
CHAPTER 6 

NOTES ON SOCIAL 
RESEARCH METHODS 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 
Although socia l researc h i s a  too l use d i n evaluatio n rathe r tha n bein g 

essentially evaluativ e i n itself , i t i s usefu l t o dra w attentio n t o som e aspect s 
and issue s i n th e plannin g an d implementatio n o f socia l research . 

Much mor e practica l detai l wi l l b e foun d i n som e o f th e text s liste d i n 
the nex t chapte r bu t w e giv e her e som e guideline s whic h wi l l b e usefu l t o 
the evaluato r o r t o th e administrato r concerne d wi t h institutin g o r assessin g 
evaluation. 

6.2 POPULATIONS, SAMPLES AND 
CONTROLS 

Any socia l researc h projec t an d mos t evaluatio n project s wil l b e concerne d 
wi th examinin g a  particula r numbe r o f persons , o r th e effec t o f som e activit y 
upon tha t numbe r o f persons . I t i s importan t t o b e clea r o n th e definit io n an d 
boundaries o f th e populatio n concerned . I n general , ou r stud y populatio n 
wil l b e comprise d essentiall y o f person s an d coul d b e define d alon g an y on e 
of a  larg e numbe r o f line s includin g th e fol lowin g examples : 

Al l person s residen t wi th i n a  particula r geographi c area . 

Ethnic o r cultura l groups . 

Al l person s attendin g o r wh o hav e attende d a  particula r programm e durin g 
specified period s o f t ime . 

Alternatively, i n th e cas e o f evaluation , w e ma y b e concerne d wi t h a  "pop -
u la t ion" comprise d o f institutions . Fo r instance , on e migh t b e calle d upo n t o 
examine al l primar y school s wi th i n a  country , o r alternatively , al l hospital s 
wi th in a  country . 

This i s agai n a  plac e t o stres s the importanc e o f existin g information . Ever y 
country maintain s a  wid e rang e o f specifi c dat a an d thi s dat a i s ofte n extreme -
ly valuabl e fo r purpose s o f populatio n def ini t ion . Socia l plannin g an d socia l 
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research wil l ofte n b e inadequat e i f th e siz e o f th e populatio n bein g planne d 
for o r studie d i s no t clearl y know n an d recognized . 

In practic e i t i s ofte n quit e impossibl e i n a  researc h programm e t o examin e 
every uni t o f th e population . Fo r reason s o f bot h practicalit y an d qualit y o f 
research, i t i s usuall y vita l t o hav e recours e t o a  sampling o f th e population . 

The essentia l featur e o f goo d samplin g i s tha t th e sampl e wil l consis t o f 
a representativ e cross-sectio n o f th e tota l populatio n s o that , wi th i n reasonabl e 
limits o f accuracy , th e result s obtaine d b y studyin g th e sampl e wi l l b e th e 
same a s the y woul d hav e bee n fo r th e tota l population . Th e secon d character -
istic o f almos t equa l importanc e i s tha t th e samplin g mus t b e o f adequat e size . 
The questio n o f determinin g bot h representativenes s an d siz e i s deal t wi t h 
very adequatel y i n man y o f th e standar d texts . W e d o stress , however , tha t 
the siz e o f th e sampl e require d i s muc h mor e a  funct io n o f th e complexit y 
of th e dat a bein g sough t tha n o f populatio n size . I f on e i s onl y seekin g 
relatively simpl e informatio n wher e ther e ar e fe w variables , the n a  relativel y 
small sampl e wil l b e adequate . O n th e othe r hand , wher e th e dat a bein g sough t 
is complex an d highl y variabl e the n a  bigge r sampl e wi l l b e necessary . 

The actua l detai l o f variou s samplin g method s wi l l no t b e deal t wi t h her e 
as ther e ar e a  variet y o f excellen t tex t book s availabl e whic h migh t b e con -
sulted. 

Less attentio n i s pai d i n text s t o th e proble m o f establishin g satisfactor y 
controls i n experimenta l project s or , wher e pertinent , i n evaluativ e studies . 
Any experimenta l projec t o r eve n an y researc h projec t i s likel y t o hav e effect s 
upon th e populatio n unde r study . A  fundamenta l principl e i s tha t w e mus t 
isolate thes e effect s i f w e ar e t o develo p satisfactor y experimenta l desig n o r 
measurement techniques . 

