 
measure on the dependent variable, we cannot say if the subjects were the 
same before and after the treatment. This type of design can be improved 
by measuring the behaviour of the group of subjects both before and after 
the treatment (the one-group pretest-posttest design). But, because there 
is still no control group (and therefore no random assignment), we still do 
not know if any observed changes in behaviour were caused by the specific 
treatment or something else that occurred between the pretest and the 
posttest stages. In activity 5.4 we saw that, if you worked with only one 
group of couples using a pretest and a posttest, a number of threats could 
influence the internal validity of the experiment. For example: maturation, 
history, instrumentation, regression effect and testing effect.

 ACTiViTy 5.6
 Although pre-experimental designs are not the ideal, 
for various reasons researchers often cannot use a 
control group or include a premeasurement in their 
study. Can you think of an example of such a situation?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.6
We thought of evaluating a feeding scheme for malnourished 
children run by a welfare organisation. Would it be ethical to 
implement this scheme for some children but not for others?

5.5.3 Quasi-experimentaldesigns

As we said earlier on, a true experiment is characterised by the degree of 
control the researcher has over the subjects and conditions. Manipulating 
treatment conditions and random assignment of subjects to the treatment 
conditions ensure that the differences between the groups are minimal, 
rendering it possible to make causal inferences. The term “quasi” means 
“resemble”. Quasi-experimental designs resemble true experimental designs 
in that the researcher aims to establish cause-effect relationships (eg the 
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comparison group posttest-only design and the comparison group pretest-
posttest design). These designs are better than pre-experimental designs for 
identifying causal relationships; we could use a quasi-experimental design for 
the feeding scheme we referred to above.

However, quasi-experimental designs do not involve randomisation. For 
practical and ethical reasons it is not always possible to randomly assign 
subjects to certain conditions. Suppose computers are used as part of job 
training in one branch of a company, but the other branch does not have 
the funds necessary to buy computer equipment. In this case, two fixed 
groups (the two branches) will therefore be used to study the effect of 
computers in training. But the comparison group (i.e. the group without 
computers) will not be equivalent in every other way to the experimental 
group. Consequently, comparing results between the groups and concluding 
that differences are due to the treatment (i.e. use of computers) is to make 
hasty and possibly invalid assumptions. There are techniques for increasing 
the equivalence of comparison groups (eg trying to match the groups on 
relevant demographic variables such as age, income and sex). However, it is 
not always easy to decide what the relevant characteristics are or to locate 
people who are exactly matched.

An example of quasi-experimental research is time-series designs. Rather 
than just comparing the average result obtained by a group before and 
after treatment (as in the case of pre-experimental design), here the 
researcher can observe the trend of the data before and after treatment. 
The researcher studies a single group, but outcomes are measured at regular 
time intervals before the treatment is introduced. The researcher then 
compares these results with outcomes measured at time intervals after the 
treatment. This  is called an interrupted time-seriesdesign — time series 
refers to the fact that there is a series of measurements over time, and the 
time series is interrupted by the intervention (treatment). The researcher 
can plan and apply the intervention — for example, a change in working 
hours and the consequent effect on productivity. The intervention can also 
be something beyond the control of the researcher. If taxes on alcoholic 
beverages are increased significantly, the researcher might recognise an 
opportunity to observe a cause-effect relationship by studying sales figures 
for alcohol before and after the increase.

 Single-caseexperimentsare similar to time-series designs, but involve only 
one sampling unit, often a single subject (human or animal). However, this 
sampling unit may also be a group such as a class of students or a sports 
team. The researcher observes the subject’s behaviour before intervention. 
The observation period is long enough for the researcher to obtain a stable 
behavioural baseline against which later behaviour can be compared (to 
evaluate the effect of treatment). The researcher introduces treatment and 
makes observations during the period of intervention. In an alternative 
research design, the treatment is withdrawn after a period of time and 
another set of observations made to see if the subject’s behaviour returns 
towards the baseline. If the effect brought on by the treatment is desirable, 
the treatment is repeated after the withdrawal phase. This provides the 
researcher with another opportunity to evaluate the effect of the treatment.

 time-series design: 
comparing a number of 

observations of the same group 
over a period of time

 single-case experimental design: 
to assess interventions in 

educational, clinical and counselling 
settings
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5.5.4 Nonexperimentalresearchinvolvingquantitativedata

In certain cases we may want to study the difference between existing 
groups that have been classified according to fixed levels of an independent 
variable. This type of variable is referred to as a classification factor; an 
example is gender. For example, we might want to study the difference in 
emotional sensitivity between males and females. The independent variable 
is not manipulated. We simply label the groups according to what we think 
the important difference between them is (in this case gender) and observe 
the difference between the groups in terms of the dependent variable. Ex 
 post facto research deals with relationships between two or more variables 
without any planned intervention. The researcher has no control over the 
variables, but only records the outcome of events that are beyond his or her 
control.

 A method that is often used to obtain information on social and behavioural 
variables and the relationships between these variables is surveyresearch. 
The researcher selects a sample or subgroup of people and asks them 
questions about issues such as gun control or an upcoming election. The 
answers to these questions are then regarded as describing the opinions, 
attitudes, etcetera of the whole population from which the sample was 
chosen. In other words, the results are generalised to the larger population. 
There is no actual manipulation of conditions, although, as Neuman 
(1997:231) points out, control is achieved statistically. Survey researchers 
measure variables that represent alternative explanations and statistically 
examine the effect of these variables to rule out alternative explanations. 
Cross-sectional surveys are those surveys in which the information is 
collected at one point in time, which could be during the course of one day 
or over a few weeks. An example of a cross-sectional survey would be a 
survey of how people intend voting in an upcoming election. A longitudinal 
study, on the other hand, involves collecting information at different times 
over a longish period of time. For example, if you want to study the role 
of television in the life of adolescents, you could survey the same group of 
adolescents every year for a period of four years. Methods for collecting 
survey data, namely questionnaires and interviews, are discussed in detail in 
study unit 7.

5.6 Qualitativeresearchdesigns
Not all social science research revolves around the control and measurement 
of variables. It is also possible to do research using more open materials 
and techniques. This type of research is known as qualitative research. 
Qualitative research focuses on meaning, experience and understanding; 
qualitative research designs therefore give the researcher an opportunity to 
interact with the individuals or groups whose experiences the researcher 
wants to understand. To really understand people’s subjective feelings and 
experiences, we need to put ourselves in their shoes. Qualitative designs 
therefore focus on fostering a relationship of trust and empathy between the 
researcher and the research subjects.

In qualitative research, information is often collected by means of interviews, 
and these need to be planned and conducted in a way that encourages 
research subjects to feel that they can speak freely. Some qualitative 

  ex post facto:
after the fact

 survey research: 
the purpose of a survey research 

is to describe the population’s 
attitudes, opinions, etcetera based 

on sample results



137

researchers collect data by observing the research subjects; here, researchers 
need to take great care to design their observational studies in such a way 
that their presence in the setting being observed is not experienced as an 
unwelcome intrusion.

We have mentioned before that qualitative research is nonsequential. By its 
very nature, qualitative research is cyclical rather than linear. Designs for this 
type of research are therefore likely to be in the form of general guidelines 
rather than rigid definitions. However, precisely because this type of 
research is relatively unstructured, it is important to work out your research 
design in advance. The design for this type of research needs to be a broad 
framework that allows the researcher flexibility but prevents the researcher 
losing his or her way later. Deciding on what specific data collection and 
analysis techniques to use is an important part of qualitative research design. 
Such decisions should be based on what you are trying to achieve, rather 
than on your familiarity with a certain technique.

According to Fouché (De Vos et al 2002:276), qualitative researchers 
tend to develop their own research designs or strategies of inquiry 
rather than rely on those already developed by others. They discuss five 
strategies identified by Creswell as representative of common practice in 
qualitative research and summarise these as follows:

 Biography is used to document an individual’s life and experiences, 
as told to a researcher or found in documents and archival material. 
Phenomenology aims at understanding and interpreting the essence 
of the meaning that subjects give to their daily lives. Grounded 
theory refers to the creation of a theory based more (but not 
exclusively) on observation than on deduction. ... Ethnography 
is the study of an intact cultural or social group, characterised 
by (participant) observation, description and interpretive data 
analysis. Case study is the observation of a process, activity, event, 
programme or individual bound within a specific time and setting.

Qualitative research values richness of detail and depth of understanding. 
Thus the basic principle of qualitative research design (regardless of the 
specific strategy) is to set up situations through which you can become 
familiar with the topic that you are studying as it occurs in its natural setting. 
To do this, we need to remember four key issues:

1. boundaries (i.e. the scope of the research)
2.  design flexibility
3.  the research relationship
4.  intended outcome

Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research designs are more flexible 
and involve a closer relationship between the researcher and those being 
researched. Also, the outcome focuses on understanding rather than on 
predicting general patterns of behaviour. Before we discuss these issues in 
detail, we want you to think about these characteristics of qualitative research 
and then to do the following activity.
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 ACTiViTy 5.7

 Try to give some examples of areas where qualitative 
approaches would be useful. 

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.7

Keep your list of areas in mind and continue reading this section. 
You will become aware of different areas in which qualitative 
approaches can be used.

5.6.1 Scope

As you know, qualitative researchers are interested in studying natural 
contexts in which social events occur. Qualitative researchers go to great 
lengths to observe and describe what happens and what people do and 
experience in actual social settings (i.e. “real life”). However, researchers 
inevitably have to draw certain boundaries. Do you want to study a particular 
social group, for example Cock’s (1989) study in which she considered the 
triple-oppression (class, race, gender) experienced by domestic workers? Or 
are you focusing on a particular psychological phenomenon, for example, the 
psychological make-up of people who engage in sado-masochistic practices 
(Kelly & Sedumedi 1999)? These research questions could be studied in 
 many different ways, but questions with a broader social or “cultural” scope 
may require the researcher to engage in participant observation, while more 
narrow “psychological” questions often seem to be adequately answered by 
personal interviews.

Scope also refers to the degree to which the findings of a particular study can 
be generalised to other settings or people:

1. Is your study meant to provide an in-depth description and interpreta-
tion of a single person, event or setting?

2. Or is your study intended to bring certain forms of information togeth-
er across a broader front?

If you are trying to achieve (1), you may want to design your research project 
as an in-depth case study. If you are trying to achieve (2), perhaps you need 
to consider a larger project, involving observation, documentary analysis and 
a series of individual or focus-group interviews (see study unit 7). Qualitative 
and other researchers sometimes use a strategy called “triangulation”. 
This involves collecting data from different sources and by using different 
techniques, and then analysing the data using more than one type of analysis. 
Approaching a research problem from several different angles increases 
your changes of “homing in” on correct or useful findings. However, a study 
of such wide scope will require adequate funding and resources. Try to be 
realistic about how much time you have available, and design your study 
accordingly.

 scope: 
range of situations, techniques, 

and observations included in the 
research
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 ACTiViTy 5.8

 Kwaito music is very popular with young people. You 
might have heard about this type of music, but you may 
not be very familiar with it. As a researcher, you decide 
to do a participant observation study of Kwaito culture. 
This means that you have to immerse yourself in the 
subculture to obtain a rich, “insider” understanding of 
how the culture operates.

Define the context in which you will work and write down your 
ideas on the extent to which the findings and the practical 
implications of such a study can be generalised.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.8

This study focuses on a subculture; its research scope is therefore 
broader than research involving individual experiences. Your 
findings will, however, be limited to the particular phenomenon of 
Kwaito and are not meant to be generalised to other subcultures. 
This type of study could be very demanding in terms of the time 
investment required since you will have to visit clubs and “hang 
out” with young people who are involved with Kwaito music.

5.6.2 Designflexibility

Qualitative research design is the art of finding the right balance between 
specifying every step in detail in advance and leaving the research route 
entirely open. Academic supervisors and organisations who commission 
research are keen to have as much as possible specified in advance, while 
qualitative research purists like to speak of “emergent design” (i.e. discovering 
what you are doing as you go along).

 Whatever position you take (specifying in advance or keeping the design 
open), it is important to be clear from the outset about how much and 
what sort of design flexibilityyou will allow. Are you clearly focused on a 
definite research question or are you happy to let the question evolve as 
you go along? Flexibility allows the researcher to be open to the dynamics 
of the situation; he or she should anticipate that new issues may arise as the 
study continues. If you are flexible about the amount of time you will spend 
doing participant observation, what are the limits of this flexibility? Much 
misunderstanding can be avoided if everyone involved in a research project 
are clear from the start how much flexibility is allowed in the design.

Design flexibility also influences how you collect data and what analysis 
techniques you use. Certain approaches, (eg private experiences, subjective 
perceptions, etc) work best with flexible designs, while others (eg analysing 
the content of data to identify recurring themes) can be used with highly 
structured designs.

 flexibility: 
flexibility is how adaptable the 

research process is
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 ACTiViTy 5.9
 Comment on the flexibility of your participant 
observation study of Kwaito culture. How adaptable do 
you think the researcher will be when studying this 
phenomenon?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.9

The research question is broad (a description of Kwaito culture) 
and, as you obtain more information in the course of the study, 
you should be able to formulate more specific questions (eg are all 
Kwaito supporters young?). You will specify in advance how access 
to people involved with Kwaito culture will be obtained, but details 
of further interaction with these people will be left open since you 
first need more information about them to guide you further. Thus 
the design for your Kwaito study will probably be quite flexible, 
but not entirely open.

5.6.3 Theresearchrelationship

Qualitative research is closely associated with the interpretive and critical 
research paradigms (see study unit 1). For certain purposes, qualitative 
researchers may find it useful to view themselves as being objective and 
even having a distanced relationship with research subjects. For example, 
the qualitative researcher may be trying to identify discrete variables and 
to control nuisance variables. A design for a qualitative study of this kind 
could specify the following: (1) the use of highly structured interviews or 
observations (to ensure that each subject is treated in the same way); 
(2) data analysis by more than one person (to ensure greater reliability); 
(3) a structured form of analysis involving predetermined codes which are 
used to indicate carefully specified features in the data.

If, however, the researcher sees the research relationship as requiring an 
empathic exploration of the issue with research participants, she or he may 
opt for unstructured interviews and a more open analytic technique. Such 
researchers normally assume that, given a sufficiently sensitive interviewing 
style, interviewees will be able to communicate useful information about 
themselves or the issue being studied.

If you believe that research participants will tend to “hold back” in an 
interview, you may want to choose a different kind of research relationship, 
namely one in which you are a participant observer. There are numerous 
issues to consider in doing this kind of ethnographic study, ranging from how 
you will gain access to the research setting to what your “cover story” will be. 
These are discussed in more detail in study unit 7.

 ACTiViTy 5.10
 What kind of relationship would you have with the 
people involved in Kwaito culture?
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.10

Culture in this context is dynamic and is continuously being 
restructured. To understand the meaning of Kwaito culture, you 
will have to become part of the world of people who listen to and 
produce Kwaito music. In this case, the researcher and those being 
researched will therefore be on a fairly equal footing and there will 
be a relatively close relationship between you and your research 
subjects.

5.6.4 Intendedoutcome

Qualitative research, like quantitative research, can be undertaken with 
a variety of outcomes in mind. Usually, qualitative researchers want to 
provide a description and interpretation of some phenomenon, setting or 
event. However, description and interpretation are two different processes. 
You therefore have to decide how much your study will tend to pure 
description or how much it will attempt to explain the social, psychological 
or political mechanisms underlying the phenomenon. Do you intend to 
interpret a phenomenon according to a certain theory (eg psychoanalysis or 
social identity theory) or do you simply want to provide a rich and detailed 
description that focuses on understanding an event as a whole (this is known 
as a “thick” description)?

Another problem relating to the intended outcome of your study is whether 
you will use your study simply to reflect on a phenomenon or to change that 
phenomenon. Much social science research is reflective in that it describes, 
analyses and interprets phenomena. Such research does not attempt to 
change the phenomenon. However, it is becoming increasingly common for 
researchers (especially qualitative researchers) to actively use their research 
to change social situations. Such action research involves a continuous cycle 
of implementing interventions (eg a new teaching method at a school), 
evaluating its impact, modifying the intervention and then implementing a 
modified form of the intervention. The design issues in action research are 
different (and in some ways more complex) from “reflective” research. If 
you plan doing such research, you would be well advised to consult texts 
specifically concerned with this.

 ACTiViTy 5.11
 A possible outcome of your study on Kwaito culture 
could be a journal article. What kind of information will 
you provide in this article?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 5.11

You could describe the phenomenon as accurately as possible 
without imposing any theory on it. But you could use a theory such 
as social identity theory to help you interpret the mechanisms 
underlying Kwaito culture. Your article will probably be reflective, 
without proposing actions or interventions.
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5.6.5 Examplesofqualitativedesigns

We will give you some more examples of how the principles of qualitative 
design are applied (depending on the research topic and approach). Our first 
example is a study of what it is like to be a victim of crime.

 � Description: The researcher conducts in-depth, open interviews with a 
small number of crime victims to understand the subjective experience of 
being victimised.

 � Scope: The researcher may want to generalise his or her findings, but the 
main focus is on understanding the experiences of the particular individu-
als interviewed. Although a limited number of interviews are conducted, 
transcription and analysis can be time-consuming.

 � Flexibility: The general area of concern is determined in advance, but 
further specific research questions may arise later. The interview format 
is naturalistic and open. The analytic technique used (phenomenological 
analysis that focuses on private experiences and subjective perceptions) is 
specified in advance.

 � Relationship: The relationship is intense and empathic, with the research-
er playing the role of an interested and concerned listener.

 � Outcome: A conference paper could be presented in which the re-
searcher “brackets” her theoretical and other preconceptions and at-
tempts to “let the data speak for itself”.

Our next example deals with community activist research on land 
redistribution.

 � Description: The researcher engages in a process of participatory action 
research with members of a rural community to reclaim land they believe 
to be theirs.

 � Scope: This study demands intense, long-term commitment from the re-
searcher — an open process. Little or no attempt is made to generalise 
the “findings” to other situations, since the researcher is concerned with 
changing a particular community’s lives and circumstances.

 � Flexibility: The design unfolds in the course of the campaign to reclaim 
land. This study could include legal and archival research, surveys (eg of 
opinions or resources in the community and surrounding communities) 
and in-depth interviews (eg to construct the community’s oral history).

 � Relationship: The researcher is closely involved with the community 
members and identifies with their aspirations. He or she works with 
them as co-researchers.

 � Outcome: The desired outcome is restitution of land (and thus involves 
action), with many small victories or defeats possible along the way. Parts 
of the research could be reported in the media or in academic forums, 
but this is not the primary outcome.

We would also like to give you an example of how quantitative and 
qualitative research can be combined in one study. (These two approaches 
are not necessarily irreconcilable.) Our next example is an interview study 
on the types of complaints expressed by Telkom clients. The researcher 
does a survey (survey research was discussed in section 5.5.4) and collects 
quantitative data answering questions such as how many people complain 
about the cost of making local, national or international calls. The researcher 
uses simple statistical techniques to analyse the data and to describe the 
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types of complaints expressed by the subjects (i.e. Telkom clients). The 
results are then generalised to all Telkom clients.

Suppose that the researcher expands the study and includes open questions 
in the interview that give individuals the opportunity to express their 
feelings and views. The researcher uses data analysis techniques more 
suitable for qualitative data and identifies themes and subthemes that 
provide the researcher with an understanding of the nature of the clients’ 
complaints. This study can be designed in the same manner as the other 
qualitative studies we have referred to, but the researcher will consider both 
quantitative and qualitative results when drawing conclusions.

 � Description: The researcher conducts a series of structured interviews 
to discover the complaints customers have.

 � Scope: The researcher selects a relatively large and representative sample 
to make it easier to generalise the results to all Telkom clients. The in-
terviews are relatively short and structured, but the researcher conducts 
many interviews. The researcher uses a structured thematic content 
analysis of subjects’ responses.

 � Flexibility: The design is decided in advance — the research question 
is clearly specified as is the sampling strategy, interview format and data 
analysis techniques.

 � Relationship: The researcher is friendly and sympathetic, but business-
like — less concerned with understanding the interviewees as whole 
persons, and more with understanding the nature of their complaints.

 � Outcome: The researcher will provide a report to Telkom management 
detailing different themes and subthemes, possibly illustrated with verba-
tim quotes and simple frequency tables.

5.7 Conclusion
Now that you have worked through this study unit, you can understand the 
importance of research design in ensuring that you can answer your research 
question. You should also have a better understanding of how your own 
research focus, the purpose of a research study, and other factors, should all 
fit together in a coherent research plan.

In brief: in experimental research the focus is on control and there are 
different ways of designing a study to ensure different levels of control. 
Qualitative research implies a more flexible design than quantitative studies, 
but there are nevertheless a number of issues that need to be considered if 
the researcher wants to find answers to the research question(s).

TEST yOURSELF

Comment on the design coherence in the following study:

An exploratory study of insider accounts of necklacing was conducted 
by Nomoyi and Schurink (1998:147–152). The research objective was to 
describe and understand the world of the research subjects as they see it. 
The theoretical framework of the research included the assumption that 
research subjects construct roles and identities through interaction with 
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other people and that reality is constantly being recreated through the 
meaningful interactions of individuals.

Studies of violent behaviour should therefore include the world views of 
the violent offender: How does he or she see and define the situation in 
which the violent acts take place? The sample included a small number 
of necklacers, survivors of necklacing, family members of victims and 
community members who observed necklacing. Data were obtained by 
means of unstructured interviews, and during the analyses patterns and 
themes relating to the social organisation of necklacing and its consequences 
were identified.

Identify the option which is the most correct, or most appropriate, in the 
following multiple-choice questions.

1. Which of the following threats to internal validity is most likely to be 
associated with a lack of randomisation?

(1) regression effect
(2) history
(3) selection
(4)  testing effect

2.  A study is internally valid if

(1)  all alternative explanations of results can be ruled out
(2)  an experimental design was used
(3)  there is a control group
(4)  randomisation was used

3.  Research which involves randomisation and the manipulation of vari-
ables is called a(n)

(1) pre-experiment
(2) quasi-experiment
(3) true experiment
(4) a survey study

4.  Which of the following designs would be most appropriate in trying to 
determine if patients’ condition improved after using a new drug for 
depression?

(1) ex post facto research
(2) quasi-experimental design
(3) pretest-posttest control group design
(4) one group pretest-posttest design

5.   Which of the following is not a characteristic of qualitative research?
(1) focus on human subjectivity
(2) relationship with the researched
(3) a linear research design
(4) research within a natural setting

 Indicate which of the following statements are true and which are 
false. True False

(1)  The steps in the research process need not always be   
done in sequence.
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(2)  Research design is not relevant to qualitative research.  
(3)  A pretest-posttest design means that two groups are   

used.
(4)  The dependent variable is the variable measured by   

the researcher.
(5)  A description of a phenomenon should explain the  

processes underlying the phenomenon.

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
The research design in the study on necklacing is coherent. The theoretical 
framework is reflected in the purpose of the study, namely to explore 
how the subjects perceive their world and to use these descriptions for a 
better understanding of the research topic. The qualitative research design 
is suitable to describe what the subjects themselves experience, how they 
interpret their experiences and how they structure their world accordingly. 
By using an unstructured approach to collect the data, the researchers had 
the opportunity to interact with the individuals whose experiences they 
wish to understand. Suitable techniques of data analysis were also used to 
reconstruct the subjects’ social reality.

MULTipLE-ChOiCE qUESTiONS
1. Option (3) is the correct answer, because selection of the subjects for 

their assignment could bias the study if there are important differences 
between the subjects in each group that could influence the outcome 
of the study. If subjects are not randomly assigned to the groups, it 
is difficult to know if the groups are similar to begin with. Regression 
effect (1), history (2) and testing effect (4) are threats to internal validity 
that would occur if the study includes a pretest.

2.  Option (1) is the correct answer, because all alternative explanations 
of results need to be ruled out before the researcher can determine 
if the hypothesised relationship exists. Even if an experimental design 
was used (2), there might still be some threats to the internal validity, 
because the level of control in the different designs varies. If there is a 
control group (3), this does not necessarily mean that subjects were 
assigned randomly to the groups, in which case selection might still 
be a threat. Even if randomisation was used (4), it will help to control 
for some but not all threats to internal validity. Think, for example, of 
mortality.

3.  The characteristics of the true experimental design is that the re-
searcher manipulates the treatment conditions and that there is ran-
dom assignment of the subjects to the treatment conditions or groups. 
Option (3) is therefore the correct answer. Neither of the designs in 
options (1) and (2) include both these characteristics and in the case of 
a survey study (4), control is achieved statistically rather than by assign-
ing subjects to different groups.

4.  The correct answer is option (3): pretest-posttest control group design. 
It is important to evaluate the patients’ condition before and after they 
used the new drug and ex post facto research (1) does not provide the 
researcher with the control to do this. A one group pretest-posttest 
design (4) would not control for the possibility of other factors leading 
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to changes in the patients’ condition. It is therefore necessary to have a 
control group which does not receive the new drug. Although a com-
parison group can be used in a quasi-experimental design (2), there is 
no randomisation and the groups might not be equivalent.

5.  Qualitative research designs are relatively open and flexible. This type 
of research is nonsequential and a linear research design (3) is therefore 
not a characteristic of qualitative research. The other three options are 
all characteristics of qualitative research where the researcher aims to 
come close to individuals to understand how they experience their 
world.

TRUE/FALSE
1. A design that is open and flexible is often more suitable when doing 

qualitative research. This type of research is nonsequential, meaning 
that the original design can be changed while doing the research. The 
statement is therefore true.

2. The statement that research design is not relevant to qualitative re-
search is false. Because this type of research is relatively unstructured, 
it is important to set out a broad framework in advance. The design 
should allow flexibility, but the researcher needs to continually reflect 
on the research process and refine the design to ensure valid conclu-
sions.

3. The statement is false. One type of pre-experimental research involves 
a group of subjects whose behaviour is measured both before and af-
ter the treatment. Only one group is involved in this type of study and, 
although a pretest as well as a posttest can be administered for both an 
experimental group and a control group, it is not necessary to use two 
groups.

4. This statement is true because the researcher changes the independent 
variable and measures the effect of this change on the dependent vari-
able.

5.  Although it is not always easy to tell where description ends and 
interpretation begins, description and interpretation are two different 
processes. Description involves saying what a phenomenon is like; 
interpretation involves explaining why it is like that. Although a descrip-
tion can help the researcher to better understand a phenomenon, the 
description will still need to be interpreted according to a theory that 
explains the processes underlying the description. The statement is 
therefore false.
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STUDy UNiT

 6 
SAMPLING

  
Gisela van Rensburg

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate your 
understanding of sampling in social sciences research by
 �  using the key terms relating to sampling correctly
 �  explaining the reasons for sampling in research
 �  distinguishing between probability and nonprobability sampling
 �  explaining and comparing the techniques in probability sampling
 �  explaining and comparing the techniques in nonprobability sampling
 �  identifying the factors that influence the sample size
 �  drawing a sample in practice

6.1 Introduction
Research aims to optimise the use of resources in the investigation of the 
area of interest. Sampling is one way of doing exactly that.

We are all familiar with the process of sampling. In the course of our daily 
activities we gather information, make decisions and formulate predictions 
based on our “samples”. For example, we decide that the customer service 
of Bank A is better than that of Bank B as a result of experience (either 
personal experience or as reported by others). A student may decide on a 
course for a semester by attending two or three different classes on the first 
day of the semester. On the basis of a few observations, such as the number 
of tests to be written during the semester, volume of work to be studied and 
the timetable, the student then generalises about the whole course. Patients 
may generalise about the quality of nursing care in a hospital as a result of 
their exposure to a few nurses during a short hospital stay. We may decide 
that all politicians are corrupt after reading an article in the newspaper about 
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one politician’s dishonesty. All these examples are “samples” we rely on in 
our daily lives. They involve obtaining information from a few cases and then 
drawing conclusions about a number of cases.

Assume that you have been selected to be a taster for the nutrition 
department of a university. Your job is to taste 20 low calorie desserts 
and rate them according to specific criteria. Eating the entire 20 desserts is 
probably impossible and unnecessary. Rather, you will take a small bite, a 
sample of each, which you will assume to be representative of the entire 
dessert.

What we do on a daily basis is not scientific. Our generalisations are often 
based on erroneous assumptions and will not pass scientific scrutiny. If we 
want to collect information about a group of people or an event that will give 
us an accurate picture of that group or event, ideally we need to examine 
every single person of the group or every single aspect of the event. For 
various practical reasons, we simply cannot do this. We therefore have to 
select units of analysis from the group or event; in other words, we have to 
select a sample.

The focus of this study unit, then, will be on sampling — in other words, 
the method (or process) of selecting (for example) certain members to 
represent the whole group.

 ACTiViTy 6.1
 (Pretest)

Suppose the community centres in your region aim at 
meeting the health, social and recreational needs of 
older persons. As a researcher, you decide to investigate 
the extent to which the community centres are meeting 
these needs by finding out what the older persons in 
your community think about these centres. Formulate a 
research problem.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.1
There is no single right or wrong example. Your research problem 
will be unique. An example of a research problem (stated in 
question form) could be: What do the elderly people who use this 
community centre think of its ability to meet their health, social 
and recreational needs?

Researchers need an appropriate way of selecting the people, objects or 
events from which they can draw their research information. As a rule, the 
population that interests researchers is too large, unmanageable and spread 
out to study directly. Researchers therefore need to define their population 
and sample. Sampling may, in fact, provide a more accurate picture of the 
people being researched than will researching the entire population, simply 
because it is easier to manage a sample than an entire population. The 
smaller scale of the study makes it possible to supervise more effectively and 
keep more accurate records. Only very sporadically one may find a study 
of an entire population. In social sciences research the study of an entire 
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population is called a census. However, a census is expensive and time-
consuming.

Given what we have said so far, sampling is a vital part of the research 
process, and the strategies for choosing a sample will influence both the 
results and the researcher’s interpretation of these results.

6.2 Basicsamplingconcepts
Before we deal with the essentials of sampling, we need to be familiar with 
the keywords used in sampling.

6.2.1 Population

 A population can be defined as the entire group of persons or set of objects 
and events the researcher wants to study. A population contains all the 
variables of interest to the researcher. Examples of populations are first-
year university students, single parents, crime victims, all non-governmental 
organisations, all primary schools in Gauteng, all incidents of sexual 
molestation, and all advertisements of a certain product. In other words, 
populations are not just human subjects. A population is sometimes referred 
to as “target population” or “universe” (Bless & Higson-Smith 2000:84; 
Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:123; De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & 
Delport 2005:193).

It is essential that the researcher defines and describes a population carefully, 
and that the researcher specifically stipulates the criteria to be included in 
the population. These criteria are referred to as eligibility criteria, inclusion 
criteria or distinguishing descriptors (Polit & Beck 2008:338).

Consider the following example of eligibility criteria. A researcher wants 
to know how women feel about a glossy cover for a certain women’s 
magazine. Eligibility criteria will include the following: the readers must 
be women and they must be frequent readers of that specific women’s 
magazine. Another way of clearly defining a population is by giving what is 
called an operational definition of the population. For example, if we want 
to conduct a study on family violence, we give the term “family violence” an 
operational definition. This definition could be: “any physical, psychological 
or emotional violence committed by a family member on another family 
member”. Please note that when a researcher provides such an operational 
definition, the results of the study cannot be generalised to the broader 
explanation of family violence (which includes violence against family 
members not living together).

Because researchers seldom have access to the entire population, the 
population that the researcher has access to and actually studies usually 
differs from the entire population in one or more respects. The population 
that the researcher can reach is defined as the accessiblepopulation or 
study population (Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:124). It is, for 
example, highly improbable that a researcher would be able to locate all 
South African men with nursing qualifications. It may however be possible 
for a researcher to locate all practising male nurses, since these men must 
be registered with the South African Nursing Council. In this case, the 

 population: 
the entire group of persons or 

objects and events of interest to the 
researcher
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researcher will have to limit the accessible population and therefore add a 
further characteristic to the defined population. The population may then 
be defined as all South African men that are practising qualified nurses. The 
researcher studying this population would then plan to generalise the findings 
to this accessible population and not to the entire population of men who 
possess nursing qualifications.

6.2.2 Element

 An element is the unit or case about which information is obtained. 
The elements may be people who share certain characteristics (eg the 
same profession). Elements may also be objects, events, social groups, 
organisations, documents or provinces. All elements together constitute the 
population. An element is sometimes referred to as a unit of analysis.

6.2.3 Parameter

 A parameter is a specified characteristic obtained by studying all the 
elements of a population. For example, the mean ages of all geography 
students at South African universities. To determine this parameter, the 
researcher has to record the age of each student. A parameter is thus a 
measure or value collected from a population; a parameter describes a 
particular characteristic of the whole population.

6.2.4 Sample

 A sample is a part of a whole (the whole is shown in figure 6.1), or a subset 
of measurements drawn from the population. A sample, then, is a selected 
group of elements from a defined population (figure 6.2). We study the 
sample in an effort to understand the population in which we are interested 
(Bless & Higson-Smith 2000:86; Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 
2006:124). According to Wilson (1993:172) researchers use sampling because 
it is a feasible and logical way of making statements about a larger group 
(based on what the researcher knows about a smaller group). Consider the 
example of South African men with nursing qualifications. The accessible 
population was all practising male nurses. Even so, it will still be impossible 
to obtain information from all practising male nurses. A sample is therefore 
drawn to eventually enable the researcher to come to a conclusion about the 
accessible population.

 element: 
a unit from a defined population

 parameter: 
a characteristic of the elements of a 

population

 sample: 
a subset of a population
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FIGURE 6.1
A population from which a sample is drawn

(Taken from Wilson 1993:173)

  FIGURE 6.2
A sample: a subset of the larger population

(Taken from Wilson 1993:175)  

6.2.5 Samplingframe

 The samplingframe is a comprehensive list of all the units or elements in 
the target population. Note that a sampling frame is not always available. The 
researcher often has to prepare a sampling frame which contains a complete 
target population. An adequate sampling frame should not exclude any 
element of the population (Polit & Beck 2008:340). For example, suppose 
a researcher wants to determine a community’s attitude about Sunday 
sports at a certain primary school. To select a sample based on a list that 

 sampling frame: 
a comprehensive list of all units 

(elements) from which the  
sample is drawn
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just included all the parents of children attending the particular school would 
be wrong because the researcher needs to draw a sample from the whole 
community (whether they have primary school children or not).

6.2.6 Arepresentativesample

 A representativesample means a sample that resembles the population 
in as many ways as possible and that allows the researcher to accurately 
generalise the results. A representative sample should replicate the 
population properties in approximately the same proportion as they occur 
in the target population (Bless & Higson-Smith 2000:86; Brink, Van der 
Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:125). According to Polit and Beck (2008:340) 
the overriding consideration in assessing a sample is its representativeness. 
Population properties that could influence the representativeness of a 
sample are demographic information such as ethnicity, income level, and 
educational level. For instance, if 60 per cent  of the population is female, 
a representative sample would also comprise approximately 60 per cent  
females.

