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Unit 3- Sociological Research (this handout has all of your terms, as well as a description of the research process)
All Research Begins with Questions!!!

Start with a *testable question that intrigues you based on your own interests. This can be based on understanding something personal to you, or just a topic that you want to know more about.

“Is it economically beneficial to go to college after high school?”

*By ‘testable’ I mean something you can actually gain empirical knowledge from through data collection. So, for example, the question of “Does God exist?” is not empirically testable, but “Why do a majority of Americans believe in God?” is testable because you can interview people on their beliefs. 

Process

Hypothesis 

Formulate a hypothesis that takes a stand on this issue, based on whatever you feel is logical. At this point you don’t know if your hypothesis is true or not, it’s simply an argument that makes sense to you. A hypothesis speculates on the relationship between 2 or more variables:

The higher a person’s education level, the more money that person will earn..

Variable 1: going to college

Variable 2: economic benefits

Now, the independent variable is the one impacting the dependent variable. So in this case, going to college, or not (independent variable) will impact how much money you make (dependent variable). If you argue that there is a positive relationship between the variables, that means that as 1 variable increase, so does the other. So, again, if there was a positive relationship between going to college and economic benefits, you’d be arguing that the more you go to college, the greater the economic benefits to the individual.  

To use another example, if you believe that religion impacts who a person marries, then religion is the independent variable and who you marry is the dependent variable.

Identifying Cause and Effect Relationships:

Causality: one variable causes the other

Correlation: a change in one variable produces a change in another – only suggests causality

Does X cause Y?

Does Y cause X?

Does a third factor, Z, cause both X and Y?

To use a psychological example, let’s say someone went to a psychologist suffering from depression and anxiety. A good psychologist will try to figure out:

· Is the depression causing the anxiety? Is the person anxious about the fact that they are depressed all the time – maybe they’re nervous that something is really wrong with them, and thus become anxious.

· Is the anxiety causing the depression? Perhaps a person in a continuous state of nervousness becomes depressed because of the negative impact that anxiety has had on their lives. 

· Did a third factor, a genetic predisposition, cause both depression and anxiety? 

You then have to choose a sample, or a representative group to collect data from. Depending on your topic and methodology, a sample could be the women in your family, the black students at your school, and the members of the LGBT community, a group of Catholics, or anyone else. 

You then need to decide on a research design and methodology (how you’re actually going to collect information). Though there are a lot of options, for our purposes we will stick with the basics:

Interviews – typically 1-1 discussion

Surveys/Polls – quantitative form of data collection where questions are handed out and collected later (this can be done online with websites such as surveymonkey.com) 

Observation – watching sample in natural environment and observing/analyzing behavior

Analyzing data and drawing conclusions: after you get everything back, you need to look it over, see what the data says, and see how it either confirms of challenges your original hypothesis. 