One o f th e bes t know n example s i s th e famou s Hawthorn e Experimen t 
described i n th e excellen t summar y b y Schofield , a s fol lows : 

" A specia l grou p o f worker s assemblin g telephon e part s wa s se t asid e f ro m th e 
other worker s an d th e condit io n o f thei r wor k situatio n wa s change d t o se e wha t 
effect i t woul d hav e o n thei r output . Th e lightin g i n th e roo m wa s improve d an d 
the outpu t wen t up . The n th e ventilatio n wa s change d an d thi s als o increase d output . 
Then the y wer e give n lon g res t break s an d th e outpu t stil l increased . Finally , th e 
lighting an d ventilatio n wer e change d bac k t o thei r origina l state , th e longe r res t 
breaks wer e stopped , bu t th e outpu t stil l wen t up . Th e researcher s wer e ver y puzzled , 
unti l the y sa w tha t i t wa s no t th e improvemen t i n physica l condition s tha t ha d 
caused th e outpu t t o g o up . I t wa s becaus e thi s grou p wa s gettin g specia l attention . 
People wer e intereste d i n wha t the y wer e doing ; a  ne w spiri t wa s engendere d whic h 
gave the m greate r incentive s an d s o th e outpu t continue d t o b e hig h n o matte r wha t 
was don e t o th e lightin g an d vent i lat ion. " 

In retrospec t i t woul d no t b e di f f icul t t o redesig n th e Hawthorn e Experi -
ment s o tha t on e coul d tes t ou t th e effec t o f suc h change s a s differing vent -
ilation i n isolatio n f ro m th e sid e effect s resultin g f ro m th e specia l attentio n 
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being given t o th e experimenta l group . This woul d mean , for instance , findin g 
two group s o f worker s wh o coul d b e closely matchin g i n bot h persona l char -
acteristics an d thei r wor k environment , treatin g bot h a s experimental group s 
and giving them specia l attentio n bu t only , i n fact , changing the rea l condition s 
of on e such grou p a t an y on e time . The researc h studie s b y Payn e e t a l an d 
by Robert s an d White give n unde r Britai n i n Par t B  of thi s volum e bot h 
illustrate excellen t us e of contro l groups . 

The us e of control s i s often particularl y importan t i n regar d to youn g 
people. We have already stresse d above (4.4) th e exten t t o whic h youn g peopl e 
are undergoing a n inevitabl e an d natura l proces s of maturation . Man y o f th e 
programmes whic h w e wil l b e called upo n t o evaluat e are aimed a t maximisin g 
or directin g thi s process . I f w e are to evaluat e the m successfull y w e mus t 
compare th e change s i n participant s wit h natura l change s occurring i n a  group 
who di d no t participat e i n th e programme . 

6.3 OBJECTIVITY, RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 
We have alread y referre d i n Chapte r 2  to som e o f th e problem s i n obtain-

ing objectivity . However , thi s i s no t merel y a  matter o f findin g th e righ t 
organizational structur e fo r evaluatio n i n orde r t o ensur e objectivity . I t i s 
also a  matter o f payin g ver y carefu l attentio n t o aspect s of researc h design. 

In designin g a  questionnaire o r interview , question s mus t b e framed i n 
such a  way tha t the y wil l no t sugges t o r lea d to an y particula r response . Sim-
ilarly, th e questionnaire s mus t b e presented i n suc h a  way, o r th e intervie w 
conducted i n such a  way, tha t respondent s ar e no t influence d t o giv e any 
specific patter n o f answer . 

The second notio n whic h i s fundamental t o goo d socia l researc h i s tha t 
of maximisin g validity , tha t is , the exten t t o whic h informatio n obtaine d i s 
accurate an d truthful . There ar e man y difficultie s i n attainin g complet e 
validity —  th e frailt y o f huma n memory , th e repressio n o f matter s whic h 
people prefe r t o forget , th e tendency t o over-emphasiz e thing s tha t peopl e 
have enjoyed, and the exten t t o whic h a  respondent wil l ten d t o giv e the 
information whic h h e feels i s expected o f him . 

The adequatel y designe d piece o f socia l researc h wil l tr y t o establis h a 
series o f cross-check s s o that th e researche r ma y judg e th e validity , o r other -
wise, of th e dat a obtained . I n addition , just a s we mus t endeavou r t o retai n 
objectivity throug h ou r researc h design , so every effor t mus t b e mad e to avoi d 
giving cue s which influenc e response s i n an y particula r direction . 

Reliability i s the exten t t o whic h an y particula r researc h metho d wil l con -
sistently produc e th e sam e resul t fro m th e sam e people. Again , i t i s probabl y 
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impossible t o retai n 10 0 percen t reliabil ity . Individual s wi l l fee l differentl y 
f rom day-to-da y an d s o ma y wel l respon d differentl y t o th e sam e questio n 
asked a t differen t times . Similarl y thei r response s ma y var y dependin g upo n 
the situatio n i n whic h the y ar e aske d th e question . Adequatel y designe d 
research wi l l endeavou r t o ensur e tha t thes e variation s ar e take n int o account , 
cross-checked wher e possible , an d l imite d t o thos e factor s ove r whic h th e 
researcher ha s n o control . Accordingl y th e actua l detai l o f researc h metho d 
must b e standardize d s o fa r a s possible t o avoi d unreliabil it y resultin g f ro m 
changes i n interviewe r o r researche r behaviour . 