6.2.7 Samplingerror

 Samplingerror refers to the differences between population parameters (eg 
the average age of the population) and sample statistics (eg the average age 
of the sample) (Gilbert 1993:69; Joubert & Ehrlich 2007:142). For example, 
if the mean age of the population is 30 years and the mean age of the sample 
39 years, then sampling error has occurred. In fact, sampling error may be 
unavoidable and does not mean that the researcher has made a mistake. 
A sample is seldom completely representative of a population. A large 
sampling error means that the sample is not representative of the population. 
Sampling error is more likely to occur where the sample size is relatively 
small (Bonita, Beaglehole & Kjellström 2006:53; Brink, Van der Walt & Van 
Rensburg 2006:125–126; Polit & Beck 2008:348, 583).

Although the purpose of sampling theory is to determine samples which 
reproduce, as closely as possible, the characteristics of a population, sampling 
never completely achieves this aim owing to the sort of error we have just 
been discussing. Researchers try to reduce sampling error, but it is rare that a 
sample is perfectly representative of a population.

Sampling errors may occur because of the following factors: chance factors, 
bias in selection or non-response errors.

In the case of error due to chancefactors, in a particular sample one 
element may have been included rather than another. This type of error is 
called a chance factor error and can be calculated statistically.

Biasinselection arises primarily from faulty technique and may or may 
not be deliberate. A researcher may, for instance, fail to take into account 
a specific criterion such as educational level or the respondent may give 
incorrect information about her or his educational level. Or some parts 
of the population may be over- or underrepresented in the sample. For 
instance, a sample that contains 50 per cent black and 50 per cent white 

 representative sample: 
a sample that resembles the 

population and which enables the 
researcher to accurately generalise 

the results

 sampling error: 
differences between population 

parameters and sampling statistics
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respondents would underrepresent the black population and overrepresent 
the white population of South Africa.

Another source of bias is due to non-responseerror. This occurs when an 
element of the population does not respond to a measurement instrument 
(for some unknown reason). These elements are then excluded from the 
sample, which changes the make-up and therefore the representativeness 
of the sample. Reasons for non-response may be personal issues such as 
language difficulty or illness or respondents refusing to give information (Bless 
& Higson-Smith 2000:94; Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:126).

6.2.8 Samplingbias
 A biased sample is one that is not representative of the population; here, the 
sample has simply not been carefully selected. Samplingbiasis caused by a 
researcher failing to consider the relevant population criteria when selecting 
the sample.
Sources of sampling bias can be the following:
 �  The language used when data is collected (thus excluding those who do 

not speak that language).
 �  The extent to which personal views have influenced the data.
 �  The time the data were collected (thus excluding those who are not 

present at the time).
 �  The place where the data were collected. For example, suppose a 

researcher wants to investigate the attitudes towards drug use amongst 
young students in a particular city. He or she goes to a local college 
cafeteria during lunch hour to recruit participants for the study. The 
researcher may more likely approach individuals of the same gender, or 
individuals that look approachable and friendly, or those who are sitting 
by themselves rather than in a group. Further, the researcher will only be 
exposed to those students who eat lunch in the cafeteria and miss those 
who sit outside or go home for lunch hour. What about the choice of 
institution where the participants are recruited? What about the ethnic 
make-up of the college? This may lead to systematic over- or underrepre-
sentation.

Sampling bias therefore refers to the overrepresentation or 
underrepresentation of a segment of the population which will then impact 
on the purpose of the study and its validity (Brink, Van der Walt & Van 
Rensburg 2006:126; Polit & Beck 2008:340).

 ACTiViTy 6.2
 Use the same scenario as in activity 6.1. Identify the 
accessible population. Describe the sampling frame for 
the target population.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.2

You were right if your accessible population resembles: persons 
attending community centres for older persons. The sampling 
frame for our example could be a list of all members of community 
centres in your region.

 sampling bias: 
when there is a difference between 

sample data and population 
data that can be attributed to an 

incorrect selection process;
a threat to external validity of a 

study that occurs when subjects 
are not randomly selected from the 

population
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6.3 Theessentialsofsampling

To ensure that the sample that is drawn actually represents the population, 
two important factors have to be considered.

Firstly, how similar or dissimilar is the population? A population that consists 
of people who are similar to each other is known as a homogeneous 
population. A population of people who are dissimilar is known as a 
heterogeneous population. The more alike the elements of a population, the 
smaller the sample can be and still be representative. However, before we 
can identify the degree to which the elements who make up the population 
are the same, we need to carefully define our population. An example of a 
homogeneous population is a group of female junior tennis players who play 
in the same league and for the same province. This group would be more 
heterogeneous (i.e. dissimilar) if any of the following characteristics were 
changed:

 �  gender (female and male)
 �  age (not only junior players)
 �  sport activity (other sport as well)
 �  level of play (playing in a different league)
 �  geographical area (other provinces)

The second important factor is the degree of precision with which the 
population is specified. We can be more confident that our sample is 
representative if we have carefully defined our population. The defined 
population from which the sample is drawn is called the sampling frame (see 
figure 6.1). We might, for instance, be interested in studying all individuals 
currently on ARV treatment for HIV. Although it might be difficult to 
access this population, it is defined. If we want to study potential buyers 
of microcomputers, the population is less well defined. When a sample is 
drawn from a poorly defined population, it is likely to be biased.

Choosing the population and the method of sampling this population are 
very important steps in research.

6.4 Samplingapproaches

Sampling theory distinguishes between two basic sampling approaches: 
probability (or random sampling) and nonprobability sampling. Sampling 
approaches are also referred to as sampling procedures, sampling methods 
or sampling plans.

6.4.1 Probabilitysampling

 Probabilitysamplingor randomsamplingrefers to an approach whereby 
each person (element) has an equal chance of being chosen in the sample. 
Gilbert (1993:71) refers to an equal chance as a known, non-zero chance of 
selection. In other words, random selection takes place when each element 
in the population has an equal, independent chance of being selected for the 
sample (De Vos et al 2005:196). The selection of elements from the 

 probability sampling: 
sometimes called random sampling. 
A sampling approach which ensures 

that every element in the population 
has an equal chance of being 

selected for the sample
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population is based on some form of random procedure. The most 
commonly used probability sampling techniques are: simple random 
sampling, systematic sampling, stratified random sampling and cluster 
sampling.

  Simple random sampling

Simple random sampling is the most basic of the probability sampling 
techniques. Once the population has been defined, the sampling frame is 
drawn up. Each element of the sampling frame then has an equal chance of 
being included in the sample (Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:127; 
De Vos et al 2005:200).

Example: A researcher wants to determine how many different morning 
newspapers are delivered to houses in a certain town. To start the 
investigation, the researcher must follow certain steps: he or she must define 
the population, draw up a list of all the houses that make up this population, 
determine the sample size, allocate a consecutive identification number 
to each household in the sample frame, and then decide which random 
selection technique and selection method to use.

There are various random selection techniques.

 �  The most common are the lottery or fishbowl techniques. A symbol for 
each element (unit) of the population is written on identical pieces of pa-
per and placed in a container, mixed well and then one number is drawn 
at a time. The sample size the researcher decided upon will determine 
how many papers are drawn.

 �  Another technique that can be used is a random number table. This table 
is drawn up mathematically, so that the numbers are written in a random 
way, in rows or columns. These tables are found in most research meth-
odology textbooks. (See Bibliography for examples of such textbooks.) 
To use this technique, we suggest you use the following procedure: Find a 
table of random numbers. Choose a starting point in the table by point-
ing to a number without looking at the table. Starting with this number, 
select the number of units you want by tracing your way through the 
table horizontally, vertically or diagonally. Should a number occur within 
the column that is not represented in the population, exclude the number 
and move to the next.

The following example is explained in table 6.1 below. Suppose that, out of 
a population of 90 elements a sample of 15 is to be drawn randomly. First 
of all, the 90 elements in the population must be numbered consecutively, 
from 01 to 90. We now have to select two-digit numbers from our table of 
random numbers. By pointing on the table, we select a starting point. Say 
our arbitrary starting point is 27. Move down the column and then continue 
down the next columns, until 15 two-digit numbers between 01 and 90 
are selected. We exclude the two numbers that are not represented in the 
population numbers — 92 and 99 (see table 6.1).
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 TABLE 6.1
 Table of random numbers

86 83 42 99 01

69 97 92 02 87

93 27 88 17 57

68 10 72 36 21

62 53 52 41 70

 The researcher needs fifteen subject 
elements/units) randomly selected from a 
population of individuals numbered from  
1 to 90

Subjects (elements/units) selected are:

27 10 53 42 88 72 52 
02 17 36 41 01 87 57 
21

(Adapted from Wilson 1993:174)

Today it is common to use a computer to do random selection. Once 
the sampling frame is entered into the computer, the computer program 
numbers the elements in the sampling frame and generates its own series of 
random numbers.

 ACTiViTy 6.3
 Make a list of the most important characteristics of 
simple random sampling.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.3
Your list should include the following. The most important 
characteristics of simple random sampling are that it involves a 
one-stage selection process, each element has an equal chance of 
being selected, and that the population is identified and listed in a 
sampling frame.

  Systematic sampling

Systematic sampling (or interval sampling) involves drawing every ƒth 
element from a population. Elements are selected at equal intervals (eg 
every sixth, tenth or nineteenth element). This sampling technique is quicker 
and simpler than the use of random number tables, but has limitations. Like 
simple random sampling it relies on the availability of a complete population 
list (sampling frame).

Systematic sampling works as follows:

1.   Obtain a list of the total population(N). An example could be all the 
guest houses listed in the portfolio for guest houses in South Africa. 
The elements in this list must be listed randomly and not alphabetically, 
otherwise bias may occur in that the sample selection may not be truly 
representative of the population.

2.   Determine thesamplesize(n).
3.  Determine thesamplinginterval(k) by dividing the size of the popu-

lation by the size of the sample. Choose a random starting point 

N: symbol for size of population

 n: symbol for sample size
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between 1 and k. You could use a table of random numbers to do 
this. Select the other elements based on the sampling interval (k). For 
example, if there are 300 guest houses listed in the portfolio and the 
sample size is 60, the sampling interval is five. Suppose that the se-
lected starting point is 3, the next elements would then be 8, 13, 18, 
etcetera, up to 298.

K  =N/n
   =  size of population

     size of sample

Hence, in the example k = 300/60 = 5

Systematic sampling is more convenient than simple random sampling. 
If careful attention is paid to obtaining an unbiased list of the population 
elements and the first element is randomly selected, systematic sampling is 
classified as probability sampling. If any one of the above criteria is not met, it 
is not considered to be systematic sampling.

  Stratified random sampling

Stratified random sampling is a sampling technique where the population 
is divided into different groups or subgroups called strata, so that each 
element of the population belongs to one and only one stratum. Random 
sampling is then done within each stratum, using either simple random 
sampling or systematic sampling. There are various characteristics of a 
population that require stratified sampling, such as ethnic background, age, 
sex or educational level. Suppose we want to study 4 000 workers who 
work at a certain factory; these workers are employed at various ranks 
within the organisation’s hierarchy. We decide to study a sample of 800 
workers. If we want each rank to be represented in the sample, we could 
divide the workers into strata according to their ranks and select from each 
stratum. The sample would therefore be stratified. The key issue is to ensure 
representativeness, even of the smallest subgroup. There are basically two 
ways of determining the number of elements sampled from each stratum: 
proportional and disproportional.

Proportionalstratifiedsamples are samples where the number of 
elements selected from each stratum is proportional to the size of the 
stratum in the population (see table 6.2). In our example of factory workers, 
if top management makes up 14 per cent of the worker population, they 
should also make up 14 per cent of our sample. This type of sampling 
design ensures that each stratum is properly represented in the sample and 
decreases the chances of excluding members of the population because 
of the stratification process. However, it requires accurate information on 
population parameters for each stratum. The advantage of proportional 
stratified random sampling is that it makes representativeness of a particular 
segment of the population possible. The disadvantages are that it requires 
extensive knowledge of the population parameters and a complete list of the 
total population. It can also become very complex (Brink, Van der Walt & 
Van Rensburg 2006:130).
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 TABLE 6.2
 An example of a stratified random sample

Stratum Elementsinpopulation Proportionalsample

Top management  560 (14%) 112 (14%)

Middle management  640 (16%) 128 (16%)

Senior workers 1 200 (30%) 240 (30%)

Workers 1 600 (40%) 320 (40%)

4 000 800

Disproportionalstratifiedsamplingoccurs when the number of elements 
in each stratum is not proportional to the number of elements in each 
stratum within the population. In the above example, instead of selecting 14 
per cent of the top management, we could have selected an equal number 
of workers (eg 25%, 200 workers) from each stratum. This method is less 
efficient for determining population characteristics. However, if we do not 
intend to generalise our research findings to all the workers, but to compare 
different ranks’ attitudes on certain issues, disproportional stratified sampling 
can be used.

Cluster sampling

Cluster sampling requires that the population be divided into groups or 
clusters. Unlike stratified sampling, the elements of the population are 
grouped in heterogeneous clusters instead of homogeneous strata. Cluster 
sampling is used when a complete list of elements (sampling frame) is not 
available. Using the same example of factory workers as above, we could 
choose a sample that includes all workers (regardless of rank) in several 
divisions of the factory. Rather than selecting individuals, we randomly select 
divisions. This method can be used when the researcher does not have 
the time or money to get all the individuals’ names, but does have a list of 
all the divisions in the factory. The sample is therefore randomly selected 
from the list of clusters (divisions of the factory). The researcher can sample 
all the workers in the chosen clusters or randomly select the same number 
of workers from each chosen cluster. Cluster sampling is less costly if the 
clusters are geographically defined. It requires listing only the elements in 
the selected clusters. Large-scale surveys often use cluster sampling because 
simple or stratified random sampling involves too many subjects from too 
many places, which is expensive and time-consuming.

Cluster sampling takes place in stages. The researcher starts by sampling 
a population that is much more general than the final one (eg cities), then 
progresses to the next most inclusive sampling units (eg residential blocks), 
until the researcher reaches the final stage (selecting individual participants 
in the study). Given the successive stages of sampling, this method is often 
referred to as multistagesampling.

Cluster sampling tends to contain more sampling errors than simple or 
stratified random sampling. Despite this disadvantage, cluster sampling is 
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considered more economical and practical than other types of probability 
sampling, particularly when the population is large and widely scattered.

 ACTiViTy 6.4
 Think of an example where we could use cluster 
sampling.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.4

An example is if we wanted to study the opinions of people living 
in a certain country. We could successively sample units such 
as provinces, cities, districts, street blocks and then households. 
Provinces would be selected randomly, and then the cities within 
each of these provinces. From each city would be included districts, 
street blocks and finally the desired number of households, all 
selected randomly.

 ACTiViTy 6.5
 Look again at activities 6.1 and 6.2. Which sampling 
design would you use to select a sample from the 
population specified in activity 6.2?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.5
You were right if, depending on the aim of your research, you chose 
simple random sampling, systematic or stratified random sampling. 
Would you agree that stratified random sampling would be a very 
suitable design to use? The elderly would be divided into strata 
such as those who come to the community centre for treatment 
of a chronic disease, those who receive subsidised meals at the 
centre, those who come to the social club, those who participate in 
a specific sport and those who attend health education talks.

6.4.2 Nonprobabilitysampling

 Nonprobabilitysamplingis a sampling approach where the population may 
or may not be accurately represented. That is, the probability of inclusion is 
not the same for each element, for example a person might not be at work 
on the day of selection. We simply do not know. It is therefore impossible 
to determine the likelihood of including each element of the population in 
the sample. Some elements may have no chance of being included in the 
sample.

Nonprobability is less desirable than probability sampling especially if the 
objective of the research is to generalise. Nonprobability sampling is used 
when probability sampling is extremely expensive or difficult or when 
representativeness is not essential. Nonprobability sampling is appropriate 
where the researcher’s aim is to generate theory and a wider understanding 
of social processes (in which case representativeness may be less important). 

 nonprobability sampling: 
a procedure where we do not 

know whether we have included 
each element of the population in a 

sample
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Furthermore, the researcher will be forced to use nonprobability sampling 
if a population cannot be defined because no sampling frame is available. In 
nonprobability sampling, the researcher’s judgment is often used to select 
those subjects who have characteristics that are relevant to the research.

The major problem with nonprobability sampling is that there is no formal 
procedure for generalising from the sample to the population, since the 
researcher cannot determine sampling error. From a scientific point of view, 
probability samples are preferable because sampling error can be calculated. 
Nonprobability sampling does, however, have pragmatic advantages (eg 
saving time and money) and its disadvantages can be reduced by working 
with homogeneous populations or enlarging the sample. Both these sampling 
approaches are used in the social sciences.

Nonprobability sampling techniques include convenience (or accidental), 
quota, purposive (or judgmental) and snowball sampling.

  Convenience or accidental sampling

Conveniencesampling (or accidental sampling) is when the researcher 
selects those elements that he or she can access easily until the sample 
reaches the desired size. Convenience sampling is also referred to as 
accidental or availability sampling. The researcher may choose, for instance, 
the first twenty people turning up for an interview, or the people available in 
the library at a specific time, or a lecturer may use the students in his or her 
class. Obviously, this can introduce serious bias, because certain elements in 
the population may be overrepresented or underrepresented. For instance, 
most of the people in the library may be students, in which case people 
with jobs will be underrepresented. Although this type of sampling is very 
convenient for researchers (in terms of time and money), generalisation 
based on this sampling technique is extremely risky.

Quota sampling

Quotasampling is a nonprobability sampling technique similar to stratified 
sampling, except that the final selection of elements is not random. Quota 
sampling generally requires that each stratum be represented in the sample 
in the same proportion as in the total population. However, the sampling 
procedure in quota sampling relies on convenience or accidental choice 
instead of random choice from a sample frame.

Consider this example. A researcher is interested in studying nursing students’ 
attitudes to working with patients who are HIV infected. The population for 
this study might be a university that includes a group of 100 nursing students. 
The researcher wants a sample size of 40. The easiest would be to use a 
convenience sample by distributing questionnaires to students in classrooms 
or as they enter or leave the cafeteria. However, the researcher suspects that 
female and male students, as well as the students in the different classrooms, all 
have different attitudes to working with these patients. In this case convenience 
sampling could easily lead to a sample that included too many or too few 
students from a certain subgroup. The researcher, when anticipating such a 
problem, can guide the selection of subjects so that the final sample includes 
the correct number of cases from each stratum (males, females and classes). 
The researcher generally stratifies on the basis of extraneous variables that, in 
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her or his estimation, reflect important differences in the dependent variable 
under investigation. Such stratifying variables include: gender, age, socio-
economic status and educational level.

Quota sampling is procedurally similar to convenience sampling except that 
it identifies important strata (Polit & Beck 2008:342). Given this, although 
it shares many of the same weaknesses as convenience sampling, quota 
sampling is definitely superior to convenience sampling.

Purposive or judgmental sampling

Purposiveorjudgmentalsampling (also referred to as theoretical 
sampling) is when the researcher selects a sample that can be judged to be 
representative of the total population. This judgment is made on the basis of 
available information or the researcher’s knowledge about the population. 
This knowledge is used to hand-pick the elements for the sample. Choosing 
the first three days of the month for auditing client’s files is an example of 
purposive sampling. This type of sampling relies heavily on the subjective 
considerations of the researcher rather than scientific criteria. But when used 
by an expert who knows the population being studied, it has some value. It 
could, however lead to misleading results (Polit & Beck 2008:343).

Purposive sampling is commonly used in qualitative research and is entirely 
governed by the need to develop additional theories in social science. The 
researcher samples continuously until he or she can obtain no more new 
information. The researcher does not know in advance how many subjects 
are needed.

Snowball sampling

Snowballsampling is a technique that involves research respondents’ 
obtaining other potential respondents. The term is taken from the analogy 
of a snowball. In the first stage of sampling, only a few respondents are 
identified as having the required characteristics; these respondents are 
interviewed by the researcher. These respondents are then used to identify 
other people who qualify for inclusion in the sample. The next stage is 
interviewing the new persons, and so it carries on until the researcher 
reaches data saturation. This sampling technique is particularly useful in 
observational research and in community studies. Snowball sampling is 
also useful for the study of sensitive or hidden populations (eg sex workers, 
gays and women who have chosen to have an abortion). For example, the 
researcher may personally know someone who has had an abortion. The 
woman is contacted and asked if she knows of someone else who has also 
had an abortion. This type of networking is particularly helpful in finding 
people who are reluctant to make their identity known.

A summary of the sampling techniques discussed is given in table 6.3.
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 TABLE 6.3

 Commonly used sampling techniques

Samplingapproach Conditionsunderwhichthetechniqueis
typicallyused

Probability sampling

Simple random sampling Research in which the investigator wants to avoid 
sample bias and ensure that every element has 
an equal chance of being in the study

Systematic sampling Research when a list of the sampling frame is 
available

Stratified random sampling Research in which the investigator wants to 
study particular homogeneous strata or sub-
populations

Cluster sampling Research when it is difficult and/or expensive 
to obtain an exhaustive list of the population

Nonprobability sampling

Convenience sampling Research in which an easily accessible group 
is required

Snowball sampling Research in which participants are difficult 
to be identified, hard to locate, or socially 
devalued

Purposive, or judgmental 
sampling

Research in which the researcher wants to 
study a group or groups based on particular 
characteristics or circumstances

Quota sampling Research in which the investigator has 
hypotheses about different strata or sub-
populations

(Adapted from Wilson 1993:181)

 ACTiViTy 6.6

 Look again at activities 6.1, 6.2 and 6.5. Why is 
probability sampling more suitable than nonprobability 
sampling for selecting a sample from the population 
of older persons who use community centres in your 
region?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.6

You were right if you argued that:

If a sample is selected that is representative of the population, the 
researcher can generalise the research findings to the population.
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 ACTiViTy 6.7
 How would you distinguish between probability and 
nonprobability sampling? 

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 6.7
We suggest that you use the following table to distinguish between 
probability and nonprobability sampling. For instance, when a 
researcher wants to generalise the findings to the population, 
he or she will use probability sampling. Revise the meaning of 
generalisability again. In an experimental study, the researcher 
will probably use stratified sampling; many qualitative researchers 
use convenience sampling. A sample is representative when it 
resembles the population and enables the researcher to accurately 
generalise results. Also refer to table 6.4.

 TABLE 6.4
 Probability and nonprobability

Probability 
sampling

Nonprobability 
sampling

Kinds of studies for 
which it is suitable

Representativeness

Generalisability

6.5 Samplesize
The sample size refers to the number of elements in a sample. There are no 
hard and fast rules for determining sample size. Instead, the researcher must 
consider the research purpose, the design, the size of the population and the 
type of sample used. Generally, with the exception of case studies, the larger 
the sample the more valid and accurate the study. This is because the larger 
sample is more likely to be representative of the population. Circumstances 
will however determine whether a large or a small sample is appropriate 
(see table 6.4). If the population is homogeneous, the researcher can use a 
smaller sample than if the population is heterogeneous. For instance, a study 
examining driving stress will involve a very wide and mixed group of people 
because people of different ages, genders, different socio-economic groups 
and different educational levels all drive motor vehicles. A study of the eating 
habits of ninth grade girls in a private school, on the other hand, will include 
far fewer variable factors. The girls will be approximately of the same age and 
come from the same socio-economic group, so a smaller sample is more 
likely to consist of typical subjects.

The sample size must be decided upon for each research study and will be 
unique to a particular study. You cannot take a sample size you used in one 
research and transfer it to another research study. In quantitative studies it is 
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often desirable to have a large sample; in qualitative studies the sample may 
be small. The kind of data analysis planned for a certain study, how accurate 
the sample has to be for the purpose of that study, and the population 
characteristics all determine the sample size. Bear in mind that, after a certain 
size is reached, increasing the size will not give you new information. A study 
with too large a sample will simply be unnecessarily expensive and time-
consuming — it will not make your research more accurate. However, 
a study with a sample that is too small may not provide the required 
information and may be scientifically useless. It may also be unethical in the 
way it uses research subjects.

The question of sample size may be tackled in different ways. Various 
formulae exist for determining sample size, but this is beyond the scope 
of this module. For the purpose of this module, we can at least note that 
the more heterogeneous a population is, the larger the sample must be to 
properly represent the characteristics of the population. Regarding the size 
of the population, a principle of sample size is: the larger the population, the 
smaller the sampling ratio has to be for the sample to be accurate, and the 
smaller the population, the bigger the sampling ratio has to be. Populations 
under 1 000 are regarded as smaller populations and need a sampling 
ratio of approximately 30 per cent. For a larger population of approximately 
10 000, a sampling ratio of 10 per cent is needed to be equally accurate 
(Neuman 1997:222).

Important factors that have to be considered in choosing a sample size are 
explained in table 6.5.

 TABLE 6.5
 Important factors in choosing a sample size

Factor Aspectstorememberandconsider

Accuracy needed As the sample increases (to a point) the accuracy of the 
findings increases.

Size of population As the size of the population increases, a progressively 
smaller proportion of subjects can be selected.

Type of research Survey designs frequently require large numbers of 
subjects.

Nature of research 
design

Qualitative studies are conducted with fewer subjects.

Methods of data analysis A minimum of 30 subjects is needed if we are to apply 
statistical techniques to the results.

Heterogeneity As the variability of the population increases, more 
subjects are needed.

Methods of data 
collection

If methods are not precise, a larger sample is required.

Research hypothesis When slight differences are expected, a large sample is 
required.

Financial resources Must be in relation to availability of resources

Attrition rate Often expected, influences the sample size

(Adapted from Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg 2006:137)
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Conclusion
Sampling should not be considered in isolation. It is an integral part of the 
research process. Sampling restricts a study investigation to a small but well-
chosen group of elements (the sample) that represents a much wider group 
(the population). The sample should always be regarded as part of the whole 
research process.

TEST yOURSELF

Match the relevant statement from column B to each term in column A.

ColumnA ColumnB
1.  sampling 1  comprehensive list from which elements 

are selected for a study
2.  population 2  selected group of elements who 

participate in a study
3.  sample 3  unit or case about which information is 

obtained
4.  sampling frame 4  entire group of persons or sets of 

objects a researcher is interested in
5  the process by which elements are 

selected for participation in a study

5. Which of the following are characteristics of a representative sample? It
a  allows for accurate generalisation of results
b  can be obtained through probability sampling
c  replicates population properties
d  is a specified variable obtained by studying all the elements of a 

population
e  is always obtained through nonprobability sampling

(1)  a b c
(2) a c d
(3)  b d e
(4) c d e
(5) a b c d e

6. Sampling bias ...
a can be limited by the researcher
b limits generalisability of results
c allows for generalisability of results
d means that the sample is not representative of the population
e means that the sample is representative of the population

(1) a b d
(2) a c d
(3) a e
(4) b d
(5) c e

7. Which of the following statements are correct? Probability sampling ...
a involves random selection of elements from the population
b allows each element an equal chance to be included in the popula-

tion
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c involves nonrandom selection of elements from the population
d decreases the likelihood of a representative sample
e allows each element an equal chance to be included in the sample

(1)  a b
(2) a e
(3)  b c
(4) b d
(5) b e

   Match to each sampling technique in Column A the most appropriate 
statement in Column B.

ColumnA ColumnB
 8.  stratified random sam-

pling
1  selecting a sample using a multistage 

approach
 9. purposive sampling 2  selecting elements that are close at 

hand at a particular point in time
10. simple random sampling 3  random sampling is done from various 

strata
11. convenience sampling 4  drawing every ƒth element from a 

sampling frame
12. systematic sampling 5  selecting elements according to 

researcher’s judgment
6  drawing numbers representing 

elements from a container

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. (5) Refer to the last paragraph of the Introduction
2. (4) Refer to the key concept under 6.2.1
3. (2) Refer to the key concept under 6.2.4
4. (1) Refer to the key concept under 6.2.5
5. (1) Statements “a”, “b” and “c” are correct (see 6.2.6). The statement 

made under “d” refers to a parameter (see 6.2.3). With regard to state-
ment “e”: nonprobability sampling does not always ensure representa-
tiveness of a sample (see 6.4.2).

6. (1) Statements “a”, “b” and “d” are correct (see 6.2.8). With regard to 
statement “c”: research results cannot be generalised if the sample is 
not representative of the population. With regard to statement “e”: 
refer to the last sentence of 6.2.8.

7. (2) Statements “a” and “e” are correct (see 6.4.1). Statement “b” is 
incorrect in that the last word of the statement (... population) should 
read sample. With regard to statement “c”: probability sampling 
involves randomselection and not nonrandom selection of elements 
from the population. With regard to statement “d”: refer to 6.2.6 and 
6.4.1. A representative sample is a sample that resembles the popula-
tion and therefore increases the representativeness.

8. (3) Refer to the explanation under 6.4.1 Stratifiedsampling, the first 
and second sentences.

9. (5) Refer to the explanation under 6.4.2 Purposivesampling, the first 
sentence.
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10. (6) Refer to the explanation under 6.4.1 Simplerandomsampling, the 
third paragraph.

11. (2) Refer to the explanation under 6.4.2 Conveniencesampling, the 
first sentence.

12. (4) Refer to the explanation under 6.4.1 Systematicsampling, the first 
and second sentences.
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STUDy UNiT

 7 
DATACOLLECTION

 Prof Trudie du Plooy

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate your 
understanding of the different prerequisites that apply when collecting data in 
social research by

 �  describing the characteristics of the four levels of measurement
 �  identifying examples of nominal, ordinal, interval and ratio levels of meas-

urement
 �  describing the nature and use of existing sources of data
 �  developing and scoring a Likert scale
 �  describing a research problem or research issue that should be investi-

gated by means of a face-to-face or telephonic interview and formulating 
questions that can be used in this interview

 �  describing the procedure you would follow to conduct a survey in which 
data are collected by means of a self-administered questionnaire

 �  justifying the selection of an observational technique (or combination of 
techniques) in field research and describing how you would conduct such 
research to investigate a social problem in your community

7.1 Introduction
In the previous study units you learnt that the primary aim of research in 
the social sciences involves studying human behaviour, and human beings’ 
interactions with their environment and society. You have also learnt that, 
to undertake such research, we (as researchers) have to follow certain 
steps. For example: the research problem has to be identified. The research 
hypotheses or research questions have to be formulated. A particular 
research design has to be selected. Against this background this study unit 
concentrates on answering one question, namely: Howdoresearchersin
thesocialsciencescollectdata?
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We answer this question by first considering how measuring is used to 
collect data. Secondly, we deal with how questioning can be used to collect 
data; and thirdly we focus on how researchers use observation as a method 
of collecting data. Although we deal with the three data-collection methods 
separately, they are often used in combination. For example, if we want to 
investigate relationships between the elderly and the police all three methods 
can be combined. First, we could observe the elderly’s interactions with 
police officers, and subsequently compile measurement scales that are used 
in a questionnaire. Whilst working through this study unit, you are given 
an opportunity to try your hand at collecting data of your own (eg in your 
workplace or local community).

7.2 Measurement
All researchers are trying to find accurate answers to the social problems 
they investigate and to their research questions. This is why they use
 measurement. Measurement is a central part of analysing survey 
questionnaires, testing hypotheses and theoretical assumptions, and 
summarising data obtained in field research. Measurement is when we 
record (or register) the value of a particular variable. This enables us to 
describe the variable. Measurement is not a haphazard process. It is a 
process which follows certain rules and has to meet certain criteria. If 
measurements are to give us objective evaluations which can be verified by 
other researchers, the measures and scales must be valid and reliable. (The 
requirements of validity and reliability are discussed below in section 7.6.3.)

7.2.1 Levelsofmeasurement

As social scientists, we need measurements which will enable us to compare 
and rank our observations or data. Four levels of measurement are 
traditionally distinguished in the social sciences: the nominal, ordinal, interval 
and ratio levels of measurement.

Nominal level of measurement

 The categories used in the nominal levels of measurement are (1) discrete, 
(2) mutually exclusive and (3) exhaustive. Let us begin by investigating the 
meaning of these three characteristics.

A category is discrete when it is distinct and separate from other 
categories. An example of a discrete biological category is pregnancy. A 
woman is either pregnant or not pregnant; she cannot be something in 
 between, such as being a little pregnant. Categories are mutuallyexclusive 
(with the emphasis on exclusive) when they measure something which 
is not measured by other categories. For example, a nominal level of 
measurement can be used in a survey of witnesses who appeared before 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), to determine whether 
they experienced the proceedings to be helpful, by using the categories: 
“yes” and “no”. In other words the experiences of these witnesses will be 
either coded as “yes — helpful” or “no — not helpful”. Categories are 
 exhaustive if they make provision for all possible responses, variables or 
attributes. For example, supposing we want to find out what television 

 measurement:
 giving data numerical values

 discrete:
 separate

mutually exclusive:
choosing one category  

automatically excludes other 
categories

exhaustive: 
includes all possible responses
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programmes women watch. If the choices given in a survey include “soap 
operas”, “detective series” and “games shows”, then these categories are not 
exhaustive; to be exhaustive, our survey would have to include all television 
programmes — such as “sitcoms”, “sport programmes”, “documentaries”, 
the “news” and “wildlife programmes”.

Numerals are usually assigned to each category, simply for the purpose 
of classification. For example, TRC witnesses who found the proceedings 
helpful and who answered “yes” could be classified in category 1, whereas 
witnesses who answered “no” could be classified in category 2. Please note 
that these numerals have no quantification values; in other words, “2” is not 
more than “1”. Instead, they are used to identify the qualitative attributes 
(“yes — helpful” versus “no — not helpful”) when entering the data into a 
computer.

Ordinal level of measurement

Ordinal levels of measurement are used when a researcher wants to put 
his or her observations or data in a certain order of importance. The three 
characteristics described above in terms of nominal categories (discrete, 
mutually exclusive and exhaustive) can also be categories in ordinal scales. 
However, in addition, the categories used in ordinal scales must allow data to 
 be ranked. For example, in a survey measuring people’s attitudes towards a 
particular issue, they could be given the following choices:

Strongly disagree   . . . . . . . . . . 
Disagree   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Neutral . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Agree    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Strongly agree  . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Although the categories used in ordinal levels of measurement enable 
researchers to rank preference or intensity (eg from “least” to “most”), 
or extent (eg from “always” to “never”) one of the characteristics of these 
 categories is that the distance (i.e. interval) between categories ranked 
next to each other are not equal. In other words, the degree of difference 
between “least helpful” and “helpful” (describing service in a shop, for 
example) cannot be measured or compared with the degree of difference 
between “helpful” and “most helpful”.

Ordinal scales are frequently used to measure behaviour, attitudes, opinions 
and preferences. Likert scales and semantic differential scales, which are 
discussed below in section 7.6.2, are both ordinal scales.

Interval level of measurement

The characteristics of categories used in an interval level of measurement 
also correspond with those used in nominal and ordinal levels of 
measurement. However, unlike the nominal or ordinal scales, the interval 
 tscale (as the name indicates) can measure the interval or distance between 
wo points on a quantitative instrument (eg a thermometer). Numbers that 

 rank:
 to arrange in a hierarchy

 interval: 
the difference between two points 

on a scale

 quantitative:
 values expressed in numbers
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are assigned to categories are therefore meaningful as numbers — they 
are not just labels. Consequently, they can be used to perform simple 
arithmetical calculations. This scale (i.e. an interval level of measurement), 
however, does not have an absolute zero point. Instead, its zero point is 
arbitrarily determined. For example, intelligence tests used in schools were 
standardised after being tested on thousands of children. A score is based on 
precise calculations, with known intervals between them.

Ratio level of measurement

The ratio level is regarded as the highest level of measurement, because 
the characteristics of its categories include all those we have discussed so 
far for the nominal, ordinal and interval levels of measurement. In addition, 
 a ratio level of measurement has an absolutezero point. The ratio scale is 
normally used when variables such as weight, length and time are measured 
(quantified); the ratio scale is not normally used to measure people’s attitudes 
or perceptions. This is because the lowest possible length and weight are 
known to be zero, but it is obviously difficult to define a total absence (zero 
point) of human qualities.

It is also often difficult to differentiate between interval and ratio levels of 
measurements. A useful guideline to keep in mind is that, if no absolute zero 
point can be identified, then the interval level applies. It is, nevertheless, 
important to note that the level of measurement depends on the amount 
of information that is encoded and this, in turn, reflects the precision of the 
measurement. Also, the level of measurement determines what statistical 
procedures can be applied.

 ACTiViTy 7.1
 The following statements, descriptions and questions 
deal with the different levels of measurement. In the 
space provided, fill in either “nominal”, “ordinal”, 
“interval” or “ratio” as being the appropriate answer to 
complete the statement, description or question.

1. What do ordinal measures enable a researcher to determine 
that .................... measures cannot?

2. When we use .................... measures, categories cannot be 
ranked.

3. The temperature outside is measured on a Celsius scale, 
which has no absolute zero point. This is an example of a 
.................... measure.

4. .................... measures are appropriate to use when measur-
ing children’s height and weight.

5. To preserve traffic infrastructure and road safety, one of 
the provincial departments of transport (eg Gauteng) places 
a notice in the Sunday newspapers naming those compa-
nies whose vehicles were found to be guilty of overloading. 
.................... measures are used in this survey.

6.  You are conducting market research among mothers of ba-
bies to find out if they are satisfied with a new milk powder 

 absolute zero:
lowest possible point
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for babies. The mothers all buy this milk powder. .................... 
measures are the measures you will probably use in your 
market research.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.1
1. Ordinal measures enable the researcher to rank observa-

tions (which nominal measures cannot do). For example, 
when measuring voters’ opinions of speeches made by party 
leaders, the quality of the speeches can be ranked as “poor”, 
“average” and “good”.

2. When using nominal measures, the categories cannot be 
ranked. For example, a person is either a subscriber to a 
particular magazine, or he/she is not; a person has completed 
high school education or he/she has not.

3. The interval measure is used. During a cold winter evening 
the temperature can fall below zero degree Celsius, which 
illustrates that there is no true or absolute zero.

4. The ratio scale is the most appropriate scale to use when 
measuring height and weight, because it consists of equal 
intervals and a zero point. (This zero point might not neces-
sarily be realised in social research, just as a child cannot 
have “no weight” or “no height”.)

5. The nominal scale is applicable, because vehicles are catego-
rised as either “overloaded” or “not overloaded”.

6. Most rating measures used in marketing research are or-
dinal, because the responses are ranked in terms of a par-
ticular characteristic. In this example, the mothers of babies 
would give their subjective views of the milk powder, based 
on personal experience. For example, in response to the 
statement: “Your baby’s health has improved since drinking 
this milk power”, the mothers can be asked to select one of 
these responses: “strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, 
strongly disagree”.

7.2.2 Measurementerrors

 While collecting data in social research, we should be aware that the 
measuring instruments we use could bias the actual data collected 
and eventually the interpretation of findings. There are two sources of 
measurementerror. These are referred to as systematic error and 
random error. People generally tend to give a favourable impression 
of themselves and this desire to be socially acceptable can bias their 
 responses systematically. This is the essence of systematicerrors. For 
example, respondents may agree (or disagree) with a statement or a series 
of statements because they regard their agreement of disagreement to 
be socially and/or culturally desirable. When this error occurs, it means 
that respondents are not giving their true opinions. When this happens 
 consistently, researchers fail to measure what they intended to measure. It 
should be noted that researchers can follow strategies to avoid this (eg trying 
to minimise such reactions or gaining respondents’ trust). Unlike systematic 
errors, randomerrors occur when measurements vary (for a number of 

 measurement error:
 an inaccuracy that influences the 

measurement of an attribute

systematic error:
 bias that occurs constantly, and 

which distorts the measurement in 
a particular direction

random error:
 haphazard errors due to different 

factors, which may cancel each 
other out after a number of cases/

measurements
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reasons). The following are examples of factors that may directly influence 
measurement consistency:

1. some respondents are tired or ill
2. some respondents find the presence of the researcher threatening
3. the researcher has a momentary lapse in concentration
4. the research equipment (eg tape recorder) malfunctions

Random errors resulting from such causes can influence our measurement, 
but they normally occur by chance. Also, if the researcher takes enough 
measurements, these errors are cancelled out.

7.3 Usingexistingdata
Research data are still normally found in written documents, which include 
books, magazines, professional journals, newsletters, official documents and 
reports, and newspapers. In addition to printed documents, a variety of 
nonprint media also contain existing data. These media include the following: 
microfilms, computer disks, audiotapes, videotapes, films and, of course, the 
 Internet. For example, Statistics South Africa sell census data on CD-ROM, 
which can be used for secondary analysis.

Researchers in social sciences do not necessarily need to actually observe 
or question people, but can use existing data to answer a new question 
or problem. In this regard we can distinguish between doing a literature 
survey (drawing on some sources of existing data) versus research which is 
fully based on analysing existing data. However, it is important to note that 
the purpose of the research and the nature of the problem will determine 
whether and which existing data ought to be used and how it will be used. 
For example, positivist researchers will probably do a content analyses of 
sources; interpretative researchers are likely to focus on life histories, letters 
or personal diaries; and critical researchers are likely to focus on policy 
documents.

There are three advantages to collecting and using existing data:

 �  The method is unobtrusive. (Also, because respondents are not directly 
involved or required to respond, any measurement the researcher is us-
ing is not influenced in any way.)

 �  The method is practical. (Takes less time and costs less.)
 �  The accuracy of measurements (reliability and validity) can be confirmed 

(because the data to be analysed concerns past events).

The methods and procedures used to establish the reliability and validity of 
measurements are discussed below in section 7.6.3.

7.3.1 Sourcesofexistingdata

 Traditionally, two sources of existing data are distinguished: primary and 
secondary sources. Because primarydata come directly from original sources, 
social scientists always try to obtain access to such original sources, such as 
 interviews with people living in rural areas, or interviews with crime victims. 
Secondarydata consist of materials that come from someone other than the 
original source (eg another researcher’s report). Because secondary data are 

 CD-ROM:
 compact disk (with) read only 

memory

 primary data:
 information collected at the original 

source

secondary data:
 information taken from a source 

that was not involved in the original 
investigation
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always someone else’s interpretation of primary data, secondary data must 
be carefully cross-checked for accuracy. According to Stacks and Hocking 
(1992:108) a third source of existing data can be distinguished,  namely tertiary
data, which consist of interpretation of or comments on secondary sources. 
Because tertiary data are further removed from the original source, such data 
must be treated with great caution. An example of tertiary data is a research 
report based on newspaper accounts of crime incidents.

 ACTiViTy 7.2
 You consult the following sources of existing data. 
Which of these sources is primary, secondary and/or 
tertiary sources?

1. a newspaper report based on the records of a court case
2. the minutes of a trade union meeting, written by the secre-

tary
3. the annual report of the South African Broadcasting Corpo-

ration (SABC)
4. a patient’s medical records
5. Nelson Mandela’s personal diary
6. direct television broadcast of President Thabo Mbeki’s first 

parliamentary speech
7. You visit a website at the address http://www.neurostim.

co.za to research a new type of painkiller machine called 
Neuro Stim 2000TM. The website contains technical speci-
fications and details of how the painkiller machine can be 
used. It also includes testimonials from the both general 
public and medical professionals.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.2
1. If the record of a court case consists of direct quotations, 

these would be primary sources; in which case the news-
paper report would be a secondary source. However, if the 
records of the court case consist of summaries of the main 
arguments and legal points, the records would be a second-
ary source; in which case the newspaper report would be a 
tertiary source.

2. 4. and 5. are examples of primary sources, because the sec-
retary at the trade union meeting, the practitioner who kept 
the patient’s medical records and Nelson Mandela, as the 
author of his diary, are directly involved in what is recorded.

3. Annual reports can also be regarded as primary sources, 
with the SABC as the author.

6. A direct television broadcast is one of the best examples of a 
primary source, because the programme is not edited or ma-
nipulated in any way and we have access to President Thabo 
Mbeki’s speech as it occurred.

7. The testimonials from the general public and medical profes-
sionals are examples of primary data, because the sources 
are identified and quoted directly. We can assume that the 
author of the technical specifications is the company that 

tertiary data:
 interpretations based on secondary 

sources
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makes and markets the devise. This, too, therefore is prima-
ry data. (In this particular example, an e-mail address was 
provided for any queries or comments.)

7.3.2 Authenticityandcredibilityofexistingdata

Once we have collected primary or secondary data, we need to check 
and verify that the sources and data are both authentic and credible. The 
 authenticity of actual documents (in the case of historical documents) 
can be established by laboratory tests of the paper and ink used, and by 
analysing handwriting. We can also check to find out whether the language 
corresponds with the way language was used during the historical period to 
which the documents belong.

In order to determine the authenticity of secondary and tertiary data, the 
questions listed below can be used as guidelines (Startt & Sloan 1989:121; 
Stacks & Hocking 1992:108).

We first consider questions relating to the authenticity of a person as source:
1. How near was the source to the event in terms of time and place?
2. Could the source perceive the event clearly?
3. Are the data clear? Did the source have the intellectual ability to per-

ceive and describe the event?
4. Does the source have credibility?
5. Could the source have been pressurised in any way?
6. Is the source aware of the significance of the report?
7. Is the source reluctant to share information?
8. Does the source have a personal interest in the event and the way in 

which it was reported?

The following are examples of questions that can be asked to establish the 
authenticity of the actual data or event as reported:
1. Is the information clear, concise and intelligible?
2. If the data deal with religious, cultural or social issues, does the infor-

mation reflect the cultural or social norms that applied at the time? 
(Note: If the issues deal with nonconformers or particular subcultures, 
one would expect a difference.)

3. How much time elapsed between the event and writing about the 
event?

4. Is the information supported by other sources or evidence?

 Once the authenticity of both the source(s) and data has been established 
to some degree of satisfaction, we need to determine the credibility of our 
sources. The following are examples of questions that we can ask:

1. Does the information reflect any signs of bias?
2. What is the “core” message?
3. Does the information contain any hidden meanings?
4. Are foreign, technical or unfamiliar terms used?
5. Is there any ambiguity in the information?
6. Is the information believable?
7. Can the information be verified by consulting other sources?
8. For what purpose was the information recorded?
9. Who recorded the information?

 authenticity:
 genuineness

 credibility: 
having a believable status
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   In the case of journals:
10. Is the journal published by a professional association? (Please note that 

published journals are likely to be more credible than sources on the 
Internet, where there is little restriction on what is said and recorded.)

11. Are the articles refereed?

 ACTiViTy 7.3
 Select two or more newspapers which report on an 
event which you also attended (eg a national sports 
event). Compare the authenticity and credibility of the 
reports by answering the questions listed above.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.3

Although your selected reports dealt with the same event (eg 
Bafana Bafana soccer game), you will probably find differences in 
how the event is reported in the newspapers. (You may also find 
that these reports differ from your personal experience of the same 
event.) For example, different messages may be contained in the 
headings of the reports; different persons involved in the event 
may be given more prominence; the teams and individual players 
may be described in either highly critical or highly “glowing” 
terms; reports may be one-sided; one report may be positive, 
whereas others are neutral or negative.

Having done this activity, you will appreciate that although the 
sources (eg journalists) of newspaper reports may be authentic, the 
authenticity and credibility of the actual reports can nevertheless 
be questioned. This is because the meaning of a social event (even 
a soccer game) is not limited to one possible interpretation. But 
balanced reporting is possible. The press undoubtedly provides 
researchers with a potentially valuable source of information.

7.4 Surveysversusfieldresearch
Survey research can be defined as a systematic collection of specific 
information, obtained through asking a sample of respondents the same 
questions at a particular point in time. Survey research involves investigating 
a large number of people who are geographically spread out over a wide 
geographical area (eg everybody living in South Africa). Ideally, to get insight 
into how a society functions, we need to study an entire population. 
However, a lack of time and money makes a survey of an entire population 
(also called the target population) a practical impossibility. That is why smaller 
segments of an entire population are usually sampled on a random basis. 
For example, some marketing research companies use a random-digit-
dialing over the telephone to draw a sample. Surveys of voters’ opinions, 
for example, enable researchers to predict the outcome of the national 
elections with reasonable accuracy. (It should be noted that using a random-
digit-dialing mechanism, means that the researcher will exclude people who 
are poor or transient.) Beside sampling (which is crucial) in survey research 
a specific set of questions or statements are drawn up. When these are 
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distributed to respondents, responses to these questions or statements apply 
to a specific geographical area and to a specific time period.

Apart from the telephone, surveys of large numbers of people can also be 
conducted by asking questions in person, or by asking respondents to fill 
in a questionnaire which is either printed, or disseminated via Internet (or 
electronic mail).

 Fieldresearch involves observing events and people (individuals, groups, 
organisations, families) in their natural settings. The following are examples 
of such settings: a prison, a nursing clinic, a rural village, a gay bar, a squatter 
camp, a doctor’s waiting room, a school, a hospital, a political rally, a place of 
retirement for the elderly, a centre for street children or a family’s home.

The next two sections focus on how interviews and questionnaires are 
used to collect data in surveys and field research.

7.5 Interviews(insurveysandfieldresearch)
An interview, as a data-collection method, uses personal contact and 
interaction between an interviewer and an interviewee (respondent). 
Such personal contact takes place either in a face-to-face situation or via a 
telephone. Both types of contact have certain advantages and limitations 
(discussed below in section 7.5.6). Survey research emphasises comparison 
and generalisation — and therefore requires standardisation, whereas field 
research focuses on developing an understanding of, and fully describing, 
some event or issue.

7.5.1 Structuredandunstructuredinterviews

Interviews can be highly structured, semi-structured or completely open and 
unstructured. The decision to use one rather than another depends on the 
following:

1. the researcher’s knowledge and familiarity of the topic
2. the purpose of the interview (eg whether to confirm assumptions, or 

collect new information)
3. the nature and sensitivity of the topic (eg Aids)
4. the actual respondent(s) (eg children as rape victims)
5. the setting (eg a busy shopping centre)
6. the relation between the interviewer and interviewee (eg a psycholo-

gist and a patient)

In a structured interview, specific lists of questions are asked. (Important 
note: The wording of statements and questions that can be used in 
structured interviews are similar to those used in questionnaires. These 
are discussed below in section 7.6.1.) An unstructured interview allows 
respondents to give their reactions to general issues, in the absence of 
specific questions. As we have said, interviews may either take place in a 
face-to-face setting or be conducted over the telephone. Two types of face-
to-face interviews can be distinguished, namely in-depth interviews and focus 
group interviews.

 field research:
 collection of primary data in natural 

environments
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7.5.2 In-depthinterviews

In-depth interviews have also been called “intensive interviews”, 
“unstructured, conversational interviews”, “ethnographic interviews” and 
“focused interviews” (Pitout 1995:112). In-depth interviews differ from face-
to-face interviews conducted in a survey, of a large population, because the 
main aim of in-depth interviews is to obtain detailed information. Therefore, 
whereas a survey in which face-to-face interviews are used to collect 
answers, opinions, motivations or emotions, as data, in-depth interviews 
delve into the reasons behind the answers, opinions, or emotions given 
in a survey. This is why in-depth interviews are particularly useful in field 
research.

7.5.3 Focusgroupinterviews

Focus group interviews (also called group interviews) consist of 6 to 12 
people who are interviewed together at the same time. The interview is 
normally semi-structured or totally unstructured and guided by a discussion 
leader or moderator.

Before deciding on the use of a focus group interview, rather than a face-
to-face interview with individuals, researchers have to keep the following 
issues in mind. First, a respondent’s verbal responses may be less honest, 
and therefore less reliable, during a group interview. Respondents may be 
influenced by others and may feel the need to conform. Secondly, it may 
not always be possible to protect a respondent’s confidentiality or prevent 
the adverse effects group participation may have on certain individuals. 
However, one of the advantages of conducting focus group interviews is that 
the researcher can obtain a variety of opinions on a certain issue.

 Focus group interviews combined with other data-collection methods

Depending on the purpose of focus groups, they can also be combined with 
other data collection methods, of which the following are a few practical 
examples:

 �  Let us assume that the effects of the Internet on family life have never 
been researched. As this represents an unfamiliar field of research, a focus 
group interview can be used to explore the content and format of ques-
tions that will be asked in subsequent in-depth interviews with individual 
family members.

 �  After conducting observations of behaviour, we can conduct follow-up 
focus group interviews with a few participants who were observed, to 
verify our interpretations based on the observations made. Such follow-
ups can also be used after a survey or an experiment has been conduct-
ed, and especially if the results are difficult to explain.

 �  Focus group interviews are particularly useful for pretesting a measuring 
instrument (eg a self-administered questionnaire) used in a survey, for 
assessing things such as the wording of questions and for checking that 
instructions are clear.
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7.5.4 Typesofquestionsaskedininterviews

A closed-ended question consists of a question with a fixed number of 
answers. Because the respondent who has answered the telephone, or 
who listens to the interviewer, does not have the questions available in 
written or printed form, closed-ended questions are used in a limited way. 
Also, closed-ended questions should not include too many options. For 
example, an inventory question (see section 7.6.2 below) consists of a long 
list of options — by the time the interviewer reads the last option, the 
respondent may have forgotten earlier options on the list.

For example:

Do you smoke dagga (marijuana)?

Yes   No 

As we have said already, it is better to avoid closed-ended questions with a 
long list of fixed answers unless we are confident that the respondent will be 
thoroughly familiar with the fixed answers (eg a list of languages).

For example:

Which one of the following is your first language?

isiZulu 
IsiXhosa 
Afrikaans 
Sepedi 
Setswana 
isiNdebele 
Sesotho 
sisSwati 
Xitsonga 
Tshivenda 
Other 

Questions used in interviews usually consist of open questions. These are 
described below.

The purpose of openquestions (in interviews and in questionnaires) is 
to encourage respondents to express their attitudes, emotions, ideas, 
sentiments, suggestions or opinions in their own words. This type of 
question is particularly useful if we are unsure of the type of responses we 
may obtain.

For example:

What are your views about the affirmative-action programme which this 
company has introduced?
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Free-narrationquestions are also open questions, but here the respondent 
is invited to tell his or her “own story”.

For example:

What would you regard as being the ideal affirmative-action programme 
for this company?

A role-playingquestion is another variation of an open question. Here 
the respondent is invited to play a particular role and respond from the 
perspective of that role.

For example:

Imagine you are the human resource manager of this company. How 
would you implement the new affirmative-action programme in this 
company?

Follow-upquestions are unique to interviews (and cannot be asked in 
postal questionnaires), because they follow on from the respondent’s 
answers to a closed-ended or open question.

For example:

Do you smoke dagga (marijuana)?

Yes   No 

(If yes) How often? 

Every day 
Once a week 
Once a month 

In the above example “How often?” represents a follow-up question. (These 
two questions also function as a filter question and contingency question, 
both of which are used in questionnaire design. These are discussed below 
in section 7.6.2.)

Follow-up questions which are used as probing questions to elicit more 
information, can consist of questions such as “When?”, “Where?”, “What?”, 
“How?” or simply “Why?”

7.5.5 Conductinganinterview

Before conducting an interview, it is worth getting answers to the following 
questions:

1. Who should conduct the interview? Should it be the researcher, or 
someone who is skilled in interpersonal communication? Will using an 
outsider as the interviewer build trust and help preserve respondents’ 
anonymity?
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2. Will issues such as differences in gender, age, race, physical appearance 
or language influence the interview? If so, what can be done to mini-
mise these differences?

3. Besides the interviewer, should others be present (eg someone to 
keep a record of responses, or someone who is a confidant of the 
respondent)?

4. Who should be interviewed? Apart from requirements such as sample 
representativeness, this question is best answered by reconsidering the 
original research questions asked, and the circumstances of the inter-
views.

Once the researcher has decided who to interview, he or she then needs to 
ask the following three questions:

1. Should the interviews be conducted with individuals or groups?
2. Is the social setting (i.e. place) where the interview is conducted appro-

priate? For example, parents may find a school intimidating and prefer 
to be interviewed at home.

3. Is the time chosen for the interviews convenient for respondents?

A successful interview depends on advanced planning. This includes the 
following: when using structured or semi-structured interviews, the 
researcher needs to compile an interview guide (also called an interview 
schedule). If the researcher is not using audio or video recordings to provide 
a verbatim record, he or she must leave enough space on the interview 
guide to take notes. If the researcher asks any follow-up questions that are 
not included in the interview guide, the researcher must add these questions 
to the guide. Finally, if the researcher wants to use either audio or video 
recordings, he or she must obtain respondents’ permission beforehand.

The purpose of the interview must be made clear at the beginning of the 
interview. In order to put respondents at ease, it is useful to begin the actual 
questioning with a broad and open question. The more difficult questions 
are usually included in the middle of the interview. If the researcher 
anticipates asking follow-up or probing questions before the interview begins, 
these must also be included in the interview guide.

Once the researcher has decided what type of interview to use, he or she 
ought to undertake a pre-test or pilot test before conducting the actual 
research. A pilot test involves the following activities:

 �  Drawing a small sample (eg 10 people) which corresponds with the de-
mographics of the actual sample to be researched. For example, if nurses 
with a particular academic qualification and five years’ experience are the 
(target) population to be investigated and sampled, the researcher must 
make sure that the pilot test group also meets these characteristics.

 �  Conducting the actual interview in settings similar to the research settings.
 �  Practising the use of recording devices. For example, making written 

notes on the interview guide, or recording responses by using a quiet 
lap-top computer, ticking off a checklist, and/or using audio- and video 
recorders.
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7.5.6 Advantagesandlimitationsofconductinginterviews

An interview is a social interaction between two or more people. 
An interview is therefore subject to all the influences that occur in 
interpersonal communication. This is particularly true when the interviewer 
and interviewee(s) actually face one another and, like interpersonal 
communication, this type of interview has both advantages and drawbacks, 
as discussed below.

Advantages of interviews

 �  Because interviews are flexible (especially semi-structured and unstruc-
tured interviews) they can provide a researcher with detailed and fresh 
information the researcher may not have predicted or anticipated.

 �  Because an interview involves dialogue between interviewer and re-
spondent, unclear questions can be clarified.

 �  Additional information can be obtained by asking follow-up questions, 
especially where responses are ambiguous or unclear.

 �  An interview allows the researcher to establish rapport, or even a per-
sonal relationship, with respondents. This, in turn, enables the researcher 
to contact respondents at a later stage if further questions arise during the 
interpretations and analysis of the data.

 �  Respondents do not have to be literate.
 �  Nonverbal communication (eg facial expressions) can be observed and 

noted.
 �  Random samples can be drawn.
 �  The way in which questions are asked can be standardised.

Telephone interviews also have definite advantages, such as:

 �  No expensive traveling, accommodation, duplication or postage costs are 
involved.

 �  Data can be collected quickly.
 �  Responses may actually be more accurate, because respondents do not 

have time to re-think their answers.
 �  Also, interviewers can be monitored (and this easier than in the case of 

face-to-face interviewing).

Limitations of both face-to-face and telephone interviews

Bias is a central problem. An interviewer may hold a biased opinion towards 
the interviewee because of the respondent’s demographics (eg race, 
gender, age). This can then bias the results. For example, an interviewer 
may regard the elderly as having outdated views and consequently rush an 
older respondent through an unstructured interview. Or a respondent may 
be reluctant to share personal information with the interviewer because 
of differences in personal characteristics (eg clothing, race, gender or 
language used). Bias can also occur when an interviewer shows approval 
(or disapproval) of responses (eg nodding or only recording certain data). In 
face-to-face interviews, the lack of anonymity could also result in dishonest 
responses, especially if the topics being discussed are of a personal or 
sensitive nature.
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Secondly, face-to-face interviews are costly, because interviewers’ salaries, 
as well as their traveling and accommodation expenses, have to be paid. 
Costs are also higher than using a telephone interview, because of the time it 
takes to prepare for the interview, to travel, to actually conduct face-to-face 
interviews and to transcribe recordings or preparing systematic field notes 
after the interview.

A third limitation lies in the practice and skills required to obtain honest 
and detailed responses. If several interviewers are used, this is not only 
expensive, but also requires traininginskills — in other words, the 
interviewer needs to know how to ask questions, how to listen, write notes 
and whether he or she should anticipate the need to ask probing questions.

A fourth disadvantage that applies to both face-to-face and telephone 
interviews is that breadth is often sacrificed for depth. Although 
obtaining in-depth information is an advantage of face-to-face interviews, 
researchers — owing to the time and expenses involved — cannot 
interviewalargesample.

Limitations specifically of telephone interviews

 Although telephone interviews are less expensive than face-to-face 
interviews, their use as a data-collection method also has certain limitations.

1. Firstly, the researcher has to use listed telephone numbers from which 
to draw a sample, which may result in samplingbias. Because not all 
telephone numbers are listed, this drawback can to a certain extent be 
overcome by using random digit-dialing. However, because not every 
household has a telephone, certain segments of the population will not 
be accessible.

2. Secondly, because people tend to be suspicious of a telephone call 
from an unknown person, this limits the type of information — es-
pecially personal information — that can be obtained by means of a 
telephone interview.

3. Thirdly, according to Drew, Hardman and Hart (1996:150), the re-
sponse rate in telephone surveys tends to be 5 per cent lower than the 
response rate in face-to-face interviews.

4. Fourthly, unlike face-to-face interviews, the interviewer cannot observe 
respondents’ nonverbal behaviour.

5. Fifthly, the costs of telephone calls can also curtail the length or dura-
tion of telephone interviews.

 ACTiViTy 7.4
 Select a social problem in your local community; plan 
a semi-structured interview; and conduct a face-to-
face interview with three or four individuals in your 
community. The purpose of your interview is twofold. 
First, you want to confirm that others agree with you 
that the problem is, in fact, a problem. Secondly, you 
want to get suggestions about how this problem can be 
solved.

 sampling bias:
 obtaining a sample that is not 

representative of the population
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.4

You will benefit from reading these comments only once you have 
actually done this activity in practice. If you have not yet attempted 
the activity, we suggest you give it a try, even if you interview your 
friends or members of your family.

Conducting an interview is an interactive process and it takes 
a great deal of practice to calmly ask questions, keep track of 
responses, and ask appropriate follow-up questions. If you were 
brave enough to do this activity, we suggest you evaluate your own 
experiences by answering the following questions:

1. Did you use closed-ended questions to confirm your view 
that the problem is, in fact, a social problem? Did you use 
open questions to get suggestions about how the problem 
can be solved? If you did not use this combination of ques-
tions, what did you use as your interview guideline?

2. Did any of your questions create problems for the respon-
dents (eg not being clear)?

3. Were the people that you chose to interview appropriate for 
your research purposes? (For example, if your problem fo-
cused on the lack of recreational facilities in your living area, 
did you interview community members?)

4. Could you keep track of respondents’ answers?
5. If you had to repeat this activity, what would you change or 

do differently? (Would you, for example, change your ques-
tions, your setting, your respondents, your recording device?)

7.6 Questionnaires(insurveyandfieldresearch)
A questionnaire is a printed document that contains instructions, questions 
and statements that are compiled to obtain answers from respondents. The 
questionnaire differs from interview schedules or interview guides, because 
respondents fill in the questionnaire without the researcher’s assistance. This 
is known as a self-administered questionnaire. Nevertheless, the guidelines 
given below for the wording of statements and questions can also be applied 
to structured interviews.

Although self-administered questionnaires can be inserted in a magazine 
or printed in a newspaper, they are usually distributed by mail, or given 
to a group of respondents at one venue. Respondents can also be sent 
an electronic mail message, with an attachment, or computer disks that 
contain a self-administered questionnaire, which they then fill in on their 
personal computers. This is referred to as “disk-by-mail surveys” (Wimmer & 
Dominick 1994:130).

7.6.1 Thewordingofstatementsandquestions

Choosing the right wording for items in an interview guide and in self-
administered questionnaires in particular is not an easy task. In this section 
we shall look at these problems and explain why they should be avoided.



187

 �  Avoid using the words “or”, “and”, “therefore”, “either” or “both”, because all 
of these words lead to statements or questions that are double-barreled. 
For example: “Do you agree with the increase in the medical scheme 
payments and hospital tariffs?” Even if a respondent answers “yes”, we are 
unable to determine whether the response refers to the “increase in the 
medical scheme payments”, or to the “increase in hospital tariffs”, or both. 
In effect, this is two questions joined together in one question.

 �  Avoid using a question or statement which conveys a position for or 
against the topic being investigated (calledloadedlanguage). For example: 
“Do you also prefer working flexi-hours because you can plan your work-
day according to your personal needs?” The use of “also” and reference to 
an advantage, loads a “yes” justification onto this question.

 �  Loaded language, in which phrases such as “Do you also prefer ...”; “Do 
you agree with ...”; or “Do you support the view that ...” are used also 
result in leadingquestions or statements. This type of question or state-
ment must be avoided, because a respondent may feel pressurised to 
agree, and this will give the researcher a biased response.

 �  In addition to avoiding loaded language and leading questions, words such 
as “can” or “might” should also be avoided, because they create questions 
to which only onelogicalanswer (“yes”) is possible. For example: “Can 
educational television programmes increase your children’s learning skills?”

 � Negativeitems should be avoided, because respondents can easily 
“misread” and therefore misinterpret the item. For example: “Should 
police officers in the charge office not fulfill a public relations function for 
the South African Police Service?” A respondent can easily miss the “not” 
in this sort of question and answer “yes” (thinking that she supports the 
suggestion that police officers should fulfill a public relations function). 
A negative can in fact be interpreted positively — therefore giving us 
responses that contain error.

 �  “Should we spend more on social welfare?” is an example of an in-
completequestion. This type of question must be avoided, because a 
respondent is forced to give an opinion about something that has been in-
adequately defined. In this case, the respondent does not know which as-
pects of social welfare, or which social welfare facilities are being referred 
to. Nor does the respondent know what is meant by “more”. More than 
what? More than on other services (eg education, housing)?

 �  References to vagueagentsofaction must also be avoided, because they 
result in vague responses. In the last example above, it is not clear who or 
which institution is represented by “we”. Vague and imprecise responses 
also occur if the questions or statements are incompleteorambiguous. For 
example, “What do you think about the day care facilities?” This question 
does not specify “what” aspect of the day care facilities we are being asked 
about or whether we are being asked about day care facilities on a national, 
provincial or local level. The question does not even tell us what type of day 
care facilities it means — for babies and children? Street children? People 
who are mentally retarded? People who are physically disabled?

 � Lengthy questions and statements must always be avoided, because 
they tend to be complex and obscure what is being asked or stated. For 
example: “Should the state raise funds to counteract poverty and also 
introduce a national development agency?”

 �  We should always avoid making unwarrantedassumptionsin the ques-
tions or statements which we formulate, since they can annoy respondents 

 double-barreled:
 a question that contains two parts; 

in other words, a question that is 
“two questions in one’’

 loaded language:
 phrases that contain misleading 

implications

 agents of action:
 people or institutions that take 

active steps to implement policies 
or plans
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who may not hold these assumptions. This problem can be avoided by us-
ing filter and contingency questions — discussed below in section 7.6.2.

 �  Abbreviations (or acronyms), jargon or slang must also be avoided, 
because some respondents will not know what they mean. For exam-
ple, “AA” is an abbreviation for “Automobile Association” and “Alcoholics 
Anonymous”. In Britain it is an abbreviation used to classify films that are 
suitable for persons older than 14 years.

 ACTiViTy 7.5
 The following are examples of statements or questions 
in a self-administered questionnaire that must be 
avoided. In each case, make a note of the reason(s) why 
they contain errors in the wording; try to reformulate 
the examples — avoiding the errors.
1. “The South African Police Service’s conditions of employ-

ment, promotion practices and human resources manage-
ment should be reviewed.”

2. “Do you also agree that a commission for the promotion and 
protection of languages, cultures and religions should be 
established?”

3. “Making sure that public places are disabled-friendly is not 
the only measure that provides assistance devices for dis-
abled people.”

4. “Do you regard our distribution of the costs of education 
among all stakeholders as fair?”

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.5
1. The statement is too lengthy and is also double-barreled 

(note the use of “and”). In fact, in this case, more than two 
issues are being raised. Three issues are addressed: “condi-
tions of employment”; “promotion practices” and “human 
resources management”. The example can conceivably be 
broken up into three separate statements, such as:
 �  “The South African Police Service’s conditions of 

employment should be reviewed.”
 �  “The South African Police Service’s promotion practices 

should be reviewed.”
 �  “The South African Police Service’s human resources 

management should be reviewed.”

2. The question contains loaded language, “leads” the respon-
dent and is double-barreled. “Do you also agree ...” is loaded 
and leads the respondent into giving a “yes” answer to the 
question. As in example (1), three issues are dealt with: “lan-
guages”, “cultures” and “religions”. Also, “the promotion” of 
these issues is different from “the protection” of these issues.

     As in the above example, separate questions would have 
to be formulated for each of these issues. The following is 
one example, reformulated as an open question: “What are 
your views about establishing a commission to promote the 
different languages in the country?”

 acronym:
 a word made up of the initial letters 

of other words
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3. The statement is negative (the “not” may be missed by a 
respondent). A reformulated statement could read as follows: 
“Making sure that public places are disabled-friendly is one 
of several measures that helps disabled people”.

4. The question is incomplete, vague and refers to a vague 
agent of action (“our”). As a result, questions that arise are: 
Who are “all stakeholders”? What is meant by “fair”? A 
reformulation of this question would depend on which edu-
cational sector is being investigated and the purpose of the 
survey. A possible reformulated example is: “As a parent, 
should you be required to pay this school’s current fees?”

Having concentrated on wording that should be avoided, the following are 
three guidelines of what we should do, when formulating items (statements 
or questions):
 �  Use everyday language, not research or other technical jargon.
 �  Use unambiguous questions or statements.
 �  Ask only one question at a time.

7.6.2 Typesofitemsincludedinquestionnaires
As indicated above, items in a questionnaire can consist of statements and 
questions which can be open or closed-ended. Open questions fulfill the 
same function as in interviews, so we shall concentrate on examples of 
closed-ended questions in this section. (Note: When we refer to “questions” 
in this discussion, we also mean “statements”.) Closed-ended questions, 
which consist of two or more responses, have also been called standardised 
questions, fixed-alternative questions and highly structured questions.

The simplest type of closed-ended question provides the respondents with 
only two options.

For example:

Do you have access to the Internet at home?

 Yes
 No

Instead of using “yes”/“no” options, the quality of information collected can 
be increased and made more descriptive by formulating what is called a 
paired-comparisonquestion.In this type of question, the respondent 
also only selects one option, but has to actually think about the options and 
compare their meanings.