Although i t i s theoreticall y possibl e t o distinguis h neatl y betwee n thes e 
three concepts , the y wi l l ofte n b e closel y inter-relate d i n practice . Complet e 
standardization o f researc h metho d i n an y on e projec t althoug h theoreticall y 
desirable mus t b e balance d agains t th e exten t t o whic h individua l respondent s 
are no t standardize d i n th e sam e way . Thus , i f th e populatio n bein g studie d 
covers a  wid e rang e o f differen t level s o f literac y an d capacit y t o verbalize , 
one mus t allo w fo r th e nee d t o ensur e adequat e communicatio n t o al l indivi -
duals i n th e population . I n practice , therefore , w e mus t ai m a t a  researc h 
method whic h achieve s th e greates t possibl e degre e o f objectivity , validit y 
and reliabilit y bu t whic h a t th e sam e tim e i s sufficientl y flexibl e t o provid e 
for maximu m communicatio n wi t h al l individual s i n th e stud y populat ion . 

This ma y wel l mea n tha t th e researche r wi l l defin e a s clearl y a s possibl e 
the exac t natur e o f th e dat a whic h h e wishe s t o obtain ; h e wil l the n spell-ou t 
in th e cleares t possibl e term s th e question s t o b e aske d t o obtai n thi s data , 
the orde r i n whic h the y wil l b e aske d an d th e metho d whic h wi l l b e use d 
by th e interviewer . H e mus t the n giv e particula r attentio n t o th e selectio n 
and trainin g o f interviewers . Thes e interviewer s mus t understan d th e purpos e 
of th e overal l stud y an d o f ever y questio n wi th i n it , the y mus t appreciat e 
the importanc e o f standardization , bu t b e abl e t o adap t th e standar d forma t 
in orde r t o ensur e th e fulles t possibl e communicatio n wi t h an d co-operatio n 
f rom eac h respondent . Again , furthe r informatio n wil l b e foun d i n man y o f 
the text s recommende d i n th e nex t chapter . 

6.4 COMPARABILITY AND REPLICATION 
It wi l l ofte n b e usefu l t o analys e th e result s o f an y particula r evaluatio n 

project i n term s o f certai n characteristic s o f th e population . Wheneve r thi s 
is don e i t i s highl y desirabl e tha t th e characteristic s chose n an d th e wa y i n 
which thes e ar e describe d shoul d b e simila r t o th e pattern s use d i n othe r 
studies. I t wi l l ver y ofte n b e particularl y usefu l t o us e th e characteristic s an d 
the categorization s o f variatio n wi th i n eac h characteristi c whic h ar e use d i n th e 
national census . Thi s wi l l enabl e direc t comparabilit y betwee n th e stud y pop -
ulation an d tha t o f othe r researc h o r betwee n th e stud y populatio n an d tha t 
of th e natio n a s a  whole . 
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Recommendations regardin g descriptive statistic s o n childre n an d yout h 
have bee n prepared an d published b y th e Unite d Nations. 2 Thi s provide s an 
extremely valuabl e se t o f guideline s fo r consideratio n bu t th e guidelines mus t 
be examined i n th e ligh t o f th e country' s ow n prevailin g practices . Where any 
conflict occur s betwee n th e Unite d Nations ' recommendation s an d the statis -
tical practic e o f th e researcher' s ow n countr y the n th e choic e mus t b e made 
as to whic h o f th e two i s the mor e relevan t —  in mos t case s i t wil l b e more 
useful t o relat e directl y t o prevailin g practice s withi n th e country . 

Similarly ther e i s often valu e i n developin g researc h method s whic h ca n be 
related directl y t o thos e method s an d pattern s use d elsewhere. Obviousl y 
this matte r wil l mor e ofte n b e relevant i n genera l socia l researc h e.g. , in a 
study o f pattern s i n child-rearin g use d i n a  particular culture , tha n i t wil l b e 
in evaluatio n projects . However , eve n i n evaluation i t wil l b e usefu l t o examin e 
similar project s whic h hav e already bee n carried out , eve n i f i n anothe r 
country, partl y t o see k clue s fo r th e mos t adequat e researc h desig n an d partl y 
to se e whether i t migh t b e usefu l t o mak e direc t comparison s o f result s 
between tw o o r mor e suc h studies . 
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