For example: 

The police want to extend their services in the community. As a 
member of this community, if you had to choose between the following 
two options, which one would you prefer? (Tick one answer.)

 more regular foot patrols in the streets
 more officers on duty where children hang out in the shopping malls

The above example illustrates the fact that the wording of questions must be 
guided by our initial purpose for doing research, and by any information we 
have gained from doing literature surveys. Also, the questions we ask must 
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be based on the hypotheses we want to test, and anything we have picked 
up during the piloting stage.

The options included indicate that the researcher isworking from certain
assumptions(these being that the two options are the two most important 
ways in which police services can be extended). By including other options, we 
shall clearly be working with different assumptions. This is why focus groups 
are often regarded as valuable in helping us develop and test questionnaires.

For example:

The police want to extend their services in the community. As a 
member of this community, if you had to choose between the following 
two options, which one would you prefer? (Tick one answer.)

   each officer adopting a group of children in each grade at the local 
school as mentor

  officers accompanying the elderly during weekly shopping trips

Contingency questions are questions that only apply to some respondents 
and must therefore include clear instructions.

For example:

Have you nursed a cancer patient before?

  Yes
  No

If yes, please answer the remaining questions (question 14 onwards).
If no, please skip questions 14–18. Go to question 19 on the next page.

“Have you nursed a cancer patient before?” functions as a filter question, 
which is used to identify the subgroup in the sample who have nursed a 
cancer patient before. These respondents are then asked to answer the 
contingency questions 14–18, which the other respondents skip.

Rankingquestions are also closed-ended questions, but instead of selecting 
one option, respondents are required to rank or order the options from 
the least to the most (or from the most to the least), according to their 
preferences.

For example:

Instructions: What do you prefer to do as a nurse? Please number the 
activity you prefer the most as 1, number your second choice as 2, and so 
on, until you number the activity that you prefer the least as number 5.

  Writing reports
  Assisting in operations
  Giving medication
  Supervising student nurses
  Bedside care

As in the case of the paired-comparison question, the actual options included 
will be determined by the purpose of our research. This last example works 
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on the assumption that these five activities represent all possible activities 
undertaken by a nurse. This is not necessarily the case.

Inventoryquestions are also closed-ended questions, but again the 
respondent is not limited to selecting only one option. The purpose of 
inventory questions is to obtain a comprehensive overview of all possible 
options that could apply to each respondent.

For example:

Which of the following sources conveyed reliable information about 
recent changes to your conditions of employment? (Tick all the sources 
that apply to you.)

  Internal memos
  Notices on the notice board
  Fellow workers
  Your immediate supervisor
  Electronic mail
  Staff meeting
  Other (fill in the other source[s]) 

...........................................................................................................................

Asking a respondent to tick all the sources that apply to him or her means 
that the options or categories are not mutually exclusive. In case we have not 
anticipated all possible answers, it is important to add “Other” as an invitation 
to the respondent to fill in. In the example above, a respondent may want to 
add “a personal letter from management”, or “a printed notice from my trade 
union” as other sources.

Multiple-choicequestions can be worded in different ways, depending on 
what is being investigated. They do share one characteristic, namely, that the 
respondent must select one of the options from those given. Multiple-choice 
questions are also often used to collect demographic data.

For example:

Please indicate your age by putting a tick next to one of the groups 
below.

  20 or younger
  21–30
  31–40
  41–50
  51–60
  61 or older

The scales and instruments that measure variables such as weight, height 
or length give us consistent, predictable results. In other words, if a scale 
is properly balanced, then one kilogram should always be one kilogram, 
irrespective of whether we are measuring meat or sugar.

However, scales that measure variables, such as people’s experience 
of stress, bereavement, or anxiety cannot, by their very nature, give us 
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consistent, predictable results. In the remainder of this section we deal with 
such scales that are used as self-report measures.

Likert scales
The Likert scale is one of the most frequently used scales in social sciences 
research, probably because the categories used as options have been tried 
and tested over the years. These categories usually consist of the following:

  Strongly agree
  Agree
  Neutral (neither agree nor disagree)
  Disagree
  Strongly disagree

The researcher constructs a Likert scale by formulating a number of 
statements related to the attitude or behaviour that is to be measured. In 
some cases, we can expect positive or favourable responses, while in others 
we can expect negative or unfavourable responses. Respondents are asked 
to read the statements and to select one of the categories (eg Disagree) 
which best represents their attitudes or opinions.

In the two examples that follow you will notice that the scores assigned 
to each response (which do not appear on the respondents’ copy of the 
questionnaire) are reversed. In order to maintain consistency in attitude 
measurement, you will notice that the highest score (5) is assigned to 
“strongly agree” in the first scale, whereas (5) is assigned to “strongly 
disagree” in the second Likert scale. (In other words we are expecting 
respondents to respond positively towards the first item, and not towards 
the second. The examples apply to a library services survey.)

Instruction: Place a tick () next to the one choice that represents your 
view.
The information assistant had a helpful attitude.

 Strongly agree (5)
 Agree (4)
 Neutral (3)
 Disagree (2)
 Strongly disagree (1)

Instruction: Place a tick () next to the one choice that represents your 
view.
The information assistant has a poor command of the language in which 
we communicated.

 Strongly agree (1)
 Agree (2)
 Neutral (3)
 Disagree (4)
 Strongly disagree (5)
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The numbers that are allocated to the responses are important because 
this is a summative scaling procedure. In other words, the numbers for the 
different items are added together.

Please note: Some researchers prefer to use an even number of options (by 
omitting “neutral”), thereby counteracting respondents’ tendency to select the 
central option. Other researchers disagree with items that contain an even 
number of options, such as four, because an even number of options forces 
respondents to select either a positive or negative option. In other words, 
respondents do not have the choice to be or feel “neutral” about something.

Other scales, referred to as Guttman and Thurstone scales are also 
used to measure people’s attitudes, but these scales involve an elaborate 
construction procedure, and are not dealt with in this module.

Semantic differential scales

 Semantic differential scales consist of a series of seven-point spaces which 
have opposite adjectives or adverbs (referred to as bipolar ratings) on either 
end of each scale.

For example:

The purpose of this scale is to measure what the concept “social worker” 
means to you. Please judge social workers against the following set of 
descriptive scales by placing a tick () in one of the seven spaces on 
each line, between the pairs of words. For example, if you feel that social 
workers are always totally honest, place your tick in the first space right 
next the word “honest”. If you think that social workers are not always 
honest, place your tick in the second or third space. If the two words in 
a pair are equally descriptive of social workers, or if neither word applies, 
place you tick in the fourth (middle) space. If you think that social workers 
are sometimes “dishonest”, place your tick in the fifth or sixth space. If 
you feel that social workers are always totally dishonest, place your tick in 
the seventh space right next the word “dishonest”.

        Social workers are:

honest 
strong
active
fast
valuable
good
fair
kind

:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:
:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:.....:

dishonest
weak
passive
slow
worthless
bad
unfair
cruel

 Semantic differential scales are flexible and versatile because they can 
be constructed to include a variety of bipolar options, thus enabling 
respondents to give their rating of one or several concepts.

In the example above, you will notice that all the positive words are written 
on the left-hand side and all the negative words are placed on the right-
hand side of each scale. In an actual measure, these positive and negative 

 semantic: 
the meaning of words

 bipolar:
 having two poles or extremes
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 adjectives would be alternated to prevent responsebias (i.e. to prevent a 
respondent from marking all the same spaces below one another). This type 
of response bias is also known as a responseset, whereby respondents fall 
into the pattern of answering questions in a particular way.

The semantic differential scale also provides an effective measurement 
of people’s attitudes on certain issues (eg violence on television), social 
institutions and events (eg a trade union going on strike), or people (eg 
psychologists, nurses, social workers, teachers, politicians).

If a semantic differential scale was given to a juvenile offender and he or 
she was asked to rate the social worker in terms of being trustworthy 
(untrustworthy), sad (happy), superior (inferior) and jovial (aloof), the seven-
point scale enables the juvenile offender to rate his impressions somewhere 
between the two extremes. This scale therefore obtains measures which are 
more realistic, than, for example, a question with “yes”/“no” options.

It is worth noting that both the Likert scales and semantic differential scales 
discussed above rely on an ordinal level of measurement.

Ordering of questionnaire items

Although there are no fixed “rules” for arranging the order of items in a 
questionnaire, the people who write on this topic (eg Babbie 1990:141; 
Wimmer & Dominick 1994:117; Seaman 1987:281) generally agree on the 
following guidelines:
 �  Begin with general or broader questions and proceed to more precise or 

specific items (called the funnel technique or funnel pattern).
 �  The grouping of items should follow a logical pattern. The above guide-

line represents such a pattern, in which the general questions also func-
tion as warm-up questions. If we are interested in a topic that involves the 
time when something happened, our questions should first deal with the 
past, then the present and then the future.

 �  To avoid making the respondent feel hostile, begin with neutral questions 
and place sensitive questions in the middle.

7.6.3 Propertiesofscales

 The usefulness of scales depends on their properties, which means that they 
must be reliable and they must be valid. In this section we look at ways of 
ensuring that the scales we use give us measurements that are reliable and valid.

The requirement of reliability

The concept of reliability is a complex one. However, the simplest definition 
is as follows: reliability is the degree to which a scale yields consistent results 
or scores. Consistency in results does not imply that the results remain the 
same. If circumstances have changed, the measuring instrument should 
reflect this. Three empirical methods can be applied to a scale to estimate its 
reliability. These are: the test-retest method; the split-half method, and the 
equivalent-forms method.

 The test-retestmethod involves correlating one scale to the same group 
of respondents at different times, with intervals in between that vary from 
a week to a year. The reliability is estimated by correlating the two sets of 

 response bias:
 errors due to individual responses 

not being truthful

 properties:
 qualities, characteristics or 

attributes

 correlating:
 measuring the match between one 

thing and another
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scores. The advantage of this method is that only one scale is used (tested-
and-retested), which means that any unreliability caused by using two 
different sets of scales is eliminated.

Unfortunately this method also involves two disadvantages, namely:

1. It can artificially create a high level of reliability if respondents remem-
ber their previous responses.

2. Respondents’ attitudes may, for various reasons, actually change 
between the test and the retest, which can result in a low reliability 
estimate. However, a reliable measuring instrument should reflect 
changes — and if there are indications that the situation and/or con-
text has changed, we should expect the instrument to reflect this.

When applying the split-halfmethod, the scale is split into two halves, with 
each half scored separately. The two halves can be constructed by selecting 
items randomly, or by combining all the even-numbered items in one half 
and all the odd-numbered items in the other. The reliability is estimated 
according to the correlation between the scores of the two halves.

The equivalent-formsmethod (also called alternate-forms method) involves 
compiling two forms (or measures) that contain items which measure the 
 same phenomenon. These two separate forms are administered to the 
same group and the two sets of scores are correlated to estimate the level 
of reliability. The advantage of this method is that the possible effects of a 
time interval are minimised. The disadvantage is that the degree of reliability 
 depends on the degree of equivalence between the two forms.

 The test-retest method is suitable for determining the stabilitycomponent
of reliability.

The equivalent-forms method, or the split-half method estimates other 
components of reliability. In the case of the equivalent-forms method, 
you use two parallel versions of the same measuring instrument and thus 
estimate the equivalencycomponent of the instrument’s reliability. Neuman 
(1997:139) points out that this is used where researchers rely on multiple 
indicators to measure a construct. If a high level of correlation is found, you 
can then compile your final questionnaire from this combined pool of items.

In the case of the split-half method, because you have divided the 
 questionnaire in two halves, you are estimating the internal consistency 
among the items, as a third component of reliability. In other words, if you 
feel reasonably satisfied with your measuring instrument and want to check 
the internal consistency among the items, you would use the split-half 
method.

Intercoderreliability deviates slightly from the above methods, because 
it is established by answering the following question: “Do different people 
interpret (or rate) things in the same way?” For example, two or more 
researchers (coders) may observe the same behaviour, or do a content 
analysis of taped responses, and interpret (code) the observations or verbal 
responses by completing a checklist. Intercoder reliability depends on the 
extent to which the ratings of two or more coders are in agreement.

 phenomenon:
 any event or experience

equivalence:
 equal in meaning

 stability:
 the quality of being constant

 consistency:
 giving consistent results
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 ACTiViTy 7.6
 The town council has asked you to compile a 
questionnaire to find out daily commuters’ attitudes 
to moving a local taxi rank to another part of town. As 
part of your pilot test you want to determine whether 
the scales you have compiled are reliable. Which of the 
methods discussed above would you apply and why?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.6
The respondents in your pilot test consist of daily commuters, 
which makes it difficult, if not impossible, for you to return to the 
same individuals at a later stage for a second test. The test-retest 
method to determine stability and reliability cannot therefore be 
applied. If you selected the equivalent-forms method, or the split-
half method, your choice would be correct, because one group of 
respondents can be used in your pilot test.

The requirement of validity

Validity can be defined as the degree to which a scale measures what it is 
supposed to measure. There are four ways of estimating an instrument’s 
validity. Although we discuss them separately, they can be combined, which 
will ensure that our measuring instrument has a high degree of validity.

Predictivevalidity is concerned with an instrument’s ability to measure and 
predict (Seaman 1987:318–319). For example, an intelligence quotient (IQ) 
test is valid if it accurately predicts which scholars will perform well. The 
 criterion measure (to measure the actual behaviour) is then administered 
at a future, appropriate time and these scores compared with the predicted 
scores. The degree of validity is therefore determined by the degree of 
correspondence between these two sets of scores. The predictive validity 
of an instrument can also be determined by comparing the results of one 
test (or instrument) with the results of a test (or instrument) with known 
validity. For example, the distribution of demographics (eg age and gender) 
in a sample of respondents can be validated by comparing these with the 
findings of a country’s census bureau or census department. (In South Africa, 
the government body, Central Statistics [CSS] can be contacted via e-mail 
[info@css.pww.gov.za] or via the Internet [http://www.css.gov.za] for such 
census data.)

Concurrentvalidity is very similar to predictive validity, except for one 
important difference in the procedure followed. Unlike predictive validity, 
concurrent validity is estimated by administering the attitude scale and 
criterion measure at approximately the same time. The disadvantage of 
estimating concurrent validity is that the one data collection activity (eg 
obtaining the attitude scores) can influence the other and result in an 
estimate of validity that is questionably high. As both predictive validity and 
concurrent validity are estimated by measuring how accurately we can 
predict future behaviour on an external criterion (from our knowledge 
of attitude scores), these procedures are also collectively referred to as
criterionvalidity.

 criterion:
 principle or standard according to 

which something is judged
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Determining the contentvalidity of a scale involves answering the following 
question: To what degree does the content of items in the measuring scale 
 correspond with the content of the domain being measured? For example, 
if the items of a scale that are designed to measure attitudes towards breast 
feeding consist of statements about breast feeding, then the items can be 
said to have content validity. But this does not necessarily mean that the 
scale has content validity. To determine whether a scale has content validity 
involves a procedure in which we have to use our subjective judgment. 
Firstly, we have to judge whether (and to what degree) the content of each 
individual item relates to the domain being researched. Secondly, we have 
to judge whether (and to what degree) the total set of items represent 
all the aspects of the domain being researched. For example, individual 
items that measure women’s attitudes towards breast feeding may all have 
content validity, but because the items only concentrate on the advantages 
of breastfeeding (and do not address drawbacks), the scale as a whole would 
not be valid. Because judgments can be biased, we can minimise the degree 
of subjectivity by using several experts of the particular domain to judge the 
content of the scale independently (this is called expert-juryvalidity).

Constructvalidity focuses onwhat is being measured. According to Stacks 
and Hocking (1992:129) “it is concerned with the nature of reality and the 
nature of properties being measured”. To determine construct validity is 
a complex process, because we look at convergence between associated 
indicators (eg a subject’s knowledge and educational qualification) and 
divergence between indicators that are negatively associated with each other. 
According to Seaman (1987:319) construct validation estimates the extent 
to which subjects possess “the characteristic presumed to be reflected by a 
particular scale or test”. In such cases, we can use multiple measurements 
of the same concept. For example, people’s attitudes towards the death 
penalty can first be measured by self-administered questionnaires. This can 
be followed by a face-to-face interview with the same respondents. After 
this, respondents’ actual behaviour can be examined (by asking them to sign 
a petition for or against the death penalty).

 ACTiViTy 7.7

 Study-read the following statements and decide 
whether they are true or false.

         True False
1. By claiming that a measurement is valid, we   

imply that it is also reliable.
2. The test-retest method of reliability is time   

consuming.
3. People’s competence as speakers must be   

measured while they are being interviewed  
for a vacant position. Once you have constructed  
a scale which assesses the effectiveness of their  
verbal skills, you can be confident of the content  
validity of this scale.

 domain: 
problem, area, field or discipline 

being researched
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.7

1. True, because measurement validity refers to the degree to 
which the measurement actually measures what we intend 
to or claim to measure. To determine validity, we must be 
sure that the measurement will produce the same results 
over a period of time (i.e. it must be reliable).

2. True, because the scale must be applied twice.
3. False, because “competence as a speaker” involves more 

than “effectiveness of verbal skills”. Nor does your scale as-
sess other factors, such as eye-contact, facial expressions, 
gestures and posture.

7.6.4 Conductingasurvey

Irrespective of whether face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews or self-
administered questionnaires are used to collect data, the actual process of 
conducting a survey has to follow certain steps. These steps are not “fixed” 
because each survey will be influenced by the nature, scope and purpose of 
the research, the research design and sampling, and other factors such as the 
availability of funds, time and human resources. Nevertheless, the following 
broad guidelines should be considered when conducting a survey.

1. Construct a measuring instrument, such as a telephone interview guide 
or a self-administered questionnaire.

2. Conduct a pilot test of the instrument, using a small group of respon-
dents who are similar to the respondents you will study. Establish 
whether the instructions and items (questions and/or statements) are 
clear and whether the time and effort required are reasonable.

3. Test the reliability and validity of the instrument.
4.  Carefully consider the timing of the survey. For example, an ardent 

rugby fan would not welcome a telephone interview during the televi-
sion broadcast of the World Rugby Cup final. And distributing ques-
tionnaires just prior to a vacation could result in a lowresponserate. 
In face-to-face interviews, and focus group interviews, carefully con-
sider the setting or place where the interviews will take place.

When using self-administered questionnaires (i.e. questionnaires which are 
posted to respondents) three additional guidelines need to be kept in mind:

1. Include a self-addressed, stamped envelope (also to increase the re-
sponse rate).

2.  Write a cover letter which is short, makes an appeal, and which con-
veys the legitimacy, value and credibility of the survey. A factor that 
may influence the credibility is the use of organisational sponsorships 
of the survey. For example, a survey sponsored by a governmental or-
ganisation is likely to be regarded as more credible than one sponsored 
by a manufacturer (who is likely to have commercial motives).

3. Send a follow-up letter, reminding respondents of the questionnaire, 
especially if initial indications are that the questionnaire survey’s re-
sponse rate is going to be low.

 response rate:
 number of questionnaires returned

 legitimacy:
 acceptance of the rightfulness and 

responsibleness of research
credibility: having a believable status
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7.6.5 Advantagesandlimitationsofusingquestionnaires

Questionnaires that are distributed by mail, or inserted in other publications, 
such as a magazine or newspaper, represent substantial savings of time and 
money. (Note, however, that questionnaires inserted in other publications 
have certain drawbacks, such as not being able to secure a representative 
sample of a particular population.) Distribution by mail also enables the 
researcher to reach respondents who are geographically dispersed. 
Distribution by mail includes expenses such as the personnel costs involved 
in developing the instrument, the paper on which the questionnaire is 
printed, duplication and postage costs. Distribution via the Internet or 
electronic mail is now a cheaper distribution method and is particular useful 
in cases where the questionnaire is distributed to all employees within 
one institution. This option is obviously feasible if all the respondents in 
the sample have access to electronic mail or the Internet (and actually use 
it — because often there is still a demand for a “paper” version).

Self-administered questionnaires are particularly useful if the purpose 
is to investigate topics that are very personal or sensitive, because the 
respondents can exercise the right not to respond, and responses can be 
expected to remain anonymous and confidential.

Postal questionnaires do, however, have three limitations. (1) The low 
response rate (often only about 20%); (2) the slow response rate (people 
take their time to return the questionnaires); and (3) a lack of control over 
the nature of respondents’ responses (eg responses could be biased, 
inaccurate or incomplete).

When questionnaires are administered directly to the sampled individuals 
as a group, during one session (eg in a school hall), this is called a group
administration. The main advantages of using a group administration are: 
(1) the high response rate (because respondents are all present and fill in the 
questionnaires simultaneously), (2) the data-collection time is short; and 
(3) the researcher can verbally explain the purpose of the survey and answer 
any questions. However, like postal questionnaires, group administration 
does not allow the researcher to ask follow-up questions (to probe a 
particular answer). Another disadvantage of group administration is that it 
is not easy to arrange for a sample of respondents that represent a diverse 
population to meet at one place and time.

7.7 Observationaltechniques(infieldresearch)
You carefully watch a friend’s face and gestures while she gives a dramatised 
account of her experiences at work. Or you scan the rows of canned food 
in the supermarket in your search of your favourite brand. Or you agreed 
to meet a friend at a soccer game and search through the sea of faces in the 
crowd to find him. These are examples of how we use observation in our 
daily lives.

For observation to become a scientific method of collecting data, five 
conditions have to be met (Seaman 1987:252).

1. First, the observation must be guided by a specific purpose, which 
should be specified by means of hypotheses and/or research questions.
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2.  Secondly, observations must be related to, and therefore guided by, 
scientific theories. (For example, observations of a family watching 
television soaps, can be related to the usesandgratificationstheories 
of mass communication, which claim that television viewers make a 
conscious and motivated choice among television stations and different 
programmes.)

3. Thirdly, the procedures to be followed during the observation(s) must 
be systematically planned.

4. Fourthly, the actual procedures followed and any deviations from the 
original plan must be systematically recorded.

5. Fifthly, where possible, the observations must be checked.

Please note that (1) to (5) do not necessarily apply to all forms of field 
observation. For example, in participant observation, researchers are 
initially encouraged to be “defocused” when they enter the field, and they 
follow a more inductive (rather than deductive approach). In other words, 
using theories and concepts too early on in observation can be regarded as 
premature closure.

Irrespective of the form of observation used (of which different types are 
discussed below) three factors influence researchers’ observations and must 
be kept in mind. These three factors deal with selectiveattention, bias and 
the researcher’sintentions. We normally attend to our social environment 
selectively, often due to our age, gender, cultural affiliations, level of 
education, past experiences and, in some instances, due to our expectations. 
It is, for example, not unusual to hear two conflicting eye-witness accounts 
of a road accident. As observers, researchers must therefore not only be 
aware of their personal tendencies, but (as part of the preparations and 
planning) must clarify whether selective attention is intended as part of 
the observations. This also links with the second factor, namely bias. For 
example, if men are observed selectively and differently from women, and 
if researchers focus on different aspects of their behaviour, then bias will 
influence the observational procedures. Such bias must be acknowledged 
and, if possible, rectified.

The observer’s intentions must be clearly spelled out, again as part of the 
planning and preparations, before actual observations are conducted. The 
researcher therefore needs to answer the following questions:

 �  What will I observe? (Am I observing only overt behaviour, or am I draw-
ing inferences from what participants do and say?)

 �  How will I record the observations? (Will I make written notes, or use 
audio and video equipment? Should the equipment be openly displayed 
or concealed?)

 �  What should my role be? (Should my presence and the fact that I am 
making observations as a researcher be made known or be concealed?)

7.7.1 Formsoffieldobservations

As indicated in section 7.4 above, the use of the term “field” (in field 
observations) is an indication that a researcher observes people’s behaviour 
in their natural environment.

 gratifications:
 rewards, pleasure, enjoyment, 

satisfaction

 inferences:
 making deductions based on, for 

example, what is observed
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There are different forms of naturalistic observations, depending on the 
role the observer fulfils. Unfortunately literature published on this topic uses 
different names or labels for these roles. We have tried to help you here by 
incorporating the different terms in the sections that follow below.

To begin with, we shall consider the distinction between two extreme roles, 
namely the role of the observer as a participant in the observations and the 
role of the observer as a nonparticipant in the observations.

Participant observation versus nonparticipant observation

“Participant observation” has also been called “fieldwork” and “field 
observation” (Rosnow & Rosenthal 1999:83). As the word “participant” 
suggests, the researcher (as observer) joins and becomes involved with 
the group being observed. For example, a researcher watches and records 
what people do and say during weekly dancing sessions attended by single 
adults. If the researcher participates in the social activities (eg dancing, eating 
and drinking), this is “participant” observation. However, if the researcher 
merely makes a tape recording of conversations or makes field notes from 
memory this is “nonparticipant” observation. In nonparticipant observation, 
the researcher fulfils the role as an observer and is entirely removed from 
the social interaction he or she is observing. In either case the group being 
observed may or may not be aware that they are being observed for 
research purposes.

Ethnographic research

Ethnographic research is a specific type of participant-observer research, 
because the researcher’s aim here is to describe a particular group’s way of 
life, from the group’s point of view in its own cultural setting (Wimmer & 
Dominick 1994:158). When doing ethnographic research, the researcher 
is interested in the characteristics of a particular setting, and in how people 
create and share meaning (their customs, habits and behaviour). As in the 
case of participant observations, the researcher uses recording devices (eg 
a tape recorder) and makes field notes, but also conducts interviews. The 
historical roots of ethnography are in traditional anthropological research, 
where researchers spent lengthy periods (usually a number of years) living 
with and observing cultures foreign to their own. There are two forms of 
ethnographic research in social science: audience ethnography and street 
ethnography.

The aim of audienceethnography is to describe how audiences (eg radio 
listeners or television viewers) experience radio or television programmes 
in the social context of everyday life. The following are examples of the 
types of questions a researcher could ask while observing a television 
audience: Which channels are selected? Which programmes are selected, 
and why? Does any conflict arise among members of the family because of 
programme selection? How do they interpret the television messages? What 
kind of conversations take place whilst viewing television? What other kind of 
activities are undertaken whilst viewing? Because such observations are time 
consuming and therefore costly, the majority of audience studies have been 
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limited to a few hours, using audio taped recordings of the conversations that 
take place.

Streetethnography takes place in certain settings, such as a street, shelter, 
hostel or boarding house and is aimed at describing the way of life of 
certain groups of people who spend their lives in these settings, such as sex 
workers, drug dealers or street children. The biggest problem experienced 
by researchers is gaining access to such groups.

Reactive observations versus nonreactive observations

We also need to make a distinction between observations that influence the 
behaviour being observed (reactive observations) versus observations that do 
not influence the behaviour being observed (nonreactive). Participants who 
know they are being observed may alter their behaviour. But this change in 
behaviour obviously threatens both the reliability and ultimately the validity 
of the research findings. For example, in audience ethnography, if viewers 
know that their television viewing habits are being monitored they may stop 
watching their favourite soap operas and watch documentaries instead. This 
is because the presence, status and purpose of the researcher is known to 
the group being observed. However, this also means that the researcher 
can counter these reactive effects by building rapport with those he or she is 
observing and by gaining their trust.

Nonreactive observations are also called nonparticipant observations and 
onlooker observations. These different terms serve as useful descriptions of 
the role which the researcher fulfils. The researcher is nonreactive, he or she 
does not participate, but observes as an onlooker. (It should be noted that 
 nonparticipant observation which occursovertly can have reactive effects 
because, although the observation is passive and does not contain any direct 
intervention, the observation itself intervenes in the participants’ privacy.) In 
situations where the purpose of the researcher’s presence is not known to 
 the group being observed, this is called unobtrusive observation. The group 
knows that the researcher is present, but does not know why. Because the 
researcher remains unresponsive and distant from the group’s interactions, 
nonreactive observations represent a more objective approach to data 
collection.

If hidden recording devices (eg one-way mirrors, hidden recorders, or 
eaves-dropping) is used in nonreactive observation, then this represents a 
concealedmeasurement. A variation of concealed measurement has been 
calledpartialobservation (or partial concealment). In partial observation, 
the status of the researcher is known to the group, but the researcher 
conceals what or who is being observed — which is a way of limiting 
reactivity.

 ACTiViTy 7.8
 Carefully study-read the following research and, on 
a separate page, make notes of whether it represents 
reactive observations or nonreactive observations, 
explaining the reason for your answer.

 overtly:
 done in an open and unconcealed 

manner

unobtrusive:
 not making oneself noticed
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A therapist introduces herself as a researcher to patients in a 
hospital ward and obtains the patients’ permission to make audio 
recordings of all the conversations that take place between herself 
and the staff. The recording devices are hidden. The researcher 
implies that they (the patients) are being observed. In reality the 
purpose of her research is to determine whether the staff apply 
their in-service training in interpersonal communication skills 
when communicating with patients.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.8
Because the recording device is hidden, your immediate reaction 
might have been that this is an example of nonreactive research 
using a concealed instrument. However, because the real purpose 
of her research was not made known to the patients, this is an 
example of partial observation. It is, however, conceivable that 
the patients, knowing that conversations are recorded may react 
to this by being more pleasant, or less demanding, or by being on 
their guard. So in this case some reactivity is possible. As audio 
recordings are used during this research, the observations are less 
subjective, because the analysis and interpretation of the patient-
staff interactions can be verified by other independent evaluators.

It is important to note that, in this example, staff are unaware 
of the fact that their interaction with patients is being recorded. 
This raises the ethical question whether social researchers may 
interpret and ultimately publish findings based on observations 
without gaining the consent of the people concerned. Ethical issues 
in research are discussed in study unit 4.

7.7.2 Conductingfieldobservations

Irrespective of whether field observations are reactive or nonreactive, the 
extent to which such observations are structured may vary. If a researcher 
is unsure about the kind of behaviours that he or she will observe, then the 
researcher obviously cannot structure his or her observations by compiling 
measures or scales in advance. For example, when the purpose is to 
explore and eventually describe the social and other factors that influence 
child-rearing practices in a rural setting, the researcher’s observations will 
initially be unstructured because the researcher will be unable to define the 
variables in advance. Such unstructured observations, therefore, require the 
researcher to spend a great deal of time interacting with the people being 
observed.

If the researcher knows in advance exactly what is to be observed, he or she 
can structure the observations by formulating operational definitions and by 
devising a classification system and measurement scales.

As indicated above (in section 7.7) certain questions need to be answered 
before and during field observations. Let us think again about the first two 
questions by having a closer look at what can be observed and athow 
observations are made.
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What is observed?

What is observed depends on the research design (purpose, hypotheses, 
time-dimension etc) and on the theoretical assumptions on which the study 
is based. For example, if an experimental design is used, observations can 
be structured and controlled. In such structured observations the observer 
can manipulate an independent variable and observe the effect of this on the 
dependent variable. What is observed also depends on the units of analysis 
and setting. For example, observations of a family as visitors in a prison 
setting will obviously differ from observations of the same family in their 
home. The advantage of observing uncontrolled behaviour is that it may be 
more realistic and truer to life than controlled behaviour.

There are four categories of observation in field research in which the 
researcher exerts no control over behaviours. These are listed below.

1. Observingexternal or physicalsigns. For example, types of clothing, 
colour combination of clothing and jewellery can function as signs of 
people’s occupations, lifestyles and income levels. Beards, and even 
hair styles, may signify people’s emotions or state of mind, whereas 
tattoos tend to indicate that a person belongs to a subculture. By ob-
serving external or physical signs, researchers observe current behav-
iour, and can also infer past behaviour. For example, certain tattoos 
may indicate that the person was once pressurised into conforming 
with group norms.

2. Observing kinesics. Kinesics refers to the use of facial expressions, 
gestures and bodily positions (postures) as nonverbal communica-
tion. Facial expressions may communicate one of many emotions, 
such as happiness, surprise, fear, anger, sadness, disgust, contempt, 
interest, bewilderment or determination. Gestures can be a substi-
tute for words (eg nonverbal signs for “OK”, “come here”, “go away”, 
“be quiet”, or “I am warning you”) and can regulate a conversation 
between two people (eg nodding the head or folding arms whilst 
listening). Bodily positions (postures) can signify people’s expecta-
tions, involvement with others, and emotions, such as a child assum-
ing a fetal position when experiencing stress. However, the meanings 
conveyed by kinesics, especially those that regulate conversations, are 
often culture-bound. Also, the meaning of kinesics may differ, depend-
ing on the particular setting in which observations are made (DeVito 
1992:199–217).

3. Observing proxemics. Proxemics signify status, control or owner-
ship in social interactions. Proxemics deals with the study of spatial 
communication and specifically the distances between two or more 
people. Hall (1959, 1963, 1966), who pioneered research into prox-
emics, distinguishes between four distances. Each of these four dis-
tances corresponds with four types of social relationships, namely: 
intimate distance, personal distance, social distance and public distance. 
In terms of these distances, we claim ownership of certain territories. 
For example, intimate distance applies when two people are touching 
whilst lovemaking, or comforting or protecting one another. When 
ownership of such a distance (or territory) is challenged, we experience 
this as a violation (when entering someone’s office without permis-
sion), invasion (eg parents joining teenagers in their hangout) or even 
contamination (eg smoking in a colleague’s office). Such encroachments 
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prompt people to behave in different ways. For example, we may 
rearrange the furniture in our offices and homes to act as a barrier and 
to increase the distance between ourselves and others. We may use 
 linguisticinsulation by using professional jargon or a language which is 
not understood by others. Or we may respond by simply withdraw-
ing from the situation. The relevance of the degree of space may differ, 
depending on variables such as age, gender, physical and emotional 
states. We can expect that proxemic rules will be violated in densely 
populated conditions, such as in prisons and hospitals, and this may re-
sult in the depersonalisation of individuals. (This may also explain why 
strangers who are forced to share a crowded lift avoid eye contact.)

4. Observinglanguagebehaviour. Apart from analysing what people say, 
language behaviour includes stuttering, slips of the tongue, silences, 
who speaks to whom, the duration of speaking, and the paralanguage 
dimensions of speech. Paralanguage refers to the vocal (not verbal) 
characteristics, such as the rate of speaking, the volume and rhythm, 
and vocalisations, such as “uh-uh”, “mmmmm” or “shhhh”.

 ACTiViTy 7.9
 Read the following questions out loud and emphasise 
(stress) the words printed in bold.

IS this the man who caused South Africa to lose the cricket final?

Is THIS the man who caused South Africa to lose the cricket final?

Is this the MAN who caused South Africa to lose the cricket final?

Is this the man who CAUSED South Africa to lose the cricket final?

Is this the man who caused SOUTHAFRICA to lose the cricket 
final?

Is this the man who caused South Africa to LOSE the cricket final?

Is this the man who caused South Africa to lose the CRICKET
FINAL?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.9
Although the words in these seven questions are identical, the 
meaning of each question is different, because in each question 
something different is emphasised or stressed. This activity 
illustrates how different emotions or attitudes can be conveyed by 
means of paralanguage variations, such as emphasis.

How are observations recorded?

Having dealt with what is observed, we can now concentrate on how 
observations are made and the means and methods used to record 
observations.

 linguistic insulation: 
 separating oneself from others by 

means of language

depersonalisation: 
 losing one’s sense of identity
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 Firstly, classification. In classification, we assign persons and behaviours 
to particular categories, or we apply a scale as a measuring instrument. 
Such categories and scales can be devised prior to, or after, observations. 
Classification may in itself be the aim of our observations, or it may be 
used to guide and structure observations. Alternatively, it can be applied 
inductively, by developing categories based on what was observed, after 
we have made our observations. The labels given to categories must be 
operationally defined to ensure that they clearly reflect (1) what is to be 
observed, (2) how the variables to be observed will be measured, and (3) 
how the measures will be recorded. For example, it is far easier to give 
an operational definition for “touching” than it is for abstract states, such 
as “anxiety”. Seaman (1987:410–412), for example, classifies nursing staff’s 
activities under the headings of “administration”, “nursing”, “clerical”, “dietary”, 
“messenger” and “unclassified” activities. Each of these categories are 
operationally defined and further subdivided according to specific activities. If 
we do not give operational definitions of the categories, we could make the 
mistake of grouping administrative and clerical activities in one category.

The operational definitions of the categories used in classifications must be 
discrete, mutually exclusive and exhaustive. (Revise the meanings of these 
requirements in section 7.2.1 above.)

It is important to give an operational definition before doing our observations 
for the following reasons:
 � Operational definitions specify what is to be observed. For example, 

specifying the age, gender and other demographic characteristics of 
subjects who are sampled for observations makes it easier for other 
researchers to repeat the research for control and verification purposes 
 (referred to as replication).

 �  Operational definitions provide exact guidelines on how to measure and 
record our observations.

 �  Operational definitions minimise measurement errors and help us to 
interpret data more objectively.

Secondly, once categories have been operationally defined, the next step is 
to select or devise instruments to observe, measure and analyse the data.

The following are examples of so-called hardware instruments that social 
scientists use to improve the accuracy of their observations: audio tape 
recorders, film cameras, videotapes, clocks and stopwatches, infrared 
photography, two-way mirrors and electronic eyes. These instruments 
can be used by themselves, or in combination with so-called software 
instruments. For example: notebook and pencil; interview schedules, 
classification schemes, checklists and questionnaire forms. Many of the 
software instruments (eg interview guides and questionnaires) contain 
measurement scales (discussed above in section 7.6.2).

 ACTiViTy 7.10
 Use the guidelines discussed above in section 7.7.2 
and observe a particular situation in your work place 
(eg people having lunch in a cafeteria), or of a social 
event (eg people attending a church service, or people 
celebrating a birthday).

 classification:  
arrange in groups

 replication:  
the ability of other researchers to 

reproduce the research
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 7.10
Our comments are in the form of questions which you can use as a 
checklist to evaluate your personal experiences as observer.

1. Were your observations reactive or nonreactive? Why did you 
select the one form and not the other?

2. What was the purpose of your observations?
3. What were your hypotheses or research questions?
4. Which of the four categories of observations did you use (ex-

ternal or physical signs; kinesics; proxemics; and/or language 
behaviour)?

5. What kind of measuring instrument did you use to classify 
people and behaviours?

6. How did you record your observations?
7. Were your hypotheses confirmed/rejected, or were your re-

search questions answered?
8. Did your observations raise other research questions that 

you did not anticipate?

7.7.3 Advantagesandlimitationsofobservationaltechniques

The advantages of field observations will depend on the following:

1. difficulties which the researcher may experience to gain entry to the 
setting

2. whether the phenomenon or behaviour being observed occurs with 
sufficient frequency to make the observations worthwhile

3.  the technique selected to record the observations

As we have said before, making notes or openly using a recording device 
could make people feel uneasy and influence the spontaneity of their 
responses. Because field observations are limited to particular groups (eg 
street children in Sea Point, Cape Town) they represent nonprobability 
samples, which means that our findings cannot be generalised to a wide 
(target) population (eg all street children). The biggest limitation of field 
observations, therefore, is to achieve external validity (i.e. the degree to 
which our findings can be generalised to other similar circumstances).

One of the main advantages of nonreactive observations is that the 
information obtained may be more valid, because our subjects are not aware 
that they are being observed. However, concealing our role and purpose as 
researchers raises the issue of whether deception is ethical. In general, field 
observations are advantageous because they enable researchers to study 
behaviour as expressions of deeper values and beliefs and subtle nuances 
of attitudes. Field observations also enable researchers to study social 
interactions.

7.8 Conclusion
In this study unit we discussed how social scientists use measuring, 
questioning and observations to collectdata. We first considered four levels 
of measurement, and the errors that can occur.
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We then dealt with the use of existing data, sources of data, and the 
authenticity and credibility of existing data. This was followed by the use of 
interviews in surveys and field research, types of questions asked, in-depth 
interviews, focus group interviews, and guidelines for conducting interviews.

We then discussed questionnaires, the wording of statements and questions 
(especially wording that should be avoided), types of items and scales used 
in questionnaires, the order of questionnaire items, and the requirements 
of reliability and validity of observation measurements and how to conduct 
a survey. We concluded with the observational techniques used in field 
research and gave guidelines on what we should observe and how 
observations can be recorded.

TEST yOURSELF

1. The following are examples of secondary sources:

(1) archival films and responses to in-depth interviews
(2) responses to questionnaires and magazines
(3) current books dealing with past histories
(4) diaries and responses in focus-group interviews

2. The data derived from the following scale can be counted to deter-
mine frequency only:

(1)  nominal
(2)  ordinal
(3)  interval
(4)  ratio

3. You undertake a survey to determine registered voters’ preferences 
among the DA, the ANC and COPE as three political parties. What 
level of measurement would you use to construct a scale?

(1)  nominal
(2)  ordinal
(3)  interval
(4)  ratio

4. You want to compare the duration of married women’s versus married 
men’s extramarital relationships. Which level of measurement would 
you use?

(1)  nominal
(2)  ordinal
(3)  interval
(4)  ratio

The reliability of a measuring instrument can be defined as the 
degree to which a scale yields consistent results.

 The following two multiple-choice items (5) and (6) are based on 
above statement.
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5. You want to estimate the internal consistency among different items on 
a questionnaire; you would therefore use the .......... method.
(1) test-retest
(2) alternate-forms
(3) split-half
(4) intercoder

6. You want to measure the stability of a measuring instrument; you 
would therefore use the .......... method.

(1) test-retest
(2) alternate-forms
(3) split-half method
(4) intercoder

7. If a measurement scale is .........., it means that a researcher who uses 
the same scale at another time would come up with similar results.

(1) accurate
(2) systematic
(3) valid
(4) reliable

8. You want to determine teenagers’ perception of the construct “de-
mocracy” and would therefore use a .......... scale.

(1)  semantic differential
(2)  Thurstone
(3) Likert
(4) Guttman

9. “It is easier to end a telephone call than to refuse to be interviewed by 
someone who stands in front of you.” This statement refers to the fol-
lowing limitation in survey research:

(1) sampling bias
(2) response rate
(3) reliability
(4) validity

10. In the context of field observation, the means or method of data col-
lection refers to ...

(1) whether or not the observations are structured
(2) the active participation of the observer
(3) the use of audiotapes and making field notes
(4) both reactive and nonreactive observations

11. You have compiled a checklist to be used in nonreactive research 
which consists of six categories. Because your observations or data fall 
in the six categories, these categories are ...

(1) discrete
(2) mutually exclusive
(3) exhaustive
(4) extraneous
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12. The following question appears as an item in a questionnaire. What 
problem(s) exist in the wording of this question?

    Background information: An advertising company, The Agency, inserted 
1,4 million postcards in South African Sunday newspapers in June 
1999, inviting readers to write farewell messages to President Nelson 
Mandela, and to post them completely free of charge.

    Question: “Do you agree that this is an appropriate way to bid the 
President farewell?”

    The question above represents the following problem(s):

(1) the agents of action are vague
(2) one logical answer can be given
(3) it is a leading question
(4) it is incomplete

13. You do a literature survey and conclude that people enjoy watching 
soap operas because the themes always relate the eternal love tri-
angle. You want to establish whether this conclusion corresponds with 
television viewers’ motivations for watching soap operas. You draw a 
random sample of ten thousand viewers living in a particular province 
(eg Gauteng).

    Which one of the following methods would you use to collect the data 
for your survey?

(1) self-administered questionnaires
(2) telephone interviews
(3) face-to-face interviews
(4) focus group interviews

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
Our comments on the multiple-choice items are numbered according to the 
numbering of the items.

1. Option (3) is the key (or correct answer), because current books writ-
ten about the past are written by journalists and authors who were not 
necessarily personally involved with what is recorded. In-depth inter-
views (1), responses to questionnaires (2) and responses in focus-group 
interviews (4) are primary sources of data.

2. Option (1) is the key, because the nominal level of measure consists of 
categories that are discontinuous, discrete, mutually exclusive and ex-
haustive. When measuring gender, for example, the nominal scale will 
provide answers to the questions: “How many of the respondents are 
men?” and “How many are women?”. The reasons why options (2), (3) 
and (4) are not correct lies in the word “only” that appears in the stem 
of the item. These scales can also be used to calculate frequency, but 
they are normally used for other reasons, such as to rank the order of 
what is measured, to determine the distance or difference between 
two scores and to draw conclusions about the ratios of numbers. The 
nominal scale cannot be used for any of the last three purposes.

    As a general guideline, you should always be on the look-out for 
qualifiers in the stem of multiple-choice items, such as “always”, 
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“constantly”, “never”, “sometimes”, “any”, “all”, “none” or — as in this 
example — “only”. Such a qualifier tells you that a specific limitation 
applies to the statement or question. Compare, for example, the 
following two statements:

 �  The data derived from the following scale can be counted to deter-
mine frequency.

 �  The data derived from the following scale can be counted to deter-
mine frequency only.

3. The ordinal scale, option 2, is the correct answer, because the ordi-
nal scale will enable you to rank the preferences of political parties as 
first preference, second preference and third preference. The other 
options are incorrect for the following reasons. Firstly, nominal scales 
do not enable us to arrange observations in a rank order. Secondly, 
preferences between the “first”, “second”, and “third” intervals cannot 
be quantified, as is the case with the interval scale. And thirdly, a ratio 
scale has a true zero point. People’s preferences (likes and dislikes) are 
qualitative attributes and cannot be reduced to a zero point.

4. Ratio measurement (option 4) is the only measure which makes provi-
sion for:

 �  a comparison (eg a ratio of 2:1, if men on an average have such re-
lationships for 4 years, when compared with women’s relationships 
that last 2 years); and

 �  a zero point (for those men and women who have never had such 
relationships).

    Option (1), nominal level, would be appropriate to distinguish between 
men and women, but this level of measurement does not enable you 
to make a comparison between lengths of time (duration in weeks, 
months or years).

5. Option (3) is the correct answer, because the internal consistency 
among different items is assessed and correlated. The other methods 
do not assess internal consistency as a component of reliability.

6. Option (1) is the correct answer, because the stability, as a component 
of reliability, can only be estimated by testing and retesting the same 
questionnaire or measuring instrument over a period of time. None of 
the other options involve testing a measuring instrument in one single 
form.

7. Option (4) is the key, because a reliable scale enables the same or any 
other researcher to repeat the research and come up with similar re-
sults (providing that conditions have not changed). The other options, 
although relevant, are not applicable in this statement. Accordingly: (1) 
all research should endeavour to be accurate; (2) research is a system-
atically planned process; and (3) a scale is valid if it measures what it 
claims to measure.

8. Option (1) is correct because a semantic differential scale is best suited 
to test the meaning(s) of objects, people and abstract concepts, such as 
“democracy”, on a seven-point (semantic) spatial continuum. Options 
(2), (3) and (4) are best suited to test attitudes, or to test the extent to 
which people agree or disagree with a particular viewpoint.

9. In section 7.5.6 we indicated that telephone surveys tend to result in a 
5 per cent response rate lower than face-to-face interviews, probably 
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because of the statement made in this item. Option (2) is therefore 
the most correct option, because it is a limitation in telephone surveys. 
Option (1) could occur in surveys, but sampling bias is not necessarily 
a limitation which is unique to surveys. Option (3) and (4) are red her-
rings and do not apply in the context described in the item.

10. Option (3) is the key (or correct option) because the means or meth-
ods of data collection include hardware (eg audiotapes, videotapes) as 
well as software (eg checklists, questionnaire or making field notes). 
Options (1), (2) and (4) serve as distractors, because of the following 
reasons. Above methods of data collection are used irrespective of 
whether or not the

 �  observations are structured or unstructured
 �  observer participates actively
 �  observations are reactive and nonreactive

11. Although the six categories (1) may have been discrete, it is more cor-
rect to describe categories as being (2) mutually exclusive, because ob-
servations or data fall in one particular category. Option (2) is therefore 
the key. As the qualitative nature of the categories was not identified, 
it is impossible to judge whether they are exhaustive (3). A category is 
exhaustive when all possible variations of what is observed are includ-
ed. For example, an operational definition of “violence” as a category 
must make use of subcategories to provide for all variations, such as 
physical violence, the use of instruments (eg a knife), and self-inflicted 
violence (eg attempted suicide). Whilst collecting data, the observer 
may find an unexpected category of violence emerging (eg verbal 
abuse), in which case the categories are not exhaustive and another 
subcategory has to be introduced. Option (4) contains a red herring, 
because the term “extraneous” is normally used to describe variables 
that are present in natural settings, which are not the focus of a particu-
lar study and, in such settings, cannot be controlled by the researcher.

12. Option (3) is the key, because “Do you agree ...?” is a leading ques-
tion. The other options do not apply because the following problems 
do not apply to the question: the agents of action are vague (1); one 
logical answer can be given (2); or it is incomplete (3).

13. Options (2), (3) and (4) are not appropriate for the following reasons. 
Names and addresses of television licence holders do not necessarily 
contain telephone numbers. Therefore not all the respondents in the 
sample can be contacted telephonically. Both face-to-face interviews 
and focus group interviews require the physical presence of an inter-
viewer or moderator. The time and costs involved in getting access to 
and actually interviewing ten thousand people make these two op-
tions impractical. Option (1) is the key because you have access to the 
respondents’ postal addresses and can therefore post the self-adminis-
tered questionnaires to the respondents in the sample. If the response 
rate is low, you can also conduct follow-ups.
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STUDy UNiT

 8 
DESCRIBINGAND
INTERPRETING

QUANTITATIVEDATA

 René van Eeden

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 �  explain the purpose of descriptive statistics
 �  draw up frequency distribution tables and graphs to summarise your data
 �  critically examine frequency distribution tables and graphs
 �  distinguish between measures of central tendency — mean, median and 

mode
 �  distinguish between measures of variability — range, variance and 

standard deviation
 �  interpret the descriptive statistics presented in research reports and arti-

cles
 �  explain what is meant by the relationship between variables

8.1 Introduction
In the previous study unit you learnt about different ways in which we collect 
information (called data). This information is often presented in the form of 
numbers. For example: the number of people in a survey who indicated that 
they have been victims of armed robbery; how a sample of respondents 
rated a food product on a five-point scale (with higher scores indicating 
a more positive rating); or how a group of students scored on a verbal 
reasoning test. Also, a great deal of nonnumerical data can be represented 
in a numerical form. This involves coding or assigning certain numbers to the 
categories of a variable. An example would be to code male as 1 and female 
as 2. Have you ever completed a questionnaire where the code categories 
have already been placed on the questionnaire? This means that instead 
of just indicating that you are “male” or “female” you mark the 1 or the 2. 
Such a questionnaire has been precoded. The reason for coding is that we 
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need to transform our raw data into a format that can be used in computer 
analyses.

We should keep in mind that data collection is not an end in itself, but forms 
part of a research process aimed at answering a specific research question. 
In this study unit we will show you how you can organise numerical or 
quantitative data to help you meet this aim. When designing your research 
(i.e. before the data are collected) you already need to consider what you 
are going to do with your data. This will ensure that the data you collect can 
be analysed in a way that will provide answers to all your research questions.

 ACTiViTy 8.1

 Before we discuss how to organise and analyse your 
data, we would like you to think about examples 
from your own life (or from what family or friends 
have told you) where you have provided information 
about yourself, whether it was information about your 
feelings, attitudes, opinions, experiences, etcetera.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.1

Maybe you completed a questionnaire on your vocational interests 
at school or perhaps you were asked which political party you 
would vote for in an election. Another example is the forms we find 
in restaurants, shops, service stations, etcetera for rating service 
quality. We also often find questionnaires in magazines (eg on our 
attitude towards abortion or our beliefs about Aids).

8.2 Descriptivestatistics

The original data we collect consist of lists of measurements or numbers. 
If it is a large data set, it can be difficult to form an overall impression of 
the answer to the research question. The procedures used to organise, 
 summarise and visualise quantitative data are referred to as descriptive
statistics. These statistics help the researcher to identify underlying patterns 
in the data and (if the research was done in a scientific manner) to use this as 
evidence for his or her arguments and claims about the topic the researcher 
investigated. Statistics are often used in both popular literature (magazines, 
newspapers, etc) and scientific articles to support an argument.

However, it is dangerous to regard statistics as being conclusive of some 
argument or viewpoint. This is because statistics can be abused to support 
the researcher’s own beliefs and values. In social science research we 
therefore have certain criteria for publishing research results. These criteria 
state that it should be clear in the report how the data and the statistics 
based on these data have been obtained. Also, the report should contain 
sufficient information for other researchers to interpret the statistics and to 
come to their own conclusions.

 descriptive statistics: 
 mathematical techniques used to 

see underlying patterns of data
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 ACTiViTy 8.2
 “Reality Check”, is a representative South African 
national household survey of 3 000 adults. The results 
of this survey were published in South African 
newspapers (Reality Check 1999:9). It dealt with a  
number of social, economic, political and educational attitudes 
and expectations, and one of the conclusions based on the results 
of this survey was that most South Africans believe that we will 
eventually become a united nation. The people in the sample 
were asked to choose one of the following three options: “We are 
becoming a united nation”; “We will eventually become a united 
nation”; “South Africa will always be divided”. Figure 8.1 is a pie 
chart of how the people in the sample responded to this question. 
Survey results are often represented in this manner in the media. 
These charts are relatively easy to interpret even for someone who 
does not have a background in statistics. Would you agree with the 
conclusion that most South Africans believe that we will eventually 
become a united nation?

FIGURE 8.1
  Pie chart of perceptions of unity

(Adapted from Reality Check 1999:9)

 
 

  COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.2
From this pie chart it seems as if most South Africans feel that 
we are becoming (14%) or will eventually become (64%) a united 
nation. Twenty-two per cent answered that South Africans will 
always be divided. The statistics therefore seem to support the 
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fairly optimistic statement about unity. However, you need more 
information to interpret the chart and to reach a conclusion. 
Remember that a percentage expresses the part or proportion of 
people who chose that option. In this example all the people in 
the sample responded to the question and the pie chart is based 
on the whole sample. In other words, 64% of 3 000 respondents 
(that is 1 920 out of 3 000 respondents) chose the option “We will 
eventually become a united nation.”

Suppose that only 150 persons in the sample responded to this 
question and the same pie chart was used to report their responses. 
But the chart now only represents results for those who responded 
to the question. In other words, 64% of 150 respondents (that is 
96 out of 150 respondents) chose the option “We will eventually 
become a united nation.” Even if most of those who responded to 
the question seem fairly optimistic, it is a small part of the total 
sample of 3 000 respondents (3%). This is one of the questions 
that social scientists ask themselves when interpreting statistics 
that were reported. That is: Does the percentage indicate the 
proportion of the total sample who chose an option, or only of 
those who responded to the question? Including a “Nonresponse” 
category will solve this problem.

8.3 Tablesandgraphs
You have seen that the researcher has to provide sufficient information and 
that you need to understand the procedures that were used before you 
can interpret the statistical results. We will now work systematically through 
the procedures used to compile various descriptive statistics. Being able to 
interpret descriptive statistics helps you to evaluate claims more carefully 
rather than blindly accepting statistical data. You also need to be able to apply 
descriptive statistics if you want to summarise and report trends in your own 
data.

8.3.1 Frequencydistributiontables

One way in which to summarise data so that the overall pattern of the data 
 becomes clear is to create a frequencydistribution. Such a distribution 
indicates the number of cases in a data set that obtained a particular score 
or that fall in a particular category of a variable. Frequency distribution is 
therefore the grouping of raw data. Suppose we obtain scores on a colour 
awareness test for a sample of first-year engineering students. Our data set 
consists of the scores for all the students in the sample. We group this raw 
data (the scores) by indicating how many cases (referring to the number 
of students or their scores) obtained a score of zero; how many obtained 
a score of 1; etcetera. The number of cases is called the frequency of that 
score or category and the symbol f is used to refer to frequency.

A frequency distribution can be represented by creating a frequency 
distribution table. The first column of the table is an ordered list of all the 
possible scores or a list of the relevant categories. We then count the 
number of times each score or category occurs. To help us count, we use 

 frequency distribution:  
table or graph indicating how 
observations are distributed
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the second column of the table and make a tally mark every time a score 
or category is observed. For every fifth mark a line is drawn through the 
previous four marks. This makes counting the number of responses easier. 
You will find that researchers usually do not include the column with the tally 
marks in the final presentation of the frequency distribution table. The total 
frequency is written in the third column and the sum of these frequencies 
(if you add them all up) should be the same as the number of cases in 
the sample. The categories should be mutually exclusive (a case cannot 
be classified in more than one category) and there should be sufficient 
categories so that every case can be classified into one of the available 
categories.

We will use an imaginary study to illustrate tables and graphs. To make 
it easier for you to understand the issues involved, we limit the number 
of cases in the sample. Suppose a researcher does a study on aggression 
in adolescents. She obtained the following information for a convenience 
sample consisting of 20 secondary school students: gender (male or 
female) and scores (ranging from 0 to 40) on an aggression questionnaire. 
Even though this is a small sample, she finds it difficult to form an overall 
impression of the raw data (see table 8.1). However, if she organises the 
data according to gender (see table 8.2), she can immediately see that 
more females than males were included in the study. Remember we said 
that this was a convenience sample, which means that it is not necessarily 
representative of the larger population. Can you see the advantage of 
descriptive statistics? Even though you did not take part in the study, you can 
tell by looking at the table how gender was distributed in the sample.

Gender is measured on a nominal level of measurement (levels of 
measurement are discussed in study unit 7). Frequency distribution tables 
can also be used with ordinal, interval and ratio measurements. In the case 
of interval and ratio measurements, there are often so many score categories 
that it is preferable to use a  groupedfrequencytable. This implies that the 
scores are grouped into so-called class intervals that each include a series 
of scores. Some textbooks provide a step-by-step explanation on how to 
choose the class-intervals (Aron & Aron 1994:7–9; Huysamen 1981:15–20; 
Van Lill & Grieve 1990:2.9–2.12). We will not go into such detail, but you 
should keep in mind that the intervals should suit the data and there should 
be enough intervals to include all the data (the classes should be exhaustive). 
As in the case of ungrouped frequency distribution tables (table 8.2), the 
classes should also be mutually exclusive (nobody should fall into more than 
one class). Finally, we usually choose class intervals of equal size.

 TABLE 8.1
 List of gender and aggression score

Learner Gender Aggressionscore

Mabel Female 21

Mary Female 33

Yogan Male 20

James Male 38

Alfeus Male 25

 grouped frequency table: 
 frequency distribution table with a 

limited number of categories
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Learner Gender Aggressionscore

John Male 23

Eric Male 28

Connie Female 21

Peter Male 30

Lize Female 36

Emily Female 34

Catherine Female 27

Kate Female 39

Maria Female 26

Abraham Male 35

Paulina Female 22

Pravani Female 8

Elsie Female 35

Petrus Male 24

Joanne Female 18

n = 20 students

 TABLE 8.2
Frequency distribution table for gender

Gender Tally Frequency

Male |||| ||| 8
Female |||| |||| ||    12 

   n = 20

Consider the aggression scores in table 8.1. The highest value is 39 and the 
lowest value is 8. If each score from 8 to 39 had to be a separate category, 
there would be 32 categories. This does not really help us to summarise 
the data. Table 8.3 is a grouped frequency distribution of this data and you 
will see that the data are now easier to interpret than the original list of 
aggression scores. It has been simplified and you can contrast the number 
of students who obtained a low aggression score with the number who 
obtained a high score. We can see that only one student obtained a very 
low score (in the lowest interval), while five students obtained a relatively 
high aggression score (35–41). Remember that some information is lost in a 
grouped frequency distribution. For example, we can see that one person 
obtained a score between 7 and 13, but we cannot infer the student’s exact 
score from the grouped frequency table. One other thing that you should 
know about class intervals is that the midpoint of the interval can be used to 
represent all the values in a particular interval. For example, the midpoint of 
the interval 7–13 in table 8.3 is 10.
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 TABLE 8.3

 Grouped frequency distribution table for aggression scores

Classinterval Tally Frequency Cumulative
frequency

35–41 |||| 5 20

28–34 |||| 4 15

21–27 |||| ||| 8 11

14–20 || 2  3

 7–13 | 1 1

n = 20

Sometimes we are concerned not with the frequencies within the class 

intervals, but with the number of scores (frequencies) “greater than” or “less 

 than” a specified value. The cumulativefrequency (cf) of a class interval is 

the number of cases in the specified interval plus all the cases in the previous 

intervals. In other words, the cumulative frequency (cf ) of a class interval 

is the number of cases that fall below the lower limit of the next interval. 

For example: from the last column in table 8.3 we can conclude that 15 

students had a score lower than 35. Can you see that a cumulative frequency 

distribution would not be very useful for nominal data such as the data in 

table 8.2? For cumulative frequencies to be meaningful, the order of the 

categories should make sense. By the way, did you notice that the cumulative 

frequency of the highest class interval is equal to the total number of cases? 

Can you see why?

8.3.2 Percentages

We have already mentioned percentages in activity 8.2. The percentage of 

a category, a score value or a class interval indicates what part of the whole 

sample of scores that particular category, value or class interval represents. 

Percentage is determined by dividing the frequency by the total number of 

cases (n) and then multiplying it by 100 (100% represents the whole sample). 

In table 8.3 we presented the frequency and cumulative frequencies of 

aggression scores. The distribution of percentages for the same set of scores 

is given in table 8.4. Percentages are useful, because not only is the number 

of persons in a specific category or class interval taken into account, but so 

is the total number of persons in the sample. The class interval 21–27 has 

the highest frequency of students (8 students) and this is therefore also the 

interval with the highest percentage (40%). But if our sample included 200 

students, 8 students would represent only 4% of the sample.

 cumulative frequency: 
 number of scores below (or above) 

a certain value
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 TABLE 8.4
 Distribution of the percentages and cumulative percentages for  

aggression scores

Classinterval Percentage Cumulativepercentage

35–42 25%

28–34 20%

21–27 40%

14–20 10%

7–13 5%

n  =  20 students

 ACTiViTy 8.3
 Calculate the cumulative percentages for aggression 
scores and complete table 8.4 (last column). What 
percentage of students had a score lower than 35?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.3
We concluded that 75% out of the 20 students scored below 35. Did 
you find the same result?

8.3.3 Graphicpresentationoffrequencydistributions

In the previous section we showed how tables can be used to represent 
frequency distributions. The same data can also be presented graphically. 
An example is the pie chart in figure 8.1 — that is one way of representing 
categorical data. An important advantage of graphs is that they make it easier 
to obtain an overall impression of the data: a graph gives you a “picture” of 
a set of scores. This section deals with bar charts, histograms and polygons. 
These graphs consist of a horizontal line called the X axis or abscissa and a 
vertical line or Y axis called the ordinate. These two lines meet at an angle 
of 90 degrees. The categories or score values appear on the X axis and the 
number of scores (frequencies) appear on the Y axis.

If the data that we collected are measured on a nominal level of 
measurement, in other words, if our measurements are in the form of 
categories (i.e. gender measured as male or female; marital status measured 
as never married, married or divorced etc), we can use a  barchartto 
visualise the frequency distribution of the data. Points on the X axis represent 
the categories. For each category a bar is drawn and the height of this bar 
(measured on the Y axis) indicates the frequency or number of cases that 
fall within that category. Because the categories represent separate classes, 
the bars in a bar chart are drawn in such a way that they do not touch each 
other. Figure 8.2 is an example of a bar chart. This figure represents the 
distribution of gender in the study of aggression in secondary school students 
and is based on the same data as table 8.2.

 bar chart:  
graph representing the frequency 

distribution of categorical data



222

FIGURE 8.2
 Bar chart for gender (n = 20 students)

  
Histograms are used to illustrate the frequency distribution of numerical 
data (data measured on an interval or ratio level of measurement). A bar 
chart reflects discrete data, whereas a histogram is used for continuous data. 
The scores or the midpoint of each class interval are marked on the X axis 
and above each of these a bar is drawn. The height of the bar as measured 
on the Y axis corresponds with the frequency or the number of cases for 
that particular score or in that particular class interval. The bars represent 
successive scores or class intervals and there are no spaces between the 
bars. If we add up the frequencies represented by all the bars, this will give us 
the total number of cases in our sample. The data in table 8.3 (class intervals 
for aggression scores) have been visually presented in figure 8.3. This 
histogram makes the differences and similarities between the various class 
intervals apparent. For example, we can again see that only a small number 
of students obtained a low score on the aggression questionnaire.

FIGURE 8.3
Histogram for aggression scores (n = 20 students)

 histogram: 
 graph representing the frequency 
distribution of successive scores or 

class intervals
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 Rather than using bars to represent the frequencies, a mark which 
corresponds to the score or the midpoint of each class interval can also be 
used. These marks (or frequencies) are joined with straight lines to draw 
 a frequency polygon that is anchored on the X axis on both sides. In a 
histogram we assume that all cases within a class interval are uniformly 
distributed over the range of the interval, while in a polygon we assume 
that the cases are concentrated at the midpoint of the interval. Compare 
the polygon in figure 8.4 to the histogram in figure 8.3 and make sure that 
you understand where the points in the polygon come from. A polygon can 
accommodate more class intervals than a histogram. Smoothed polygons 
(the midpoints are linked by curved lines) are frequently used to display the 
distribution of scores for large data sets or populations.

8.3.4 Skewnessandkurtosis

The distributions of data differ in terms of centrallocation (the middle point 
of the distribution) and variation (the spread of the scores around the middle 
point). These properties will be explained in sections 8.4 and 8.5.

Distributions also differ in skewness, that is, the symmetry or asymmetry 
of the distribution. A distribution can be symmetrical — that is, it can 
have the same shape on both sides of the middle point. If a distribution 
is asymmetrical and the larger frequencies are concentrated towards 
the low end, it is said to be positively skewed. If the larger frequencies 
are concentrated toward the high end of the variable, the distribution is 
negatively skewed. Skewness is illustrated in figure 8.5. Note that smooth 
curves are used. Whenever we deal with large populations we prefer to 
represent our frequency distributions as smooth curves. We have already 
referred to this when we talked about smoothed frequency polygons.

 FIGURE 8.4
Frequency polygon for aggression score (n = 20 students)

frequency polygons:
graph in which the frequencies of 

class intervals are connected by 
straight lines
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FIGURE 8.5
Three frequency distributions differing in skewness 

 The kurtosis of distributions refers to the flatness or peakedness of the 
distribution. A symmetrical bell-shaped distribution is known as a normal 
distribution. In terms of kurtosis this distribution is mesokurtic. A more 
peaked distribution is called leptokurtic, while a flatter distribution is 
platykurtic. Kurtosis is illustrated in figure 8.6.

FIGURE 8.6

Three frequency distributions differing in kurtosis

8.4 Measuresofcentraltendency
We have seen that tables and graphs can be used to summarise data. It 
is also possible to use single values to summarise the data obtained from 
a sample and to describe the characteristics of the frequency distribution. 
Researchers often want to know which score or value is central to a 
distribution and which can therefore be used to summarise the entire 
distribution. A score or value which represents all the scores in the sample 
is called a measure of central tendency. We will discuss three measures of 
central tendency, namely the mode, the median and the mean.

 If there are relatively few scores, it is easy to determine themode without 
using tables or graphs. In the case of a large sample of scores, it might be 
easier to arrange the scores in ascending or descending order or to work 
with frequency distributions. The mode is the score value with the highest 
frequency. For example, in the list 23 26 28373737 45 48 49, the score 
that occurs with the highest frequency (three times) is 37 and this is regarded 
as the mode. None of the other scores in this list occurs more than once.

 mode: 
 score in a sample of scores that 

occurs with the greatest frequency
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If two or moresuccessivescores in a sample all have the highest frequency, 
the average (this term will be explained later on in this section) of those 
scores is taken as the mode of the distribution. However, if two values that 
do not follow on each other both have the highest frequency, the sample has 
two modes. Such a distribution is called bimodal (compared to a unimodal 
distribution with a single mode). If, for example, the list that we gave you was 
23 26 2837373745 48 494949, there would have been two score values 
that occurred three times and the distribution would be bimodal.

If a distribution has two or more modes, these modes do not give a good 
indication of the central tendency of the sample as a whole. In the case of 
a grouped frequency distribution, the mode is equal to the midpoint of the 
class interval with the highest frequency. A graphical representation of the 
distribution makes it easy to identify the mode, since the class interval with 
the highest frequency will stand out above the others. Take a look at the bar 
chart in figure 8.2. The mode in this example is the category “female” and 
we therefore concluded that this was the largest category.

The mode is the only measure of central tendency that can meaningfully be 
used for nominal data. If we are dealing with categories (eg different types of 
illnesses), it does not make sense to order the types of illnesses and neither 
do the illnesses have numerical values. Only the frequency of occurrence of 
each category is taken into account when calculating the mode.

 To work out the medianof a sample of scores, we first have to arrange the 
scores in ascending or descending order. The median is the value which falls 
right in the middle of the list; in other words, half the scores in the sample 
fall below the median and the other half above it. It is therefore the midmost 
score, that is, the score below which 50% of all the scores fall. If the number 
of scores is an odd number, the median is simply the score in the middle of 
the list. When the number of scores is an even number, the middle of the list 
falls between two values and the median is the average of these two scores. 
If several scores with the same numerical value occur near the median (called 
tied scores), you will still use the position of the scores after they have been 
ordered to determine the median. For example, in the list 23 26 28 37 37 
37 45 48 49, the score corresponding to the middle rank is 37 and this is 
regarded as the median. In the case of a large sample, where the scores have 
been represented in a frequency distribution, the median is calculated by 
means of a formula for grouped data. This formula is also recommended in 
some cases where tied scores occur in a list of scores, but these calculations 
do not form part of this module.

Both the mode and the median can be used with ordinal data, but the 
median is preferred because it takes into account the frequencies and the 
rank order of scores. Suppose that the suburbs in the town or city where 
you live are ranked according to density (the number of people living there). 
Low density is allocated the rank of 1, average density 2, and high density 3. 
If ten suburbs are ranked 1, eight are ranked 2 and nine are ranked 3, then 
the mode 1 indicates the category with the highest frequency. However, we 
cannot necessarily conclude that most of the suburbs were low in density. 
If the set of ranks for all the suburbs are arranged in ascending order (first 
all the ones, then all the twos, etc), the middle value in this set (the median) 
would be 2. At least half of the sample or 50% of the suburbs are therefore 
average or high density (the scores in our list that fall above the median).

 median: 
 value or score such that half the 
observations fall above it and half 

below it
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 The mean of a sample of scores is the arithmetic midpoint of the scores and 
represents all the scores in the sample. To calculate the mean, we add up 
all the scores and divide it by the total number of scores in the sample. We 
use the symbol x to refer to the raw scores in the distribution of the variable 
x. As we already know, the symbol n stands for the number of scores in the 
distribution.

The n measurements in a sample of scores are thus represented by the 
symbols x1, x2, x3, ..., xn. The formula for the mean is

x̄  = x1 x2 x3 + ... + xn

      n  

and this can also be written as

x̄  =  ∑ x
          n  

In this formula x̄ (pronounced x-bar) is the mean, ∑ means summate (or 
add up), x is each raw score, and n is the sample size (the number of people 
in the sample). Everything above the line (i.e. the sum of all scores) should 
be divided by everything below the line (i.e. the number of scores in the 
sample). You are not expected to memorise the formula, but being able 
to calculate the various statistics gives you a better understanding of these 
statistics. 

It is also possible to calculate the mean by using a frequency distribution. This 
might be necessary if we are working with a large sample of scores. Each 
value of the variable x is multiplied by the number of times it occurred (the 
frequency) and these products are added together and divided by the total 
number of measurements. In the case of a grouped frequency distribution 
the midpoint of each interval may be used to represent all values falling 
within the interval.

All three measures of central tendency can be used in the case of interval 
and ratio data, but the mean is usually chosen. When calculating the median 
the particular values of the variable are not taken into account, but only the 
occurrence of the values above or below the middle value. Two studies 
on stress in executives were conducted in different organisations and the 
following scores were obtained (the maximum possible score on the stress 
questionnaire is 60). Study 1: 9 11 17 20 23 25 28; Study 2: 11 14 18 20 48 
52 54. These samples of scores have the same median, but this does not 
indicate that some of the executives in the second organisation have high 
levels of stress that could influence their ability to do their job. The mean 
for these two samples of scores would be 19 and 31 respectively, indicating 
that in the case of the second organisation it might be necessary to pay more 
attention to the stress levels of executives.

Because all the values of the variable are used in the calculation of the mean, 
this is a more appropriate measure of central tendency for interval and 
ratio data. The mean can furthermore be used in mathematical calculations 
whereas the mode and the median cannot. The mean is also a more 
accurate and stable estimate of population mean than the other measures of 
central tendency. However, if there are one or two scores that differ a great 
deal from the rest of the scores, this will influence the mean and the median 
is then preferred. Remember we called such a distribution skewed (refer 

 mean: 
 sum of a sample of scores divided 

by the number of scores in the 
sample
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to figure 8.5). The mean, mode and median of a symmetrical frequency 
distribution will coincide.

 ACTiViTy 8.4
 When doing research you will often have to decide 
what is an appropriate method to use in presenting 
a particular set of data. Which measure of central 
tendency do you think will be best at showing 
household income in South Africa?

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.4
We have said that the mean is an appropriate measure of central 
tendency for interval and ratio data; you might have answered that 
the mean will best reflect household income. However, in most 
countries (including South Africa) household income is positively 
skewed, meaning that far more people earn less money than the 
mean, rather than the other way round (i.e. earn more than the 
mean). Because there are a few extremely rich people, their income 
makes the mean higher than most people’s income. The median is 
therefore a better indication of average income in a country.

8.5 Measuresofvariability
You now know that a sample of scores can be summarised and described 
by using central values such as the mode, the median and the mean. These 
values represent all the scores in a sample. However, these central values 
do not indicate the extent to which the scores in the sample differ from 
each other and how far they deviate from the central value. The degree to 
which scores in a sample differ, that is, how spread out they are, is called the 
variability of the scores.

The simplest measure of variability is the range. In any sample of scores the 
range is taken as the difference between the highest and lowest scores. The 
range is a measure of variability of scores in a sample, because it indicates 
the range of the distribution of scores from the lowest to the highest. In the 
example we used on stress in executives, the range for Study 1 is 19 (28 [the 
highest score] minus 9 [the lowest score]) and for Study 2 it is 43 (54 minus 
11). The scores in the second study clearly exhibit greater variability (they are 
more scattered) than those in the first study. This set of scores consequently 
has a much greater range and again this is a warning that some of the 
executives in the second company are experiencing much more stress than 
others (do you remember that this organisation also had the higher mean 
stress score?).

A disadvantage of the range of the distribution as a measure of variability is 
that it is calculated by using only two of the scores in the sample of scores; 
the other scores are ignored. Another approach we can use is to determine 
the degree to which each score differs or deviates from the mean of the 
sample (which is based on all the scores in the sample) and use this as 
an index of the variability of the scores in the sample. The measures of 
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variability most often used, namely variance and standard deviation, are 
based on this approach, that is, where the average difference between each 
score and the mean is used to express the variability of a sample of scores.

The mean is the index of central tendency that best represents all the scores 
in the sample. If we determine the extent to which each score in the sample 
differs from the mean, then we have an indication of the extent to which 
all the scores differ from each other (the variability). We could therefore 
determine variability by subtracting the mean of the sample from each raw 
score in the sample. We call this difference a deviation score (represented 
by x – x̄ for each value of x). This score indicates the extent to which each 
raw score deviates from the mean. To determine variability we could add 
up the deviation scores, but some of the deviations about the mean are 
positive and some are negative — this means that the sum of deviations is 
therefore zero. The sum of the deviation scores below the mean cancels out 
the sum of the deviation scores above the mean. One method for getting 
rid of the negative values obtained from the deviations below the mean is to 
square the deviations from the mean before we add them up. This means 
to multiply each deviation with itself. The variance of a sample of scores is 
calculated by dividing the sum of the squared deviation scores by the number 
of scores to obtain an average of the squared deviation scores. The formula 
for this statistic is

s2 = ∑ (x – x)2

         n – 1  

In this formula s2 is the variance, ∑ means to sum, x is each raw score, x̄ 
is the mean, and n is the sample size. Note that we divide the sum of the 
squared deviations by n –1 instead of n in order to obtain the “mean”. If we 
are working with a sample of scores, the sample variance is an estimator of 
the population variance; a more accurate estimate is obtained when n – 1 is 
used as divider. The explanation for this forms part of inferential statistics, but 
this is not covered in this module.

 The variance is a statistic in squared units. However, we would like to 
interpret the meaning of the variability of a set of scores in terms of the 
original units of measurement. We therefore calculate the square root of the 
variance and this is known as the standarddeviation of a sample of scores:

s = √s2̄

Both the variance and the standard deviation of a sample of scores indicate 
the average extent to which scores in a distribution differ from one another. 
Because the standard deviation is expressed in the same units as the original 
measure, researchers prefer to use this statistic.

 ACTiViTy 8.5
 Suppose you are doing a study on social support for 
prisoners and their families. One of the variables you 
are interested in is the number of years people spend 
in prison (the term of imprisonment). On average the 
prisoners spend four years in prison and the variation 
in number of years spent in prison is indicated by the 

 variance:  
measure of variability based on 
the deviation of each score in a 

distribution from the mean of that 
distribution

 standard deviation: 
 index of variability that is expressed 

in the same units as the original 
measures



229

standard deviation of three years. Explain why standard 
deviation is a better index of variability than variance 
in this study.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.5

The standard deviation of three years indicates that the number of 
years spent in prison differ to some extent for the different subjects 
in the sample. The variance, however, indicates years squared 
which is not easy to interpret. In this case, the variance is nine. 
Based on this, we might be tempted to think that the number of 
years in prison differs greatly from one prisoner to another — but 
this is not the case.

8.6 Relationships
Until now, we have been discussing a single variable. In previous study 
units, however, research studies have referred to two or more variables 
and the relationship between these variables. We will briefly consider the 
direction and strength of the relationship between two variables. If there is a 
relationship between two variables, it means that a person’s position on one 
variable is related to his or her position on the other variable.

A direct or positive relationship means that relatively high scores on one 
variable are associated with relatively high scores on the other and relatively 
low scores on the first correspond with relatively low scores on the second. 
An inverse or negative relationship means that high scores on one variable 
correspond with low scores on the other variable. If the variables are not 
related, changes on the one variable do not correspond with changes on the 
other.

 We refer to the statistical relationship between two variables as a correlation 
and the statistic used to describe this is called acorrelationcoefficient. It 
can range in value from –1,00 to +1,00. These values represent a perfect 
negative (–1) or a perfect positive correlation (+1). A value close to 0 
indicates a weak relationship, while 0 means there is no relationship. We can 
see that the numerical size of a correlation coefficient indicates the strength 
of the relationship, while the sign (positive/negative) indicates the direction of 
the relationship. A positive correlation means that an increase in one variable 
is associated with an increase in the other. A negative correlation between 
two variables means that as the value of one variable increases, the value 
of the other one decreases. Please note that the correlation between two 
variables does not necessarily mean that one variable causes the other.

 ACTiViTy 8.6
 A distinction can be made between internal and 
external locus of control. If a person believes, for 
example, that rewards are the result of his or her own 
behaviour, abilities and personality characteristics, that 
person has an internal locus of control. On the other 
hand, having an external locus of control means that 

 correlation coefficient: index of the 
extent of the linear relationship 

between two variables
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the person does not believe that rewards are linked to 
something he or she does. Someone with an external 
locus of control sees rewards as the result of luck, fate, 
the influence of others or as unpredictable.

Coetzer and Schepers (1997:34–41) investigated the relationship 
between locus of control and the work performance of marketers 
in the life assurance industry. Although a number of studies 
indicated the existence of such a relationship, it is important to 
note that these studies were primarily done with samples of white 
marketers. Coetzer and Schepers (1997:34) decided to focus on 
black marketers, given their increasing numbers in the assurance 
industry. They administered the Locus of Control Scale (consisting 
of 80 items) to 149 black marketing personnel in a specific 
assurance company. Work performance was measured by (among 
other things) the average number of policies sold each month over 
a period of 11 months.

The researchers compared the work performance of part-time 
and full-time marketers. Given the results of this and other 
comparisons, they calculated the relation between external locus 
of control and work performance only for full-time marketers. 
Based on what you have learned by now, you should be able to 
interpret some of the results reported in this study. The means and 
standard deviations for part-time and full-time workers in terms 
of the number of policies sold each month (one of the measures of 
work performance) are presented in table 8.5. Table 8.6 reflects 
the correlation coefficient between external locus of control, and 
the number of policies sold each month by full-time marketers. 
Interpret the results in these two tables.

 TABLE 8.5
 Means and standard deviations of number of policies sold each month 

Marketers n Mean Standard deviation

Part-time    31 4,80 3,00

Full-time  118 9,94 5,57

(Adapted from Coetzer & Schepers 1997:38)

 TABLE 8.6
 Correlation coefficient between external locus of control and the number of 

policies sold each month

Locusofcontrol Correlationcoefficient

External control 0,231

n = 118 (Full-time marketers)

(Adapted from Coetzer & Schepers 1997:40)
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 8.6
From table 8.5 we see that the part-time marketers are a much 
smaller group (n = 31) than the full-time marketers (n = 118). 
Although this is not always the case, we sometimes find less 
variability in a small sample, that is, differences in the sample 
“scores” are less marked. Did you notice that the variation in the 
number of policies sold each month is relatively small for the part-
time marketers (3,00) compared with the full-time marketers 
(5,57)? The part-time marketers would probably spend less time 
marketing and that could explain why their mean number of 
policies sold is only 4,80, while the full-time marketers sold double 
this number (mean of 9,94).

The relationship between external control and policies sold each 
month is positive (table 8.6). Do you remember that the sign of the 
correlation coefficient indicates the direction of the relationship? In 
this case, this means that the higher the external control the more 
policies sold in a month (and the lower the external control the less 
policies sold). If we look at the numerical size of the correlation 
coefficient we see that the relationship between external control 
and policies sold is moderate (0,231), although still far from perfect 
(1).

The final conclusions in this study were based on statistical 
procedures that are not covered in this module. These included 
techniques to determine if groups differ significantly in terms 
of the dependent variable work performance and to determine 
whether the relationship (correlation coefficient) is statistically 
significant or not.

8.7 Conclusion
We can distinguish between two main types of statistical methods, namely: 
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. You now know that we use 
descriptive statistics to organise, summarise and visualise the data. Tables, 
graphs and the calculation of a single representative number make the data 
easier to understand and help us to identify underlying patterns. Being able 
to interpret statistics also means that you can critically evaluate the claims 
made in research reports and articles. However, remember that although 
we reach conclusions about data obtained from a sample, our interpretation 
of the results goes beyond the set of numbers that we collected. We use the 
evidence contained in a sample to make generalisations or inferences about 
the population.
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TEST yOURSELF

The following distribution of illness was obtained for a group of patients in 
the same medical ward.

Frequency distribution table for illness

Disorder Frequency Percentage
Asthma 8
Blood 
disorder

2

Chest pain 4
Diabetes 3
Gout 1
Physical 
injury

5

Pneumonia 4
Stroke 1
Thyroid 2

n  =  30

1. Calculate the percentages for this distribution and complete the last 
column of this table.

2.  What type of illness was presented by the largest percentage of patients?
3. What percentage of patients had a physical injury?
4. Draw a graph for this frequency distribution and use the graphic presen-

tation to see what type of illness was presented by the smallest number 
of patients.

Identify the option which is the most correct, or most appropriate in the 
following multiple-choice questions.

1. Statistics that are used to summarise numerical data from a sample are 
called

(1) popular statistics
(2) descriptive statistics
(3) inferential statistics
(4) none of the above

2. Statistics that are used to generalise from a small, known sample to a 
larger, unknown population are known as

(1) population statistics
(2) descriptive statistics
(3) inferential statistics
(4) assumptional statistics

3.  Which of the following is not a purpose of descriptive statistics?

(1) enabling the researcher to predict performance
(2) organising and summarising a data set
(3) making data more meaningful and easier to understand
(4) enabling the researcher to identify patterns and trends
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4.  Which of the following is considered a measure of central tendency?

(1) mean
(2) range
(3) percentage
(4) all of the above

5.  What is the median in the following set of data?

   22 30 30 45 45 45 60 62 62

(1) 30
(2) 62
(3) 50
(4) 45

6. Which of the following correlation coefficients indicates the weakest 
relationship?

(1) 0,95
(2) –0,60
(3) 0,29
(4) –0,33

Indicate which of the following statements are true and which are false.

  True False

1. Nominal and ordinal data are best represented as   
histograms.

2.  The cumulative frequency indicates how many   
individuals in a sample have scored below a certain value.

3. The standard deviation of ratings of health care in the   
Western Cape is 5,8 and in KwaZulu-Natal it is 8,8.  
People in KwaZulu-Natal were more consistent in  
their ratings.

4. Given interval or ratio data, the mean is usually   
chosen as a measure of central tendency.

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1.  When we calculate percentages, we round our answers to the nearest 

whole number. The percentage for asthma is therefore calculated as 
follows: 8 (frequency) divided by 30 (number of cases) and multiplied 
by 100. The answer is 26,6, and we round this to the nearest whole 
number which is 27. In the case of chest pain the answer is 13,3 and 
we round this to 13.
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Frequency distribution table for illness

Disorder Frequency Percentage

Asthma 8 27%

Blood disorder 2  7%

Chest pain 4 13%

Diabetes 3 10%

Gout 1  3%

Physical injury 5 17%

Pneumonia 4 13%

Stroke 1  3%

Thyroid 2
n  =  30

 7%

2.  The largest percentage of patients had asthma (27%).
3. Seventeen per cent of the patients had a physical injury.
4. You know that you use a bar chart to represent categorical data. If we 

look at the bar chart it is clear that the same number of patients pre-
sented with gout and stroke, and that these were the categories with 
the smallest number of patients.

Bar chart for illness (n = 30 patients)

MULTipLE-ChOiCE qUESTiONS

1. Option (2) is the correct answer, because we use descriptive statistics 
to organise, summarise and visualise quantitative data. We have said 
that we can distinguish between descriptive and inferential statistics. 
Option (1) is therefore not the answer. Because we collect our data 
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from a sample and not from the population, option (3) is not correct 
either.

2. We use the results based on a sample to make inferences about the 
attributes of the population and the methods used to do this are called 
inferential statistics (3). We have seen that descriptive statistics (2) are 
used to organise the data based on a sample and options (1) and (4) are 
not statistical methods.

3. Option (1) is the correct answer. Options (2), (3) and (4) are all pur-
poses of descriptive statistics: we organise our data in order to identify 
underlying patterns in the data and to understand the data better. 
However, the researcher cannot use descriptive statistics to predict 
performance, since this requires information on two or more variables 
and the use of inferential statistics.

4. Option (1) is correct, because the mean indicates which value is central 
to a distribution of interval or ratio data. The range (2) is a measure 
of variability and percentage (3) refers to the proportion of a sample 
which gave a specific response.

5. The median of this set of data is 45. Option (4) is therefore the correct 
answer. Four observations (half of the observations) fall above 45 and 
four below it. Have you noted that the mode of this data set is also 45 
since this is the value that occurs most?

6. Option (3) is the correct answer, because this is the correlation coeffi-
cient with the smallest numerical size (0,29). The other coefficients (1), 
(2), (4) are all closer to 1 (be it –1 or +1) indicating stronger relation-
ships. Remember the sign indicates the direction of the relationship and 
not the strength.

TRUE/FALSE
1.  This statement is false. We use a bar chart to represent categorical or 

discrete data, whereas the histogram is used for continuous data.
2. The cumulative frequency is the number of cases in the specified 

interval plus all the cases in the previous intervals. In other words, it is 
the number of cases that falls below the lower limit of the next interval. 
This statement is therefore true.

3. Measures of variability (such as standard deviation) indicate the extent 
to which the scores in the sample differ from each other and how far 
they deviate from the central value. This statement is false because 
there were greater differences between the people in KwaZulu-Natal 
in their health-care ratings. (Their ratings were more spread out.)

4. All three measures of central tendency can be used in the case of 
interval and ratio data. Because all the values of the variable are used 
to calculate the mean, this is a more appropriate measure for this type 
of data. The way this statement was worded makes it true: we did not 
say that the mean must be used or that there are no exceptions. Do 
you remember what these exceptions were? (Refer to activity 8.4.)
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STUDy UNiT

 9 
QUALITATIVEDATA

ANALYSISAND
INTERPRETATION:
STEPS,PRACTICAL
EXAMPLESAND

POINTERS

 Assim H (Nicky) Alpaslan

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to
 �  describe the purpose of qualitative data analysis;
 �  indicate when the research activity of data analysis takes place in the quali-

tative research process, and
 �  describe a step-wise format or plan complemented by appropriate exam-

ples and pointers on how to analyse and interpret qualitative data.

9.1 Introduction
In the previous study unit you learned how to analyse, describe and interpret 
quantitative data. In this study unit the focus of the discussion will be on how 
to analyse and interpret qualitative generated data by specifically describing 
the following:

 �  The purpose of qualitative data analysis.
 �  The commencement of the activity of data analysis in the qualitative 

research process.
 �  How qualitative data are analysed and interpreted (steps, examples and 

pointers).

9.2 Thepurposeofqualitativedataanalysis
Before describing the purpose of qualitative data analysis, it would be a good 
idea (by way of revision) to briefly indicate what qualitative research is and 
what qualitative researchers’ view their task to be. 
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According to Strauss and Corbin (1998:10–11), qualitative research means any 
type of research that produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures 
or other means of quantification. It can refer to research about persons’ 
lives, lived experiences, emotions and feelings as well as about organisational 
functioning, social movements, cultural phenomena and interactions 
between nations. For Ezzy (2002:31), qualitative research methods aim to 
facilitate the discovery of, or the hearing of, the voice of other, or people, or 
experience being studied. 

When focussing on how qualitative researchers view their task at hand, Glesne 
and Peskin (in Leedy 1997:106) note that qualitative researchers view their task 
as coming to understand and interpret how the various participants in a social 
setting construct the world around them. Fossey, Harvey, McDermott and 
Davidson (2002:723) add on and state that qualitative research aims to give 
privilege to the perspectives of the research participants and to “... illuminate 
the subjective meaning, action and context of those being researched.” 
Fundamental to qualitative research is whether participants’ perspectives have 
been authentically represented in the research process and the interpretations 
made from the information gathered (primarily through interviewing and 
observation). Furthermore, whether the findings are consistent in the sense 
that they “fit” the data and the social context from which they were derived 
(Hoepfl 1997:52, and Fossey et al 2002:726).

To conclude: Qualitative researchers concern themselves with the 
interpretation of subjective meaning, the description of social contexts, and 
the privileging of lay knowledge (Fossey et al 2002:726). 

This brings us to the question, what is qualitative data analysis? 

Bogdan and Bilken (1982:145) define qualitative data analysis as “... working 
with data [which are textual, non-numerical and unstructured], organising 
it, breaking it into meaningful units, synthesising it, searching for patterns, 
discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what 
to tell others”. Leedy (1997:165) refers to McMillan and Schumacher who 
are of the view that qualitative data analysis is mainly aninductiveprocess1 
of organising data into categories/themes and identifying patterns among 
the categories/themes. Babbie (2007:378) and Corbin and Strauss (2008:1) 
concur with the aforementioned definitions and refer to qualitative analysis as 
a non-numericalprocessofexaminingandinterpretingofdata in order 
to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge.

Elaborating upon the purpose of qualitative data analysis, Tutty, Rothery and 
Grinnell (1996:90) and Tesch (in Creswell 1994:154) state that qualitative 
data analysis is all about the “taking apart” or de-contextualising, sifting, 
and sorting the masses of information acquired during the process of data 
collection, and organising or re-contextualising it in such a way that the 
themes/categories and interpretations that emerge from this process address 
the research problem(s) and the ensuing question(s) posed at the outset of 
the research. Tesch (in Creswell 1994:154) explains that while the major task 
in the analysis process consists of “taking apart” or dissectingthemassesof

1  An inductive process entails moving from observations or data towards generalisations, hypotheses or theory (Whittaker 
2002:259).
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informationinto smaller pieces, the final goal is the emergence of a larger, 
consolidated picture. 

To summarise: Qualitative data analysis is a bit like designing a puzzle.

 ACTiViTy 9.1
 Take a moment and think about the following question: 
How does one design a puzzle?

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.1

When designing a puzzle one can for example draw or paint a 
picture, or one can get a picture from a magazine and then cut it 
into pieces of different shapes and sizes. By cutting up the picture, 
it is being taken apart. If you want to get an idea of what the 
complete picture looked like you need to reassemble the pieces. 

This, to a certain extent, resembles what qualitative data analysis 
is all about. One will look at the complete dataset; take it apart or 
de-contextualise it, and then put it together or re-contextualise 
and interpret it in a meaningful way so that it will form a 
consolidated picture. With reference to the latter, Basit (2003:144) 
refers to Tesch who uses the term “data condensation” or “data 
distillation” as a way of describing the eventual outcome of a 
qualitative analysis, implying that the body of data did not merely 
become smaller and manageable in the analysis process because 
there was less to deal with, but this becoming “smaller and 
manageable” was the result of interpretation and organisation.

In the aforementioned discussion we have discussed what data 
analysis entails and we have also highlighted the purpose of 
qualitative data analysis. In the next section of this study unit 
an attempt will be made to answer the following question: When 
does one start with the activity of data analysis in the qualitative 
research process?

9.3 Thecommencementoftheactivityofdataanalysisin
thequalitativeresearchprocess

In this section of the study unit we would like to answer the following 
question: When in the qualitative research process does one start with data 
analysis?

On the issue of when to start with the activity of data analysis in the qualitative 
research process, Creswell, (2009:184) states that dataanalysisisalways 
an ongoing processthatroutinelystartspriortothefirstinterview. For 
example: Interest in a specific topic and thinking and reading about it might 
give one clues about the interviewees, the interviewing questions, the mode 
of data analysis and some tentative analytical themes. Streubert Speziale and 
Carpenter (2007:46–47, 96) note that in qualitative research, theprocess
ofdataanalysiscommenceswhentheprocessofdatacollectionbegins. 
(Compare Corbin & Strauss 2008:57–58.) While conducting interviews or 
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observations, researchers maintain and constantly review records to discover 
additional questions they need to ask or offer description of their findings. 
These questions or descriptions are embedded in observations and interviews. 
Ezzy (2002:60–61), concurs with the aforementioned and remark that many 
texts on qualitative data analysis begin their discussion with what to do after 
data have been collected. He cautions that if data analysis only begins after 
the data have been collected, researchers will have missed many valuable 
opportunities that can be taken only at the same time as they are collecting 
their data. (This does not only ring true for when one uses the grounded 
theory as strategy of inquiry, but it also applies to most of the other designs 
that are interpretive, inductive and exploratory.) While engaging in the process 
of data analysis, whilst collecting data, the researcher might discover and notice 
unanticipated issues. However, if data analysis is left as an activity following the 
completion of the data collection process, these issues will be overlooked. 
Therefore, issues and aspects not pursued during data collection cannot be 
pursued in any depth during the process of data analysis. Creswell (1994:153, 
2009:184) is in support of the idea that data analysis will be conducted as an 
activity concurrentlywithdatacollection,datainterpretation,andnarrative
reportwriting. In this respect qualitative data analysis differs from quantitative 
data analysis where one divides and engages in separate activities when it 
comes to data collection, analysis and writing the results. Tutty et al (1996:89–
90) endorse the aforementioned and state that in contrast to quantitative 
studies where you collect your data and at the end or completion of this 
activity starts with data analysis according to a statistical procedure. In qualitative 
studies it is not uncommon to conduct further and/or new interviews after you 
have analysed the data collected from your previous research participants.

In summary: In most qualitative research studies data analysis and 
interpretation are closely interwoven and both are enmeshed with data 
collection as well (Leedy & Ormond 2005:150). 

While the aforementioned discussion clearly indicates: Whendatacollection
begins,sotoo,doesdataanalysis.Inpractice,wefindthatdataanalysis
onlyoccurswhendatasaturationbecomesnoticeable. In other words, 
when multiple interviews have been conducted and/or observations have 
been made and patterns and themes start recurring, or no new information 
emerges, the data are then said to have achieved “saturation” (Fossey et al 
2002:726 and Donalek & Soldwisch 2004:356). 

This observable trend from practice, to only start with the process of data 
analysis once the data have reached saturation and the data collection 
process has been completed is also mentioned by Streubert Speziale and 
Carpenter (2007:46–47). They state that while some sort of analysis might 
occur throughout the study, an extended period of engagement occurs at 
the conclusion of the data collection process. During this time of focussing on 
the collected data, investigators question all prior conclusions in the context 
of the whole based on what they have discovered. Walkerdine, Lucey, and 
Melody (in May 2002:216) state that the process of data analysis takes on a 
new and more directed form after all the interviews have been collected and 
transcribed. At this point, it becomes both possible and necessary to take 
a step back and seek the shape of the forest amid the trees. The time has 
come to transform a series of individual interviews into a coherent integrated 
portrait that will authentically represent the reality. In practice, this period of 
data analysis takes up a considerable amount of time.
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Thus far in this study unit we have introduced you to what the purpose 
of qualitative data analysis is and when the activity of data analysis takes 
place in the qualitative research process. In the next section of this study 
unit the focus of the discussion will be on how qualitative data are analysed 
and interpreted by indicating a step-wise format or -plan with supporting 
examples and pointers for this purpose.

9.4 Howqualitativedataareanalysedandinterpreted:
Steps,examplesandpointers

Tesch (in Creswell 1994:153) states that the processofdataanalysisis
eclectic,andthereisno“rightway”. Leedy (1997:165) concurs and 
comments that thereisnostandardprocedureforqualitativeanalysis,
butaddonthatthisdoesnotmeanitisnotsystematicandrigorous.

He further points qualitative researchers to the fact that inqualitativedata
analysis,alinearprocedureisnotfollowed. Instead, qualitativedata
analysistendstooccurinseveralcyclical,overlappingphasesinwhich
theresearchermovesbackandforthbetweendifferentlevels(Leedy 
1997:165). Although Creswell (2009:185) portrays qualitative data analysis as 
a step-wise linear, hierarchal approach building from the bottom to the top, 
he concurs with Leedy’s viewpoint that (in practice) qualitative data analysis 
is rather an interactive process where steps are interrelated and is not an 
orderly linear hierarchal step-wise process.

According to Leedy (1997:165), thiscyclicalprocessor the moving back and 
forth during the process of qualitative data analysis can makethisnot only a
“lengthyprocess”, but also a“messy”one. Patton (in Creswell 1994:153) 
agrees and further elaborates: “The data generated by qualitative methods 
are voluminous ... Sitting down to make sense out of pages of interviews 
and whole files of field notes can be overwhelming”.

In view of the aforementioned, Tutty et al (1996:97) proposes that 
researchers should establish aplanonhowtoanalysethequalitativedata. 
Creswell (1994:154) echoes this and states that aresearchershouldidentify
thecodingproceduretobeusedtoreducetheinformationtothemes
orcategories. 

With this in mind we would like to devote the remainder of this study unit to 
introduce a step-wise format (comprising of eight steps) for qualitative data 
analysis as proposed by Tesch (in Creswell 1994:154–155, 2009:186) as a 
“plan” or onewayto approach the process of data analysis. Throughout this 
presentation we will use examples and pointers to further explain, illustrate 
and illuminate these steps.

THE STEP-WISE FORMAT OR PLAN FOR QUALITATIVE DATA 
ANALYSIS AS PROPOSED BY TESCH (in Creswell 1994:154–155, 
2009:186)

As stated earlier on in this study unit, the trend in practice seems to be for 
researchers to immerse themselves into the activity of data analysis only after 
the data collection process has been completed. The question about when 
one stops to collect data will be informed by the principle of data saturation 
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(as discussed in the previous section). Before the step-wise format or plan 
as proposed by Tesch (in Creswell 1994 and 2009) can be followed the
collecteddatamustbeorganisedandbepreparedforanalysis. 

According to Creswell (2009:185) the organisation and preparation of collected 
data for analysis involves transcribing the interviews word-for-word, optically 
scanning material, typing field notes, or sorting and arranging the data into 
different types depending on the sources of information. When transcribing 
the interviews word-for-word, Tutty et al (1996:95) recommend that one 
needs to include nonverbal interview events such as pauses, laughs, nervous 
movements, and excitement. You may also choose to insert notes based on 
your impressions or guesses about the content of the verbal comments. 

Keep in mind that when transcribing the interviews, theformatofthe
transcriptsmustbe as such that it would facilitateeasyreadingandallow
sufficientspaceforwritingcomments. Tutty et al (1996:96) suggests that 
one should use standard-size paper (A4) and leaving the right or left margin 
as wide as four to eight centimetres so that you can easily write notes 
and codes alongside the corresponding text. Numbering each line of the 
transcript also helps to organise the data. See Reading box 9.1 below for an 
example of a formatted transcript.

Readingbox9.1

Exampleofatranscription

(Note: The name of the participant is replaced with a code (A) in order to ensure her anonymity. The numbers 
(next to the alphabetic code) refer to the different lines on the page respectively.)

A1  Researcher: “Tell me how you experienced it when your son told you that he was gay.”
A2  Participant: “Wow, I was shocked. I find this letter on my pillow and when I opened it
A3  I just read the words, “Mom, I hope that I am not going to upset and disappoint you with
A4  what I am going to say here, but I need to tell you that I am gay. I think I was born that way
A5  I hope you can forgive me.” You know, I was shocked when I read this. Then I started
A6  to cry. I felt guilty ... Was it me that caused him to be like that? I was angry ... if his father had not
A7  left us to slut after his secretary my son would not be gay. The fact that his father was never
A8  there and that he was always in the company of women turned him into a moffie ... .”

A67  Researcher: “What helped you to come to terms with your son’s homosexual identity?”
A68  Participant: “I phoned a friend who had a gay son, and you know, she helped me a lot. She
A69  said that it is not the end of the world. I must just try to accept him and love him for who he
A70  is. I also went to see a social worker, Ms Gaye Queer, do you know her?”
A71  Researcher: “No.”
A72  Participant: “She is a lesbian, and she really helped me. My son helped me to come to terms with his
A73  gayness in that we talked a lot. He gave me some books to read on the topic and I went with him to a
A74  group of gay and lesbians and their parents. I am OK now, I have come to accept him and he is so much
A75  fun, and I am mad about his friends, they are so funny and deurmekaar, just like fruit cakes [laughs] ...”2 

In the ensuing discussion the eight steps for analysing qualitative generated 
data as proposed by Tesch (in Creswell 1994:155 and 2009:186) will be 
introduced and practical examples and pointers (where applicable) will be 
provided (in between these steps) on how to implement this step-wise 
format or plan.

2 This transcript is fictitious and was developed for illustrative purposes.



244

STEP1:Onceyouhaveorganisedandpreparedthedataforanalysis,
readthroughallthetranscriptionscarefully.Makenotesofsome
ideasastheycometomind.

Readingbox9.2

Pointerstokeepinmindwhenreadingthroughallthetranscriptions

 �  If the transcripts are too extensive, do not attempt to read them all at 
once. 

 �  When your mind starts to wander or you become impatient or start 
feeling uninterested, it is time to pause. 

 �  Refrain from reading the transcripts from the beginning of the docu-
ment. When you start out you are in peak form. If you always confine 
this energy to the first section of your data, you are more likely to 
exclude or overlook valuable information from later sections. Reading 
the last third of the interview before the first portion is one technique 
that may help you to shed new light on each interview (Tutty et al 
1996:98).

STEP2:Selectonedocument(onetranscribedinterview) — the
mostinteresting/theshortest/theoneontopofthepile.Gothrough
it,askingyourself:Whatisthisabout?Donotthinkaboutthe
“substance”/contentoftheinformation,butitsunderlyingmeaning.
Writedownyourthoughtsinthemargin.

 ACTiViTy 9.2
 Read through the transcript provided in Reading box 
9.1 above and ask yourself, what is this about? Write 
your answers in the right margin.

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.2
Refer to the comments in the margin on the left side of the 
transcription (see Reading box 9.3) to find our answers to the 
question, what is this about?
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Readingbox9.3

A1    Researcher: “Tell me how you experienced it when your son told you that he was gay.”
A2   Participant: “Wow, I was shocked1  ”. I find this letter on my pillow and when I opened it
A3   I just read the words, “Mom, I hope that I am not going to upset and disappoint you with
A4   what I am going to say here, but I need to tell you that I am gay. I think I was born that way
A5   I hope you can forgive me.” You know,  I was shocked2 when I read this. Then I started 
A6    to cry3.  I felt guilty4 ... Was it me that caused him to be like that?  I was angry5 ... if his father had not left
A7   us to slut after his secretary my son would not be gay. The fact that his father was never there and that
A8   he was always in the company of women turned him into a moffie ... .”
A67   Researcher: “What helped you to come to terms with your son’s homosexual identity?”
A68   Participant: “I phoned a friend who had a gay son, and you know, she helped me a lot. She
A69   said that it is not the end of the world. I must just try to accept him and love him for who he
A70   is. I also went to see a social worker, Ms Gaye Queer, do you know her?”
A71   Researcher: “No.”
A72   Participant: “She is a lesbian, and she really helped me. My son also helped me to come to terms with 
A73   his gayness in that we talked a lot. He gave me some books to read on the topic and I went with him to
A74   a group for gay and lesbians and their parents.6 I am OK now, I have come to accept him and he is so
A75   much fun and I am mad about his friends, they are so funny and deurmekaar, just like fruit cakes [laughs] ...”

STEP3:WhenyouhavecompletedStep2forseveralparticipants,
makealistofallthetopics.Putsimilartopicstogether.Formthese
topicsintocolumnsthatmightbegroupedas“majortopics”,
“uniquetopics”,and“leftovers”.

 ACTiViTy 9.3

 From the transcription provided above in Reading  
box 9.1, identify major topics.

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.3

After reading through the transcription provided above, we have 
deduced the following two major topics:

 �  Feelings and emotional reactions experienced by parents follow-
ing the child’s coming out.

 �  Support structures and means employed to help parents to come 
to terms with their child’s homosexuality.

STEP4:Takethislistoftopicsandassigntoeachtopican
abbreviatedandidentifiablecode.3Nowtakethislistoftopicswith
itsabbreviatedcodesandgobacktoyourtranscribeddataand
writethecodesnexttothedatasegmentsthatcorrespondwiththe
codes.

3  Codes are tags or labels assigned to meaning units (Neuman 2006:460). Codes usually are attached to chunks of varying-
sized words, phrases, sentences or whole paragraphs (Basit 2003:144). According to Tutty et al (1996:105), a code is a short-
hand method or way of identifying the theme/category in a transcription. Codes typically take the form of strings of letters 
and/symbols. Coding and analysis are not synonyms, though coding is a crucial aspect of analysis (Basit 2003:145).

1This transcription is about what a 
participant experienced when she learnt 

that her son was gay [This it what is 
referred to as “the underlying meaning”.]  
She reacted emotionally to the news that 

her son was gay and experienced  
various feelings

2Feeling shocked
3An emotional reaction

4 Feeling guilty
5 Feeling angry

6 This transcription speaks about the 
support structures and means employed 
by the participant to help her to come to 
terms with her son’s homosexual identity
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 ACTiViTy 9.4
 Look at the two major topics provided above, and 
provide an abbreviated and identifiable code for each of 
them.

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.4

We have provided the following abbreviated and identifiable codes 
for each of the two major topics identified above:

 �  Feelings and emotional reactions upon coming to know about a 
child’s homosexual identity are abbreviated as “F/ER”.

 �  Support structures and means employed to help parents to come 
to terms with their child homosexuality are abbreviated as “SS”.

 ACTiViTy 9.5
 Now take these two major topics with the abbreviated 
and identifiable codes that you have assigned to each 
and go back to the transcription provided above in 
Reading box 9.1 and write the codes next to the data 
segments that correspond with the codes.

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.5
Look at Reading box 9.4 below to see how we have incorporated 
the codes we have assigned to the major topics, to the 
corresponding data segments in the transcription.

Readingbox9.4

A1    Researcher: “Tell me how you experienced it when your son told you that he was gay.”
A2   Participant: “Wow, I was shocked 7”. I find this letter on my pillow and when I opened it
A3   I just read the words, “Mom, I hope that I am not going to upset and disappoint you with
A4   what I am going to say here, but I need to tell you that I am gay. I think I was born that way
A5   I hope you can forgive me.” You know,  I was shocked8 when I read this. Then I started 
A6    to cry9.  I felt guilty10 ... Was it me that caused him to be like that?  I was angry11 ... if his father had not left
A7   us to slut after his secretary my son would not be gay. The fact that his father was never there and that
A8   he was always in the company of women turned him into a moffie ... .”
A67   Researcher: “What helped you to come to terms with your son’s homosexual identity?”
A68   Participant: “I phoned a friend who had a gay son, and you know, she helped me a lot. She
A69   said that it is not the end of the world. I must just try to accept him and love him for who he
A70   is. I also went to see a social worker, Ms Gaye Queer, do you know her?”
A71   Researcher: “No.”
A72   Participant: “She is a lesbian, and she really helped me. My son also helped me to come to terms with 
A73   his gayness in that we talked a lot. He gave me some books to read on the topic and I went with him to
A74   a group for gay and lesbians and their parents.12 I am OK now, I have come to accept him and he is so
A75   much fun and I am mad about his friends, they are so funny and deurmekaar, just like fruit cakes [laughs] ...”

The process that we have engaged in above is referred to by Tutty et 
al (1996:100) and Neuman (2006:461) as “first-levelcoding” or “open
coding”. “First-level coding refers to a combination of identifying meaning 
units, fitting them into themes/categories and assigning codes to the themes/
categories” Tutty et al (1996:100).

So what is a “meaning unit”. Meaning units are segments (or chunks) of 
information that are the building blocks of a classification scheme. A unit 

7F/ER

8F/ER
9F/ER

10F/ER
11F/ER

12SS
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can consist of a single word, a partial or complete sentence, a paragraph 
or more. It is a piece of the transcript that you consider to be meaningful 
by itself (Tutty et al 1996:101). Examples of meaning units can be: “I was 
shocked”, “I felt guilty” or “I was angry”. These meaning units point or relate to 
emotional reactions; therefore we have identified it as a majortopicabove. 
We subsequently turned this major topic into a theme and have assigned the 
code “F/ER” to it. When looking at the transcription above you will notice 
that every time we read a meaning unit that relates to a feeling experienced 
or an emotional reaction, we included the code “F/ER” next to the particular 
segment of data. This procedure is called the “constant comparison method”. 
According to this procedure meaning units of data with the same characteristics 
are fitted together under the same theme/category and are given the same 
code (Tutty et al 1996:100, 103).

The turning of topics into themes/categories is the next step in Tesch’s format 
for qualitative data analysis

STEP5:Findthemostdescriptivewordingforyourtopicsandturn
themintothemes/categories.4(Lookforwaysofreducingyour
totallistofthemes/categoriesbygroupingtopicsthatrelateto
eachother.Perhapsdrawlinesbetweenyourcategoriestoshow
interrelationships.)

Staying with the transcription provided as an example to illustrate how the 
steps in the data analysis process are executed in practice we decided to 
keep the major topics as identified from the transcription and turn them into 
the following themes:
 �  Feelingsandemotionalreactionsexperiencedbyparentsfollowing
thechild’scomingout.

 �  Supportstructuresandmeansemployedtohelpparentstocometo
termswiththeirchild’shomosexuality.

STEP6:Makeafinaldecisionontheabbreviationforeachtheme/
categoryandalphabetisethesecodes.

The table below provides an example of how this is to be done using the 
information for the transcription as example.

Codein
alphabetical
order

Theme

F/ER
 
SS 

Feelings experienced by parents following the child’s 
coming out
Support structures and means employed to help parents 
to come to terms with their child’s homosexuality

4   Basit (2003:144) refers to Strauss and Corbin that state that category names or theme names can come from the pool 
of concepts that researchers already have from their discipline and professional reading, or borrowed from the technical 
literature, or are the words and phrases used by the informants themselves. Category and theme names might even be 
deduced and formulated from the questions posed to the participants.
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STEP7:Usingthecut-and-pastemethod,assemblethedatamaterial
belongingtoeachtheme/categoryinoneplaceanddoapreliminary
analysis.

 ACTiViTy 9.6
 Write each one of the major themes identified from the 
transcript on an A4 sheet of paper. Take your scissors 
and cut out data material belonging to each of the 
themes and paste it below the corresponding theme.

 COMMENT ON ACTiViTy 9.6
In the table below you will find an exposition of how we have 
assembled the data belonging to each of the major themes next to 
that particular theme by using the “cut-and-paste” facility on the 
computer.5

Theme/category Data material

Feelings 
experienced by 
parents following 
the child’s coming 
out

“I was shocked.” 
“Then I started to cry.” 
“I felt guilty.” 
“I was angry.”

Support 
structures and 
means employed 
to help parents 
to come to terms 
with their child's 
homosexuality

“I phoned a friend who had a gay son, and you 
know, she helped me a lot. She said that it is not 
the end of the world. I must just try to accept him 
and love him for who he is.”

“I also went to see a social worker, Ms Gaye Queer 
She is a lesbian, and she really helped me ...”

“My son also helped me to come to terms with his 
gayness in that we talked a lot. He gave me some 
books to read on the topic and I went with him to 
a group for gay and lesbians and their parents.” 

STEP8:Ifnecessary,recodetheexistingdata.Ifnot,starton
interpretingandreportingyourresearchfindings.

Interpretations are not found in the data but these are made throughout the 
qualitative research process based on what was deduced from the data and 
by making sense of what is heard and observed during the data gathering and 
then building understanding of the meaning of the data through data analysis 
(Ezzy 2002:73 and Fossey et al 2002:729–730). Denzin (in Corbin and 
Strauss 2008:49) writes the following about interpretation: “Interpretation is 

5  See Reading box 9.8 at the end of this study unit for introductory comments about the use of computer-based programes to 
assist with the process of qualitative data analysis.
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a productive process that sets forth the multiple meaning of an event, object, 
experience, or test. Interpretation is transformation. It illuminates, throws 
light on experience. It brings out, and refines, as when butter is clarified, the 
meaning that can be sifted from the text, an object, or slice of experience.” 
He continues by stating that “meaning, interpretation, and reinterpretations 
are deeply intertwined with one another” (Denzin in Corbin & Strauss 
2008:49). This is followed by development of a description of the findings 
that makes sense of the data as a whole, in which the writer’s interpretations 
of the findings is embedded. This description of the research findings which 
can form part of a research report must be a rich, tightly woven account that 
closely approximates the reality it represents (Hoepfl 1997:55).

In Reading box 9.5 below an example is provided about how part of the 
research findings deduced from the transcribed interview used in this study 
unit for illustration purposes are interpreted and presented in a research 
report.

Readingbox9.5

Researchfindings

 Thebiographicalprofilerelatingtothesamplegroup13

One semi-structured interview was conducted with a coloured woman, 
55 years of age. She is divorced and her son came out at the age of 
25. When looking at the biographical particulars of this participant, it 
becomes clear that she fits into the “adulthood life-cycle phase” (Thomas 
1992:152). In relation to the coming out of children of mature or elderly 
parents, Savin-Williams (1989:3–4) states the following: “Elderly parents 
may have more difficulty accepting their child’s homosexuality because 
of the social and political climate of their childbearing years when 
homosexuality was viewed as an unspeakable, moral sin or a deep 
psychological pathology.”

 Athematicpresentationoftheresearchfindings14

Theme1: Feelingsexperiencedbyparentsfollowingthechild’s
comingout

From the  interviews15 conducted it became clear that the participants 
experienced a variety of feelings following their children’s coming 
out. One of the feelings mentioned was that of shock. The one 
participant referred to this as follows: “I was shocked.” In confirmation 
of experiencing this feeling, LaSala (2000) postulates that parents of gay/ 
lesbian children experience Kübler-Ross’s five grieving stages, beginning 
with shock, moving through denial, sadness and anger to eventual 
acceptance of their children’s sexual orientation (Compare Ben-Ari 
1995:308). Another emotional reaction experienced by participants 
following their children’s coming out was sadness and crying. This is 
confirmed by the following utterance made by a participant: “Then 
[subsequent to receiving the news that her son was gay] I started to cry.”

The utterances made by the participants in Saltzburg’s (2007:62–63) 
research confirms participants’ depression and sadness resulting from 

13When presenting your research 
findings, you need to firstprovidea
biographicalprofilerelatingtothe

samplegroup.

14After you presented the sample 
group’s biographical details, you may 
introduce the themes one at a time.  

You need to provide storylines to 
underscore/highlight or emphasise 

these themes and then provide 
appropriate literature to confirm 

and/or contrast the research findings

15Please note that although we have 
only used one interview here for 

illustrative purposes, you will have 
data from more than one interview 

to base your findings upon.
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the process of mourning their children’s heterosexual identity. In this 
research study, the participants pointed to the fact that the coming-
out of their gay/lesbian children saddened them and they reacted to 
this by crying and supports the emotional reaction of the participant 
experienced in my research study. 16

Readingbox9.6

Pointersontheuseofdirectquotationsfromthetranscribed
interviewsintheresearchreport

In scientifically sound and correct reports there is no place for 
unsubstantiated generalisations and all statements, arguments and 
deductions must be motivated and supported. As a means of support, 
data belonging to each theme/category must be incorporated as 
quotations in the section where the research findings are presented. 
Kvale (in Oka and Shaw 2000) proposes the following guidelines when 
including quotations from the transcripts in the research report:

 �  Quotations should be linked to the related text (i.e. theme/category 
and/or literature.)

 �  The context of the quotations should be clarified.
 �  The quotations should be given interpretation; otherwise the readers 

cannot understand why they are quoted.
 �  A proper balance between quotations and text should be kept.
 �  The quotations should usually be relatively short in length, as long quo-

tations are often vague in meaning.

9.5 Conclusion

In this study unit we have provided anoverviewonhowtoanalyseand
interpretqualitativegenerateddatainpracticalterms. We discussed the 
purpose of qualitative data analysis and indicated when the activity of data 
analysis takes place in the qualitative research process. Furthermore a step-
wise format or plan for analysing qualitative generated data as proposed by 
Tesch (in Creswell 1994, 2009) was introduced and illuminated by examples 
and pointers (where applicable). We have learnt that when it comes to 
qualitative data analysis there is “no right way” — it is not a process that can 
be rigidly codified; it is not a linear process, nor a simple exercise. What 
it requires, above all, is an intuitive sense of what is going on in the data; 
trust in the self and the research process; and the ability to remain creative, 
flexible and true to the data at all times (Corbin & Strauss 2008:16). This 
process will demand of you to be flexible and move back and forth between 
and among the steps to produce rich and meaningful findings (Tutty et al 
1996:115). Qualitative analysis is something that researchers have to feel their 
way through, something that can only be learned by doing (Corbin & Strauss 
2008:16).

16Note how I used literature to 
complement my research findings.  

This is referred to as a literature 
control.
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TEST yOURSELF

Read the following statements and indicate if they are true or false. Briefly 
motivate your answer.
  True False
1.  Qualitative research means any type of research that   

produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures  
or other means of quantification.

2.  Qualitative research, amongst others, refers to research  
about persons’ lives, lived experiences, emotions  
and feelings.

3.  Qualitative researchers, amongst other, view their   
task as coming to understand and interpret how the  
various participants in a social setting construct the  
world around them.

4.  Qualitative research aims to give privilege to the   
perspectives of the research participants and to  
illuminate the subjective meaning, action and  
context of those being researched.

5. Qualitative data analysis requires working with data,  
organising it, breaking it into meaningful units,  
synthesising it, searching for patterns, discovering  
what is important and what is to be learnt, and  
deciding what to tell others.

6. Qualitative data analysis is all about the “taking apart”   
or de-contextualising, sifting, and sorting the masses  
of information acquired during the process of data  
collection, and organising or re-contextualsing it.

7. The major task in the qualitative data analysis process   
consists of “taking apart” or dissecting the masses of  
information into smaller pieces and re-contextualising  
it so that the final goal of the emergence of a larger,  
consolidated picture can be realised.

8. An inductive process entails moving from observations   
or data towards generalisations, hypotheses or theory.

9. Coding and analysis are synonyms.  
10. In qualitative research, the process of data analysis  

begins when the process of data collections begins.  

MULTipLE ChOiCE qUESTiONS
11. Identify thecorrect option(s).
   The process of data analysis is

a Eclectic
b Linear
c Cyclic

12. Identify the correct option(s).
   Codes are 

a tags or labels assigned to meaning units
b codes are short-hand methods or ways of identifying themes/cat-

egories in a transcription. 
c codes typically take the form of strings of letters and/symbols
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13.  Identify the correct option(s).
   Meaning units 

a are segments (or chunks) of information that are the building blocks 
of a classification scheme. 

b can consist of a single word, a partial or complete sentence, a 
paragraph or more. 

c It is a piece of the transcript that you consider to be meaningful by 
itself.

14. Identify the correct option(s).
   An interpretation is 

a not found in the data but interpretations are made throughout the 
qualitative research process based on what was deduced from the 
data and by making sense of what is heard and observed during the 
data gathering and then building understanding of the meaning of 
the data through data analysis.

b a productive process that sets forth the multiple meaning of an 
event, object, experience, or test. 

c Transformation as it illuminates, throws light on experience and it 
brings out, and refines, as when butter is clarified, the meaning that 
can be sifted from the text, an object, or slice of experience.

15. Identify the correct option(s).
   “First-level coding” or “open coding” refers to 

a a combination of identifying meaning units, fitting them into 
themes/categories and assigning codes to the themes/categories.

b re-examining initial categories and the links between them.

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. This statement is true, because according to Strauss and Corbin (1998:10–

11), qualitative research means any type of research that produces findings 
not arrived at by statistical procedures or other means of quantification.

2. It is true because qualitative research amongst others refers to research 
about persons’ lives, lived experiences, emotions and feelings.

3. This statement is true as qualitative researchers, amongst other, view their 
task as coming to understand and interpret how the various participants in a 
social setting construct the world around them.

4. This statement is true as qualitative research aims to give privilege to the per-
spectives of the research participants and to illuminate the subjective mean-
ing, action and context of those being researched.

5. This statement is true. Qualitative data analysis indeed requires working with 
data, organising it, breaking it into meaningful units, synthesising it, search-
ing for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learnt, and 
deciding what to tell others.

6. This is true. Qualitative data analysis is all about the “taking apart” or de-con-
textualising, sifting, and sorting the masses of information acquired during the 
process of data collection, and organising or re-contextualising it.

7. This statement is true because the major task in the qualitative data analysis 
process consists of “taking apart” or dissecting the masses of information into 
smaller pieces and re-contextualising it so that the final goal of the emergence 
of a larger, consolidated picture can be realised.

8. True. An inductive process entails moving from observations or data towards 
generalisations, hypotheses or theory.
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9. This statement is false. Basit (2003:145) explains that coding and analysis are 
not synonyms, though coding is a crucial aspect of analysis (Basit 2003:145).

10. This statement is true.
11. Options (a) and (c) are correct. The process of qualitative data analysis is 

eclectic, and there is no “right way”.
12. All three statements are correct. Codes are tags or labels assigned to mean-

ing units (Neuman 2006:460). According to Tutty et al (1996:105), a code is 
a short-hand method or way of identifying the theme/category in a transcrip-
tion. Codes typically take the form of strings of letters and/symbols.

13. All three statements are correct. Meaning units are segments (or chunks) 
of information that are the building blocks of a classification scheme. A unit 
can consist of a single word, a partial or complete sentence, a paragraph or 
more. It is a piece of the transcript that you consider to be meaningful by itself 
(Tutty et al 1996:101). 

14. All three statements are correct. Interpretations are not found in the data 
but these are made throughout the qualitative research process based on 
what was deduced from the data and by making sense of what is heard and 
observed during the data gathering and then building understanding of the 
meaning of the data through data analysis. (Ezzy 2002:73 and Fossey et al 
2002:729–730). Denzin (in Corbin & Strauss 2008:49) writes the following 
about interpretation: “Interpretation is a productive process that sets forth 
the multiple meaning of an event, object, experience, or test. Interpretation 
is transformation. It illuminates, throws light on experience. It brings out, and 
refines, as when butter is clarified, the meaning that can be sifted from the 
text, an object, or slice of experience.” 

15. Statement (a) is correct in that “first-level coding” or “open coding refers to a 
combination of identifying meaning units, fitting them into themes/categories 
and assigning codes to the themes/categories.” Statement B refers to “axial 
coding”. With axial coding the initial categories are re-examined as well as the 
links between them.

PRACTICAL EXERCISE
Read the transcript from an interview in Reading box 9.7 below. Use the 
information contained in this study unit and prepare and format the transcript 
for analysis. Use the step-wise format or plan as proposed by Tesch (in 
Creswell 1994/2009) and explained and illustrated in this study unit and 
analyse this transcript.6

Readingbox9.76

Excerptfromatranscribedinterview
(Interviewer) Can you tell me about your experiences in bringing up the 
orphans in your care?
(Participant) I stay here with my grandchildren. I have four grandchildren 
from my first-born daughter. It is I who bears the responsibility of looking 
after them (pauses and sighs). But I am worried very much about the 
way I suffer to care for them as I am poor. My daughter was the one

6  This excerpt is from a transcribed interview conducted by Sejo Mabutho for her Master's treatise on the topic of Caring for 
AIDS orphans: The experiences of elderly grandmother caregivers and AIDS orphans conducted in 2004 in partial fulfilment 
for the requirements of the MA in Social Work at the University of Port Elizabeth, Port Elizabeth. We have adapted the 
content for the purpose of this study unit.
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who was looking after me. Although she was staying away from me with 
her husband, she still cared for me. She used to help me (pause) buying 
me food (tears well up in her eyes). Now I have to run around looking 
for part-time jobs in order to survive and buy these children clothes. 
Sometimes it gets very tough when I do not get jobs, and especially when 
I haven’t received the monthly rations ... it gets very difficult for me to feed 
the children (pause and silence ...). Although I have relatives, I don’t have 
anybody to look up in times of need. My brothers are not supportive and 
even when I was nursing my sick daughter, they did not help me ... I think 
they do not want to be associated with me and my grandchildren. They 
are embarrassed because my children died of AIDS ... they are worried 
that the community will think that they have AIDS too ...”

Readingbox9.8
Usingcomputersinqualitativedataanalysis
Personal computers are nowadays used to assist with the process of 
qualitative data analysis (Berg 2001:260). Ezzy (2002:111) mentions that 
qualitative data analysis cannot be done by a computer. Computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) software only facilitates the 
analysis. The word “assist” in the term “computer-assisted qualitative 
data-analysis” (CAQDAS) clearly indicates that computer packages 
only assist and does not do the data analysis. Ziebland and McPherson 
(2006:408) concur with the aforementioned and state: “There is no 
software that can “do” qualitative analysis, or decide which issues you 
should code in your data, but such packages can help with storage and 
retrieval and also be used for recording memos, making links between 
sections of data and incorporating a variety of media files”. For example 
NUD*IST, a leading CQADAS package used for coding and theory 
building purposes, does not do the analysis, nor even play much part in 
it. CAQDAS packages can help the researcher discover patterns in the 
data, but they cannot replace the interpretive process that is required for 
the analysis of these patterns (Ezzy 2002:112).
Weitzman and Miles (1995:4–5, 16–18)7 and Berg (2001:260–261) 
state that computer software programs assist qualitative researchers 
with different tasks. There are approximately six general types of 
functions available in software programmes that can be used to assist 
with the process of qualitative data analysis. These functions include: 
word processing, text retrieving, text-base managing, code-and-retrieve 
programmes, code-based theory building and conceptual network-
building and text mapping. In the ensuing discussion, these functions will 
be briefly clarified and explained by utilising the information provided in 
this regard by the aforementioned authors:
� Wordprocessing packages are the most basic computer aid qualita-

tive researchers have available to them. Word processors can assist in 
data organisation and management by creating text-based files in view

7  Should you like to read more about computer software for qualitative data analysis, you are advised to consult the sourcebook 
compiled by Weitzman, EA & Miles, MB. 1995. Computer programmes for qualitative data analysis. Thousand Oaks, 
California: SAGE Publications.
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 � of the data analysis. It provides a means for transcribing interviews, or 
audio portions of videos, writing up or editing field notes, coding text 
for indexing and retrieval purposes, and even writing up finding in the 
report (Compare Leedy 1997:165). The word processor can also as-
sist with finding, moving, reproducing, and retrieving sections of text in 
each file.

 � Text retriever software packages (such as Metamorph, Orbis, The 
Text Collecter, WordCruncher) conduct searches of key concepts. 
Text retriever programmes specialise in locating every instance where 
a specific word, phrase of character string appears in the text/file. For 
example by using a Booleansearch, the researcher is able to locate 
combinations of words or phrases using logical terms such as “and”, 
“or”, “not”. A researcher might, for example, wants to search for the 
keywords “alcohol” [and] “spouse” [and] “abuse” in the text. When do-
ing a Boolean search you will place the categories “alcohol”, “spouse” 
and “abuse” in quotation marks and the logical term [and] in square 
brackets. The text retriever programme will then look for combina-
tions where “alcohol”, “spouse” and “abuse” appear in combination in 
the text/file (Compare Neuman 2006:484–485).
� Text-basedmanagers. Text-base managers are similar to text retrieval 

programmes but theyfacilitatethemanagementofdatatobeana-
lysed (by organising, sorting and making subsets of the textual data). 
This will allow the researcher to compare and sort key notes by a key 
idea or to add factual information. Neuman (2006:484) provides the 
following example to illustrate the aforementioned: “Where the data 
are detailed notes on interviews, the researcher can add information 
on the date and length of the interview, gender of the interviewee, 
location of the interview, and so on. The researcher can then sort and 
organise each interview or part of the interview notes using a combi-
nation of keyword and added information.”
� Code-and-retrieveprogrammesallow a researcher to attach codes 

to words, lines, sentences, paragraphs, or blocks of text and find and 
display these coded sections (Neuman 2006:485). Berg (2001:261) 
notes that these programmes tend to fill in for the kind of cutting, past-
ing, and sorting of hard copy data qualitative researcher use.
� Code-based theory builders assist with the processes of generat-

ing theory. These computer programmes have the capacity to code 
and retrieve data and also offer special features that assist research-
ers in developing theoretical connections between coded concepts. 
Code-based theory builders provide the opportunity for higher-order 
classifications and connections to be formulated. (Examples of theory 
builders are, AQUAD, Hyper-RESEARCH, and NUD*IST).
� Conceptual network builders (and textual mapping software): 

This category of software programmes are intended to assist the re-
searcher in building and testing theory by presenting graphic displays 
or networks (i.e. mapping the relationships between codes). (Com-
pare, Ezzy 2002:113). Neuman (2006:486) explains what conceptual 
network and textual mapping software packages do: “The[y] ... do 
more than [displaying] diagram data; they help organise a researcher’s 
concepts or thinking about the data. The programmes use nodes [usu-
ally rectangles or ellipses], or key concepts, that the researcher identi-
fies in data. They then show links and relationships among the nodes. 
Most programmes give graphic presentations with boxes or circles
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and are connected by lines with arrows. The output looks similar to 
a flowchart diagram, with a web or network of connections among 
concepts. For example, the data might be a family tree in which 
the relationships among several generations of family members are 
presented. Relations among the family members where ‘X’ is a 
sibling of ‘Y’, and ‘Z’ is married to ‘Y’ and ‘G’ is an offspring of ‘X’ 
can be used to discuss and analyse the features of the network”. 
Examples of these programmes are: ATLAS/ti (which is also a code-
based theory builder), MECA and SemNet (Berg 2001:262).

Conclusion

In the aforementioned discussion we have introduced you to the six 
general types of functions available in software programmes that can 
be used to assist with the process of qualitative data analysis. Although 
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis packages streamline the 
systematic and routine aspects of analysis, and this may provide a better 
foundation for the interpretive process, they do not, and cannot replace 
the interpretative, integrative, artistic and aesthetic components of the 
analytic process (Ezzy 2002:135).
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STUDy UNiT

 10 
WRITINGAND
EVALUATING

RESEARCHREPORTS

 David Wigston

LEARNINGOUTCOMES
By the end of this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate your 
understanding of writing and evaluating research reports by
 �  listing the functions of a research report
 �  discussing the characteristics of a research report
 �  explaining the differences between the various types of research reports
 �  indicating the need for evaluating research reports
 �  critically evaluating a research report

10.1 Introduction
Writing the research report is the last (but by no means the least important) 
step in the research process. It is the written report that makes your 
research accessible to others. The main goal, then, of preparing a research 
report is to make your work known to others. On this point DePoy and 
Gitlin (1998:288) say “research, in essence, is not complete unless it is shared 
with others who can benefit from it”. Research is only really useful once we 
tell others about what we found and the meaning of those findings.

To do this, certain rules need to be followed when preparing a research 
report. In this study unit, you will learn that the way in which you present 
your research report depends on the purpose of that research. Is the report 
intended for an academic journal? Is it an assignment? Or will it go to your 
superiors in your work environment? Although the same basic elements are 
present in all research reports, the way in which the report is constructed 
differs according to its ultimate purpose and intended audience. We shall 
therefore discuss the functions and characteristics of a research report, the 
different types of reports and the organisation of a research report. We shall 
also briefly look at some of the technicalities related to writing the research 
report and end with some guidelines on evaluating a research report.
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FIGURE 10.1
 Outline of Study Unit 10 

10.2 Functionsandcharacteristicsofaresearchreport
Babbie (1992:A8) identifies three primary functions of the research report.

The research report

 �  communicates scientific data and ideas to an audience
 �  contributes to the general body of scientific knowledge
 �  stimulates and directs further inquiry

The key requirement of a report is that it must report your research as 
accurately as possible. These two requirements of the research report 
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(i.e. reporting and accuracy) help to meet two of the scientific norms 
discussed in section 1.4 of study unit 1, that is, sharing scientific knowledge 
with others and honesty in research. These two requirements also relate 
to the ethical norms of the scientific research process as discussed in study 
unit 4, particularly section 4.5 which discusses ethical issues relating to the 
professional researcher. When writing your report, you need to structure 
your report in such a way that your readers can clearly understand what you 
did, why you did it and what you found.

How much of your research work you can report on depends on the 
nature of your research. If your research was simple, with maybe a single 
research question and a small sample, your report could include everything 
you did. But if your research is more complex, it is not always realistic to try 
and include everything in your report. You need to be selective (Wimmer 
& Dominick 1994:395). So, the research report is not only a record of the 
research process, but also a summary of what you found. You therefore 
need to think very carefully about what you include and what you leave 
out. In the case of quantitative research, you do need to provide sufficient 
information so that your research can be replicated. The type of research 
report that you decide to use will also add certain constraints on what is, 
or is not, included. (The various ways in which research reports can be 
presented is discussed in section 10.3 below.) Irrespective of the type of 
report you choose for making known your research, you need to bear in 
mind that any research you do will always be judged on the basis of the 
information that you provide in your report. As the researcher, you will 
ultimately take full responsibility for both the accurate reporting and archiving 
of your research data.

In your report, you argue for a specific point of view, hypothesis or finding. 
The report is therefore a concrete way of putting forward arguments and 
reasons (both empirical and theoretical) in support of a specific finding. 
However, it is the researcher’s responsibility to prove that the research 
complies with well-established scientific norms. In the case of quantitative 
research, this means that the research must be shown to be reliable, valid 
and objective. We can identify six different types of research reports, 
depending on the context of your research. We shall briefly discuss the 
characteristics of each type in the next section, in order to make clear the 
differences between each type of report.

10.3 Typesofreports
Wimmer and Dominick (1994:395) suggest that the first step in preparing 
your report is to clearly identify your intended audience. In this study unit 
we can identify many different audiences for research reports. For example, 
if you are writing a research report that forms part of a written assignment 
for a university module, then your intended audience will be your lecturer. 
Or you may be preparing a report to present to your colleagues about a 
problem in your workplace. A report for an assignment will obviously be 
different from the report which you intend presenting to your co-workers. 
Yet in both cases you are still dealing with reporting your research. In this 
section we briefly look at the characteristics of each type of research report, 
and discuss how you should modify your report accordingly.

replicate: repeat

archive: safe storage of documents 
and records
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10.3.1 Writtenassignments

As you progress in your academic career, sooner or later you will probably 
be required to produce written assignments (essays) particularly if you go on 
to do post-graduate studies. In such assignments you will probably be given 
a problem that needs resolving. This will require some form of research, 
even if at an elementary level. The assignment then takes on the form of a 
research report. You need to be careful that you do not skip over vital steps 
in reporting the process. On the other hand, you need to avoid going to 
the other extreme — where your description is so detailed that the report 
becomes repetitive and much of the discussion redundant.

10.3.2 Presentation

A presentation is usually an oral presentation before an audience at a 
seminaror conference. At a conference you could be limited to as little 
as ten or fifteen minutes to present your work. Given this time limit, such 
reports have to be highly focused and you need to prioritise what you are 
going to include in your presentation. Use the purpose of the presentation 
as your guide. In most cases your findings will be the most important aspect 
of your presentation, since this is usually what interests the audience most. 
Your conclusions therefore need to be sharply focused (Baker 1988:422). 
To achieve this, presenters often make extensive use of audio-visual aids (eg 
flip charts, overhead transparencies and computer-generated visuals) and 
present their findings in graphics formats (eg graphs or bulleted points which 
are projected onto a screen). In a presentation, it is not so important to 
discuss the methods you used in your research. The presentation is usually 
followed by a question-and-answer session. You need to note that, although 
your presentation is oral, you are often expected to make hardcopies of 
your presentation available to your audience.

10.3.3 Journalarticles

Research is the mainstay of most academic journals. When writing for 
an academic or professional journal, the key to success lies in your ability 
to write succinctly (i.e. briefly and to the point). The reason for this is 
twofold — firstly, professional people are usually very busy and do not have 
time to read lengthy articles. Secondly, it is a highly expensive business to 
publish journals and a shorter compact article is more likely to be considered 
for publication than a lengthy one. Raw data is usually not included in journal 
articles because it rarely makes sense to the readers. Because of constraints 
on the length of your report, you cannot always provide all the tables and 
graphs that resulted from your study. When writing a journal article, you 
will have to economise and eliminate some essential aspects of your work. 
Your journal articles therefore need to be written and organised so that the 
information is accurate, easy to find, relevant and comprehensive. If you 
intend submitting your report to an academic journal, you need to consult 
the guidelines provided by the journal so that your report conforms to 
the format laid down by the editor. As your target audience is your peers, 
you need to pay close attention to underlying theory, methodology and 
techniques of analysis and interpretation.

seminar: small discussion group

prioritise: placing in order of 
importance

hard copy: printed material 
produced by a computer

format: style or way of organising 
information
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10.3.4 Commissionedresearch

This type of research report will probably deal with applied research where 
a practical problem needs to be resolved (refer back to section 3.2 in 
study unit 3 for a discussion of basic and applied research). For example, 
commissioned research is usually based on a contract with an agency 
or organisation that has specifically hired you to undertake research. An 
example here is: evaluating company policy about the use of e-mail to 
send out messages within a large organisation. Commissioned research is 
not limited to policy, but is also used for evaluating current practices and 
resolving problems in the workplace. When commissioned research is to be 
used for decision-making purposes, you do need to offer some suggestions 
at the end of your report about how the problem can be resolved. 
Commissioned research is usually limited to an in-house document intended 
for management, and the report should therefore be formulated in simpler 
terms than a journal article. A report based on commissioned research 
would exclude details regarding sampling, methodology and the literature 
review. If these aspects of the research were required in an in-house report, 
they would be placed in an appendix at the end of the report. When 
writing this type of report, you would also probably begin with an executive 
summary which contains the key findings and recommendations of the 
research. You could be asked to give an oral presentation of your findings. 
Presentation of a commissioned report is much more flexible than the other 
types of research reports we discuss here.

10.3.5 Thedissertationandthethesis

Dissertations and theses are part of post-graduate studies. The purpose of 
a dissertation is for students to demonstrate their research skills and prove 
that they can successfully undertake research independently. When writing 
a thesis, the student is expected to make a significant contribution to our 
knowledge of the subject under investigation. As a result, there is a strong 
emphasis on providing as much detail as possible in the report. A report 
for a thesis needs to give details of the following: the precise nature of the 
research process (eg literature survey), the research design (eg sampling, 
methods used for data collection), the method of interpretation used and the 
format of the report itself. A thesis is written at a higher level of complexity 
than a dissertation. Compared with the other types of research reports 
discussed here, the dissertation and thesis are often the longest type of 
report because of the detail required. The structure of a dissertation or 
thesis broadly follows that of the research process itself. See Figure 10.2 for 
the classic dissertation/thesis structure.
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FIGURE 10.2
The classic dissertation / thesis structure.
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10.3.6 Newspaperreports

Research projects are made known to the general public through newspaper 
reports. Reports are usually given out through the mass media after more 
specialised reports have been written and published. Media reports tend to 
be very short compared with the other types of report we have discussed. 
In a research report for the media, you cannot go into detail about your 
research method. Instead, you need to provide the most basic facts such 
as the size and nature of your sample and any possible margins of error (if 
the report is based on a survey or opinion poll [Baker 1988:422]). Data 
collection techniques, measurement techniques and the literature review are 
usually omitted altogether from a report intended for the mass media. The 
emphasis is on your research findings, what they mean and how they can be 
applied. As the intended audience will not be familiar with technical terms, 
avoid using jargon. For example, the concept of a random sample means 
nothing to the general public, so rephrase this in a non-technical way. You 
could simply say that “a sample of 5 000 registered voters in the Gauteng 
area was used”.

Baker (1988:423) gives a piece of advice when preparing a report for 
dissemination in newspapers; that is, the researcher should consider what 
would be most interesting to a general audience. Although most researchers 
like to emphasise their main findings, it may be prudent to highlight a minor 
aspect of your research that attracts the interest of the general public. For 
example, supposing you investigated the use of educational broadcasting 
on public service radio by teenagers in rural areas. And, in the course of 
your research, you found that boys specifically prefer reggae music. This 
additional, minor, finding may well appeal to newspaper readers.

Thus, when writing a report for the media, you need to apply some 
journalistic principles. If the newspaper report is prepared by a journalist, as 
in the case of that illustrated in figure 10.3, the journalist may have a different 
perspective on what is considered important.

There are several differing styles of writing a report about research for a 
newspaper. These are briefly outlined below.

 � Invertedpyramid: Most newspaper articles are written in this style sim-
ply because it presents the most important news first and is easy to edit. 
However, by giving readers the most important information first is also 
problematic as this does not encourage readers to continue reading the 
report. The challenge with using the inverted pyramid style lies in getting 
the reader to continue reading the article to the end.

 � Narrative: This is simply the telling of a story with a beginning, middle 
and an end, where the story is told using a narrator or a character with 
dialogue.

 � WallStreetJournal: This is a more focused style of writing that was 
adopted by one of the world’s best known newspapers, the Wall Street 
Journal which is published in New York. In using this style, you, as the 
writer of the report, need to focus on an individual or institution and then 
move on to the more important facts. This means that readers are en-
couraged to continue reading the report until the end, unlike the inverted 
pyramid structure.

 � Champagneglass: Similar to the inverted pyramid style, where the 
most important facts are given at the beginning, but this is followed by a 

jargon: technical language
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chronological narrative style with a beginning, middle and end. This ad-
vantage of this style is considered to be the fact that by keeping the report 
in context it simplifies complex issues. However, this style is that much 
harder to edit.

 � Anecdoteandnutgraph: When using this style, as the writer, you 
need to begin your report with a long soft lead, such as a description 
or anecdote, a short entertaining story about a real incident or person 
which is connected with the report, but no hard facts are provided. The 
hard news, or important facts, follows from the lead or anecdote and is 
referred to as the “nut graph” as it provides the reader with the essential 
facts regarding the report. The rest of the story follows the nut graph.

 � Stackofblocks: This style consists of several distinct and separate sec-
tions with a strong ending. By arranging information into groups allows 
us to provide explanations in an easier way while allowing the reader to 
recall that information. This style allows for easy editing as sections can be 
easily removed from the report without affecting the flow of the article.

 ACTiViTy 10.1
 Go to the newspaper report given in Figure 10.3 and 
using the descriptions given above, decide which 
journalistic style was used to write this report.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.1

The journalistic style used in the report is the inverted pyramid 
as we are given important but brief details at the beginning with 
specific details towards the end.

 ACTiViTy 10.2
 Visit the journal section of the library and find an 
article in an academic journal. Then ask one of the 
librarians to direct you to a dissertation or thesis. 
Compare the structure of the article against that of a 
dissertation or thesis by writing down in your workbook 
the most important headings used in the two types of 
reports.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.2
 This should not have been a particularly difficult activity to do, 
since the headings should clearly indicate the various steps in 
the research process. As there are so many different academic 
journal articles and dissertations and theses that you could have 
chosen from, we cannot provide you with a definitive solution to 
the activity. However, for the purposes of these comments, I have 
compared the main headings that are used in the various types of 
research reports — see table 10.1.
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FIGURE 10.3
Example of a research report in a newspaper 

(Naidoo 1999)
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TABLE 10.1
 Comparison of sections found in various types of research reports

Research process Assignments Presentations Journal article
Commissioned 
research

Dissertation 
thesis

Newspaper 
report

INTRODUCTION

 �  Context      

 �  Problem statement    

 � Research questions    

 � Assumptions  

 � Definitions  

 �  Limitations  

LITERATURE REVIEW

 �  Supporting theory    

 �  Case studies  

METHOD 

 �  Population   

 �  Sampling   

 �  Measurement   

 �  Validity   

 �  Reliability   

FINDINGS      

INTERPRETATION      

CONCLUSION 

 �  Summary    

 � Future research  

10.4 Organisationofareport
As you work through the various steps in the research process you need, 
at the same time, to record what you did and what you found. This, in fact, 
forms the basis of your report. In other words, preparing the report parallels 
your actual research work and is done at the same time. The report forms 
a permanent record of what you did and what you found in your research, 
thus allowing you to make your research available to others.

 ACTiViTy 10.3
 As a revision exercise, can you write down the various 
stages in the research process in your workbook now?
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.3

 There are four distinct stages to the research process:

 �  stage 1 — definition of the problem
 �  stage 2 — obtaining information
 �  stage 3 — analysing and interpreting this information
 �  stage 4 — making known the results

What happens in each stage is clearly indicated in figure 10.4. If 
you feel you need to revise certain aspects of the research process, 
figure 10.4 contains references back to the various study units 
where those aspects are discussed.

FIGURE 10.4
The research process

 
In this section we look at the essential elements that make up a good 
research report. But we must bear in mind that different researchers deal 
with the various elements in different ways. Also, the type of report we 
intend writing is going to influence what aspects we should emphasise 
and what we can leave out. Remember that all reports, with the possible 
exception of media reports, are scholarly documents and should therefore 
comply with the basic norms of social science research as discussed in study 
unit 1 (Mouton & Marais 1988:189). The elements discussed here summarise 
the research process you studied in previous study units. The manner in 
which you organise, and write, your report roughly follows the same order 
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in which you actually did your research. So, while writing the report is the 
last stage in the research process, it also includes all the preceding stages.

The first step to take when writing your report is to identify your intended 
audience. This is important, because the type of report you decide to use 
depends on your target audience. This in turn influences the format, style 
and organisation of your report — as we mentioned above (Wimmer & 
Dominick 1994:395).

The beginning and the ending of your report forms the first and last 
impressions of your work. An effective introduction and a well-written 
conclusion are both therefore very important, and these are discussed later. 
The body of the report is reserved for developing your research argument, 
in which you need to convey your ideas to your reader. You need to fully 
describe, within the context of your intended audience, the planning, 
structuring and process of your research. We can distinguish four broad areas 
that should be included in your report. These are discussed below.

10.4.1 Stage1 — definingtheproblem

The research problem
The problem which is being investigated drives the whole research process. 
The description of the nature of the problem is therefore very important. 
It is also necessary that the core concepts you use be clearly defined or 
explained. The various aspects that make up this part of the research report 
were discussed in study unit 2.

The literature review
As the above heading suggests, this section of your report summarises work 
already done in your particular field of study. The purpose of this exercise is 
to establish some boundaries for your research work, which then helps you 
design your research plan.

Wimmer and Dominick (1994:396–397) suggest that two aspects be 
considered when writing your literature review:
 �  Accuracy— you need to report accurately on the main points of each 

study you consider for your review.
 � Relevance— you should avoid merely summarising any research study 

you include in your literature review, but you do need to discuss the 
relevance of such a research study to your own research.

 ACTiViTy 10.4
 Briefly indicate the purpose of including a literature 
review in your research report.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.4

 The literature review establishes the conceptual framework within 
which we construct our research. Therefore it is important to 
refer to as many studies as possible that relate to our particular 
topic. This also helps us to establish the importance and viability 
of our research problem and research questions. The literature 

accuracy: careful, precise

relevance: relates directly to the 
study in hand
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review can also help establish the justification for our research by 
indicating gaps in current research. Thus, as researchers, we can 
glean a number of worthwhile ideas for our own research as the 
literature review allows us to take into account what is already 
known about our topic and what still needs to be found out. It is, 
however, important that we do link our research questions with 
what is said in the literature. With the above in mind, we can 
therefore say that the presentation of the literature review needs to 
be concept centric rather than author centric.

10.4.2 Stage2 — obtainingtheinformation

Data gathering

This relates specifically to the sample you used for your research. Two 
aspects need to be recorded here, namely the

 �  samplesize, which should include how you selected your sample
 �  samplecharacteristics, which includes a description of the sample in 

terms of demographics, lifestyle or other identifying characteristics

You need to mention the representativeness of your sample and events that 
could influence the drawing of that sample. Refer back to study unit 6 for a 
discussion of the various techniques we can use in drawing a sample, and the 
implications of selecting any one specific sampling method for our research.

Method

In this section you need to explain how you undertook the research. Keep 
your intended audience in mind, since this determines the amount of detail 
you need to include in your report. Follow a logical order and try to describe 
your method in the same order as you actually did the research. You need 
to refer to things such as data collection and the measuring instrument 
that you used (eg the questionnaire in the case of quantitative research). 
Remember to relate all aspects of your research design to the problem 
under investigation.

Reliability and validity

Depending on the type of report you are using, you need to comment on 
the reliability and validity of your research. In the case of a journal article, you 
can cover this in just a sentence or two. In a dissertation or thesis you need 
to discuss both these issues far more extensively (usually in an appendix). A 
newspaper report about research would, however, exclude any reference to 
reliability and validity since the general public are unlikely to understand the 
significance of these concepts.

10.4.3 Stage3 — analysingandinterpretingtheinformation

Results

This section of your report relates to your research findings. There are three 
elements we need to consider here (Wimmer & Dominick 1994:397).
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 �  Illustratingyourfindings. Your use of charts, tables, figures and other 
ways of graphically representing your data should be used sparingly, par-
ticularly if you intend submitting your report to a journal for publication. 
However, if you are preparing a report for commissioned research or a 
presentation, then a visual display of data can predominate. Refer back to 
study unit 8 for a discussion of the description and interpretation of data, 
particularly section 8.3 for a discussion on the use of tables and graphs.

 �  Descriptionofyouranalysis.In the case of quantitative research, the 
statistical method you used should be mentioned. If you have used a 
common statistical method to analyse your data, such as Chi-square, you 
can mention it in a single sentence.

 � Descriptionoffindings. Your findings need to relate directly to your ini-
tial problem and also to your research questions and/or hypothesis. Your 
need to ask yourself if your findings confirm your hypothesis and answer 
your research questions.

Interpretation and discussion

Reports should always include an interpretation and discussion of what you 
found in your research. Let us begin by briefly considering the distinction 
between interpretation and discussion. Baker (1988:429) and DePoy and 
Gitlin (1998:279–280, 308) consider interpretation as an analytical process 
in which you examine your research in order to develop a conceptual 
understanding of it.

Discussion moves beyond interpretation and provides a deeper 
understanding of the data gathered in relation to the supporting theory, 
research problem, hypothesis or research questions and explains what 
has emerged from your research. For example, if you have made use of 
a hypothesis, and your research invalidates that hypothesis, it is during the 
discussion that you need to consider why. The discussion can be used to link 
your interpretation with your conclusion to make your report a cohesive 
whole.

The main objective of this section of your report is to consolidate your 
research. This requires reflecting back on what you did, re-examining the 
data you gathered in the research process. However, here you are faced 
with the difficult task of explaining concisely what the results from your 
research mean, but without actually repeating those results. Also, as you 
cannot include everything you found; you need to be selective in order to 
find the most appropriate examples to illustrate your interpretation (DePoy 
& Gitlin 1998:279). If you think this is an impossible task, then refer back to 
study units 8 and 9 where various ways of interpreting and discussing your 
findings are explained. Wimmer and Dominick (1994:398) say that the four 
following elements should feature in your discussion.

 � Summarise the main findings.
 �  Discuss the implications of your interpretations. See if your findings are 

in line with current thinking. In other words: what is the correlation with 
what has been done by others? If your findings contradict current thinking, 
then you need to explain your findings in more detail.

 � Limitations and practical problems need to be reported if they influence 
the results in any way. You are ethically obliged to report on the limita-
tions of your research work.
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 �  Provide suggestionsforfutureresearch. It is a generally accepted that, 
as you interpret your findings, you will generate questions which can 
form the basis for future research. However, Wimmer and Dominick 
(1994:398) note that such questions should be relevant, practical and 
researchable.

10.4.4 Stage4 — makingknowntheresults

The introduction

It may seem odd to you that we are talking about the introduction to your 
report at the end. But the introduction, in fact, forms part of the fourth and 
final stage of the research process.

The function of the introduction is to lead your reader into your report. 
In the introduction, you need to gain the reader’s attention and interest by 
providing an outline of what you have done in your research. For example, 
the introduction can set out the goals of your research and establish your 
particular point of view about the research topic. Wimmer and Dominick 
(1994:396) identify three aspects that are usually found in the introduction to 
a report.

 � Statetheproblem: provide some background about the nature of the 
research problem. Sometimes it is necessary to give just a short sum-
mary. Begin with the aim of the research and define concepts used.

 � Explainthetheoreticalframeworkthat you used to explain your find-
ings. You also need to justify your choice of theory to your reader.

 � Justifytheresearch: here you should address the reason(s) why it was 
important that you spent time and energy researching your particular 
problem. Of what value is the research? Either your research deals with 
crucial theoretical issues, has practical value or has methodological value, 
or a combination of these.

 � Indicatetheaimoftheresearch. You can end your introduction with a 
statement of your hypothesis or research question(s).

The extent to which you would discuss these aspects of research in your 
introduction depends largely on the type of research report you are using 
and the nature of the research problem. Usually, the introduction briefly 
indicates what can be expected in the body of the report.

Any one with some experience in writing research reports will tell you that 
writing the introduction is, without any doubt, the most difficult part of the 
writing process. To write a good introduction requires several drafts and is 
best done once you have composed the body of your report. The skill of 
writing a good introduction is knowing just how much information to include. 
This ability comes with experience and lots of practice.

The conclusion

Inglish and Jackson (1977:71) emphasise that a research report should end 
and not just stop. Don’t leave your readers to draw their own conclusions. 
You need to make it clear to your reader that you have said something 
of importance. You can best achieve this by including a brief summary of 
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your essential findings. You can, as in the case of applied research, include 
recommendations in your conclusion.

The abstract

If your research report is intended for publication in an academic journal, or 
takes the form of a dissertation or thesis, then you are required to provide 
a short summary (of between 150–500 words) in which you highlight the 
key points in your research work. Abstracts are published in databases, such 
as Dissertations Abstracts, and are useful for making your work accessible to 
other researchers.

 ACTiViTy 10.5
 You are completing a research project. List the headings 
you would use in order to indicate the structure of your 
report.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.5

 Since we have not specified what type of research you would be 
doing, nor which report type to use, it is difficult to say exactly 
what you should include on your list and what you should omit. 
We briefly discuss this problem next. However, the following 
list indicates the basic components of a research report that we 
discussed above in this section.

 �  Abstract
 �  Introduction
 �  Literature review
 �  Method
 �  Sampling procedure
 �  Data collection
 �  Results (or findings)
 �  Discussion
 �  Interpretation
 �  Conclusion

Although we have not discussed appendices, these would be placed after 
your conclusion and list of sources (bibliography). Appendices are the place 
for complex tables, statistical tests, copies of questionnaires and any other 
evidence related to your study (Cooper & Schindler 1998:603). In the case of 
dissertations and theses, some raw data can also be placed in the appendix. 
Appendices are usually attached to more complex forms of research, such as 
dissertations and theses.

 ACTiViTy 10.6
 Look at the newspaper report illustrated in figure 10.3. 
Identify the various sections and the order in which 
they have been presented in this particular report. 
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Indicate which sections of the research report have been omitted. 
You might find this activity easier if you work with each paragraph 
as a unit.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.6

 The sections found in the newspaper article include the following

 �  introduction
 �  literature review
 �  findings
 �  interpretation
 �  conclusion

We have illustrated the arrangement of these sections in the 
article in figure 10.5. You might find that the order in this report 
is somewhat different from what we have recommended in this 
study unit. But remember that this report has been compiled by a 
journalist, and not the original authors of the research. As a result 
the order in which information has been presented has, in some 
cases, been changed around. For instance, the introduction has 
been split into two and the findings given in between. Similarly, 
we find a paragraph which contains concluding remarks in the 
middle of the report. This reflects the hierarchical and cyclical 
style of newspaper writing; more important issues are found higher 
up in the report. Newspaper articles are sized to fit the page by 
removing text from the bottom of the article.

In this report we find no abstract, no description of the method 
used, no sampling procedure and no references to data collection. 
Why do you think these aspects are absent from this report? 
Have you taken note of how much space has been devoted to the 
interpretation of the findings? Five of the 17 paragraphs, or nearly 
30 per cent of the report, is devoted to the interpretation of the 
findings of this research. Because the journalist wanted to spell 
out to the readers the full meaning of the research findings, the 
interpretation and discussion sections were the longest.

10.5 Technicalities

Both Babbie (1992:A8) and Leedy (1993:315) suggest there is really only one 
absolute basic guideline to consider when preparing a research report. A 
good report requires good English (unless you are presenting your report in 
another language). If you know your language skills are not up to standard, 
or you are using English as a second language, then the onus is on you to 
consult a grammar handbook, dictionary and a thesaurus.

When writing the research report, you need to adopt a formal style of 
writing. Avoid using contractions, slang, colloquialism or an informal sentence
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FIGURE 10.5
 Organisation of a research report in a newspaper
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structure, unless it is within the context of your research. However, you 
would still need to provide your audience with some form of interpretation. 
It is also generally accepted that research reports are always written in the 
third person. The question often arises as to what tense you should use 
when writing your report. If not used carefully, a variation of tenses can only 
confuse your reader. Table 10.2 below provides guidelines for the use of 
tenses in your research report.

The format of your research report depends on the purpose of your report, 
while the ultimate length of your research report is determined by many 
factors, such as line-spacing, referencing style and the type of report you 
intend presenting (Wimmer & Dominick 1994:36). For example, the format 
of reports intended for publication in academic journals need to comply 
with the conventions of the particular journal you intend submitting your 
manuscript to. Most journals give detailed instructions to authors regarding 
the format of manuscripts they intend to submit for consideration for 
publication.

TABLE 10.2 
Use of tenses in a research report

Present
tense

Describing accepted 
knowledge

“Public Service 
Broadcasting is in a crisis.”

Referring to information in 
your paper

“The results are 
summarised in Table 1.”

Discussing findings and 
conclusions

"These findings imply 
that ...”

Present
perfecttense

Describing events that 
have occurred over an 
unspecified period of 
time in the past up to the 
present

“Several researchers have 
evaluated this model.”

Pasttense Describing events that 
occurred at a specific time 
in the past

“Collins (1994) analysed 
the content ...”

Describing your methods 
and your results

“The content was coded 
into twelve categories.” 
“Category A had a score  
of 27%.

(Adapted from Plug 1993:14)

 ACTiViTy 10.7
 Visit the journal section of the library and find any two 
academic journals in the same discipline. Locate the 
conventions the publishers require authors to follow. 
In your workbook list the basic conventions required 
of the author for each journal. Compare your list for 
similarities and differences.

conventions: 
a general agreement regarding 

 certain rules
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 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.7
 Conventions for authors can usually be found on, or near, the inside 
front or inside back cover of the journal. To do this activity, it is 
easiest to present your comparison in a table.

From table 10.3 we can clearly see that many conventions are 
shared between two journals, although the convention may 
be phrased in a different manner. However, journal “A” had 
conventions not required by journal “B” (eg author to provide 
tables and figure on separate pages ready for printing) and journal 
“B” had conventions not required by journal “A”.

TABLE 10.3 
A comparison of the writing conventions for articles intended for publication in 

academic journals

Journal“A” Journal“B”

Number of copies 
of manuscript:

Triplicate Original plus two copies

Electronic version: Manuscript should 
be submitted 
electronically

Electronic version must be 
provided

Paper size: A4 A4

Line spacing: double double

Abstract: between 100 and 
150 words

maximum 200 words with 
extended English summary 
between 500–1 000 
words

Author’s details: On a separate page On the first page together 
with the title and abstracts

Referencing style: Harvard method Harvard method

Additional 
requirements

 �  tables and figure 
on separate pages, 
ready for printing

 �  black and white 
photograph of the 
author

 �  indent all paragraphs
 � avoid breaking words
 �  provide 6–7 keywords 

for the article

Plug (1993:12–13) identifies five stylistic characteristics for good scientific 
writing.

 �  Write systematically — you need to organise an outline of your report 
in order to give a smooth and logical flow to your argument by putting 
your ideas into a sequence, grouping related ideas and separating the gen-
eral from the specific.

 �  Write clearly — try to avoid any ambiguities.
 �  Write precisely — think twice about every word you use. Use words as 

accurately as you possibly can. Key concepts need to be clearly defined to 
avoid any confusion regarding what you are talking about. Avoid repetition.
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 �  Write directly and simply — try and explain your research in the sim-
plest possible way. Establish a balance between your use of short and 
long sentences.

 �  Write concisely — reports that are focused stand a better chance of be-
ing successful than long, rambling ones.

If we had to sum up the characteristics given above we could say that you 
need to be  parsimonious with words when preparing your research report.

A number of aspects relating to writing a research report have not been 
discussed here, simply because they are beyond the scope of this course. 
However, that does not mean they are unimportant and can be ignored. 
Some of them include the following:

 �  layout — such as spacing, margin widths, indentation, footnotes or 
endnotes

 �  use of abbreviations
 �  use of quotations
 �  drafting a summary
 �  referencing and construction of a bibliography
 �  sentence structure and grammar
 �  spelling
 �  gender-inclusive language style

Although this study guide does not represent a research report, it is still 
an academic document and we have used the standard conventions listed 
above. To gain an idea of how to apply these conventions, you can look at 
how we have handled these aspects within this study guide and use these 
as examples. Take note, for instance, of how we have used abbreviations, 
quoted from sources, referenced those sources both in the text and at the 
end of the study guide and used gender-inclusive language.

10.6 Evaluatingareport
Why is it necessary to evaluate a research report? When you submit your 
report for publication in a journal, it is evaluated by a panel of referees whose 
task is to judge the value of your work. Referees are appointed to their 
positions because of their knowledge and expertise in a particular field and 
act as advisors to the editor of a journal. It is on the recommendation of the 
referees that your report will be either published or rejected by the editor. 
The aim of referring your article to a referee is to maintain high standards 
for a journal and to help you do better research and write well. To this end 
referees usually submit a report making recommendations for alterations in 
your article. The writer usually does not know who the referees are and, 
likewise, the name of the writer is usually not known to the referee(s). This is 
to make reviewing as objective as possible. Of course, referees may differ in 
their opinion and the recommendations they make.

One day you may be asked to review or referee a research report. Where 
should you start? To help you evaluate a research report, we have devised 
a checklist of questions to ask when reading a research report (DePoy 
& Gitlin 1998:5–6, Inglish & Jackson 1977:156–157, Kienzler 1977:184, 
Leedy 1993:326–327, Plug [Sa]:12, 1993:50–51, University of South 
Africa 1995:176–178). Not all these questions are relevant to all research 

parsimony: 
using no more than is strictly needed
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reports. In compiling this checklist we have tried to be as inclusive as 
possible. You therefore need to be selective about which questions you 
apply to the report you are evaluating. To make your selection, you need 
to consider the purpose of the research by looking at the problem under 
investigation, the research question(s) or hypothesis, whether the study is 
qualitative or quantitative and so on. Ideally you should answer “Yes” to all 
appropriate questions, except for the last two. Based on your answers to 
these questions, you are then required to make a judgment regarding the 
acceptability of the research report.

10.6.1 Definitionoftheproblem

 �  Is the title clear and appropriate?
 �  Does the introduction establish the purpose of the research?
 �  Does the introduction justify the need for the research?
 �  Does the introduction outline what is to follow in the report?
 �  Is the introduction limited in length?
 �  Is the research problem clearly stated?
 �  Are research questions and/or hypotheses given?
 �  Are the hypotheses clear, testable and specific?
 �  Does the literature review critique relevant previous studies?
 �  Is relevant knowledge presented in the literature review?
 �  Has the researcher adequately discussed relevant literature?
 �  Does the research identify gaps in knowledge?
 �  Are the theoretical aspects of the research work clearly described?
 �  Does the theory fit the study?
 �  Have key constructs been identified in the literature review?
 �  Does the research build on that discussed in the literature review?
 �  Is there evidence that the research was properly planned?
 �  Are key concepts clearly explained?

10.6.2 Obtainingtheinformation

 �  Are the methods described in enough detail to allow replication?
 �  Is a   rationale given for the methods selected?
 �  Is the research design appropriate for resolving the research problem?
 �  Are variables operationally defined?
 �  Is the sampling procedure described?
 �  Is the sample size adequate?
 �  Is the sample representative of the defined population?
 �  Is the reliability of the study clearly explained?
 �  Was any form of validity established?
 �  Is this validity adequate?

10.6.3 Analysingandinterpretingtheinformation

 �  Is the data depicted accurately?
 �  Is the data analysis appropriate and correctly executed?
 �  Have alternative interpretations of findings been considered?
 �  Is the discussion of the findings relevant to the problem being investi-

gated?

rationale: 
statements of reasons
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 �  Are the findings explained in terms of any particular theory?
 �  Is this theory adequate for explaining the findings?
 �  Are the conclusions valid and important?
 �  Does the conclusion correlate with the introduction?

10.6.4 Technicalities

 �  Is the report organised logically?
 �  Does the report comply with the style conventions for this type of re-

port?
 �  Is the length of the report acceptable?
 �  Is the abstract an accurate reflection of the research?
 �  Are tables and figures clear and understandable?
 �  Is the statistical test appropriate for the type of data collected?
 �  Is the use of punctuation correct?
 �  Are all quotations suitable and correctly acknowledged?
 �  Are sources correctly referenced?
 �  Is there a bibliography?
 �  Are the words and jargon used appropriate?
 �  Does the report contain grammatical error?
 �  Are there spelling mistakes?

 ACTiViTy 10.8
 Read the following introduction to a report (Gerryts & 
van Dyk 1988:54). Evaluate this introduction in terms 
of what we have said in this study unit. How would you 
rate this introduction? What suggestions (if any) would 
you make to the authors to improve their introduction?

 On June 12, 1986 the government proclaimed a state 
of emergency in South Africa. The reason given for the 
emergency regulations was the increased amount of violence. 
Central to the emergency regulations was “ ’n verbod op die 
publisering van enige iets wat as ondermynend beskou kan 
word” (a prohibition on the publication of anything that could 
be considered as subversive). In the Cape Times it was stated 
that “one of the most sweeping of the new powers is the 
ability of the Minister of Law and Order to ban outright any 
newspaper which he feels is publishing subversive material”, 
while another newspaper deduced that the Press is often seen 
as an enemy by the government.

 Minister Louis Nel gave the reassurance that the purpose of 
these regulations was not to limit information given to the 
public. Information regarding the emergency situation was, 
however, “controlled” by the government through a bureau of 
information which was set up by the government.

 Thus the choices regarding the selection and content of news 
about unrest and related subjects was now largely taken over 
by the government. The role of the gatekeeper, previously 
occupied by the newspaper, was now taken over by the 
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bureau. By taking over functions previously performed by the 
newspapers, the government implied that the gatekeeping role 
could not be entrusted to newspapers during the emergency 
situation. Thus emphasis was placed on the role of newspapers 
as gatekeepers. The idea of this study was to get a closer look 
at the gatekeeping function of newspapers. For this purpose 
the contents of daily newspapers in the year preceding 
the proclamation of the state of emergency in 1986, was 
investigated.

 COMMENTS ON ACTiViTy 10.8
 Here you may need to refer back to our discussion on the 
introduction in section 10.4.4 for guidance on evaluating an 
introduction. We can ask several questions about this introduction. 
For example:

 �  Does the introduction provide some sense of what this research 
is about?

 �  Did the introduction catch your interest?

Regarding the first question, we can say that there is some 
indication regarding what the research is about, that is, the 
censoring of news in South African newspapers. But not enough 
information is given to the reader to decide if the research 
concerns the efforts of a bureau of information or the activities of 
the newspapers themselves. It is only by the third paragraph that 
the purpose of the research becomes clearer, that is, a study of the 
selection of news by newspapers during the state of emergency. 
The introduction lacks any logical development concerning the 
researcher’s purpose for this research. For the second question, 
you need to consider whether the introduction made you interested 
enough to want to read the rest of the report. You needed to 
answer this question for yourself.

Based on our comments above, we can argue that the introduction 
given in activity 10.8 is not the best example of an introduction. 
It is clear that this introduction needs to be improved. A referee 
could suggest that the authors make changes. For example, 
the referee could ask the authors to rewrite the introduction, 
and present their information more systematically, so that the 
introduction clearly indicates the purpose of the study and how 
they went about their research.

Note that we cannot pass any judgment on the research report 
quoted in activity 10.8 on the basis of our evaluation of the 
introduction. Similarly, we, as readers of a poorly presented 
research report, cannot make the  assumption that the research 
on which that report is based is unreliable and invalid. But since 
we rely entirely on what the researcher has written for our 
understanding of that research, a poorly written report is not likely 
to reveal good research. Babbie (1992:A8) indicates that unless 
“the research is properly communicated, all the efforts ... will go 
for naught”. In other words, a poorly written report can totally 

assumption:  
accepting something as true  

without any evidence
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destroy good research and discredit the author’s reputation as a 
successful researcher.

10.7 Conclusion
In this study unit we looked at the characteristics of the research report and 
six different types of research report. We discussed the different formats of 
each, and explained that these formats depend on the intended audience, 
purpose and complexity of the research concerned. We concluded this study 
unit by considering why it is necessary to evaluate a report and how to do 
this. We also pointed out that, while publishing the research report formally 
concludes the research process, the public nature of the report allows for 
continued discussion and argument about the research findings.

TEST yOURSELF

1. Which of the following does not belong in your interpretation and 
discussion sections of your research report?

(1) correlation with previous research
(2)  relationship between findings and theory
(3)  evaluation of methodology
(4)  importance of your findings

2. Which of the following types of research report should contain the 
most detailed description of your research?

(1) commissioned research
(2)  oral presentation
(3)  journal article
(4)  dissertation

3. A discussion of any constraints on your research is best put in the sec-
tion relating to ...

(1) your research problem
(2)  interpretation and discussion
(3)  data collection
(4)  the results

4. As sampling is to data collection, so theory is to the ...

(1)  literature review
(2)  method
(3)  research question
(4)  findings

5. When describing the sample in a research report intended as a journal 
article, which of the following tenses should be used?

(1)  past tense
(2)  present tense
(3)  present perfect tense
(4)  future tense

6. You have recently completed an experiment on your company’s mar-
keting techniques. You want to write up the experiment and submit it 
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the Journal of Marketing Research for publication. Which of the following 
types of report would you choose?

(1) dissertation
(2)  presentation
(3)  commissioned research
(4)  journal article

Read the following statements and decide whether they should be regarded 
as true or false. Also make notes to justify your answer.

  True False

7. The format of a research report selected for dissemination   
of your research is largely determined by the intended  
audience.

8. One purpose of the introduction is to entice readers into   
reading the body of the report.

9. The complexity of the research problem will determine   
the degree of detail contained in the report.

10. It is not necessary to discuss the reliability and validity of   
your research.

11. The amount of detail given to describing the method   
used to collect and analyse your data depends on the  
intended audience. 

12. The evaluation of a research report is an objective exercise.  

 COMMENTS ON TEST yOURSELF qUESTiONS
1. Option (3) is correct. The purpose of the interpretation and discus-

sion in your report is to reflect on what your research revealed. Since 
options (1), (2) and (4) all relate to the findings of your research, they 
can be eliminated as the possible keys. The method used is evaluated 
(option 3) by establishing reliability and validity. Reliability and validity 
are usually associated with data collection.

2.   Option (4) is correct. Of all the types of research reports that we dis-
cussed in this study unit, it is the dissertation, along with the thesis, that 
requires the most detailed description.

3.   Option (2) is correct. As limitations could have a decisive effect on the 
findings of your research, the best place to discuss those limitations is 
with the interpretation section. You could argue that limitations could 
be discussed as part of data collection (option 3), but this would not 
represent the best possible location.

4.   Option (1) is correct. In the first part of the stem, we relate the con-
cept of “sampling” to “data collection”. In other words, we usually find 
the discussion of the sampling used in the section of your report relat-
ing to data collection. In this question, therefore, we need to identify 
the section of research report where we would put a discussion of the 
supporting theory. This is usually put in the section that deals with the 
literature review.

5.   Option (1) is correct. When we describe our sampling procedure, we 
are, in fact, talking about part of the method used, an event which has 
already occurred at a specific time in the past. We must therefore use 
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the past tense to describe in our report. Please refer back to table 10.2 
if you are not sure about the use of tenses in a research report.

6. Option (4) is correct. Although you may have been originally commis-
sioned (option 3) by your employer to undertake the research, and 
may have presented the findings of your research to company execu-
tives (option 2), when submitting a report for possible publication by 
an academic journal you would select the journal article (option 4) 
for your research report. As this is not an academic exercise, we can 
eliminate the dissertation (option 1).

7.   The keyword in this statement is “format”. The concept “format” 
relates to the conventions you use to set out your report, such as line 
spacing, paragraph indentation, and so on. As these conventions are 
determined by the editors, in the case of academic journals, you can 
argue that the statement is true, since the editors form part of the 
intended audience. However, if we were to substitute “type” for “for-
mat”, then the statement would, without any doubt, be true.

8.   This statement is true. The main function of the introduction in any 
type of report is to attract the attention of your intended audience, 
without disclosing too much detail of your research, in the hopes that 
they will continue to read or listen to your report.

9.   The nature of the problem being investigated will determine, to some 
extent, the degree of detail contained in a report. But this is not the 
only factor that determines the amount of detail contained in your 
report. Aspects such as the purpose of the research and intended 
audience also need to be considered. You can therefore argue that the 
statement is false.

10. In this statement you are provided with insufficient information to 
declare the statement as either true or false. The need to discuss, or 
mention, reliability and validity depends on the type of report used. 
We discussed this in section 10.4.2 of this study unit.

11.  This statement is true. For example, reports intended to be published 
as academic articles should contain more detailed information about 
data collection than a commissioned report.

12. Ideally, the evaluation of a research report should be as objective as 
possible. But it is not possible to be one hundred percent objective in 
this sort of exercise. Even if you use the checklist we provided in this 
study unit, you are still required to make a judgment. Thus there is 
an element of subjectivity in the process of evaluation that cannot be 
completely eliminated. This makes the statement false.
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