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Social Science and Its Methods

1. Social Research

Social Research is the systematic study of societies, social relationships, and cultural
practices, typically using a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. It aims to understand
social phenomena, behaviors, and trend, providing insights that can guide policy-making, inform

social programs, or help organizations better understand their audiences.

Social Research helps society by exploring key social issues, such as inequality,
education, public health, and behavior, offering data that supports efforts to improve well-being

and social justice.
Key aspects of Social Research

e Purpose: It can be descriptive, exploratory, explanatory, or evaluative.

e Descriptive research: Provides an accurate picture of the characteristics or behaviors of
our population.

e Exploratory research: seeks to identify and understand new areas of study.

e Explanatory research: Aims to identify causes or reasons behind certain social
phenomena.

e Evaluative research: Assesses the effectiveness of policies or programs.

2. Social Research paradigms

Social Research paradigms are fundamental frameworks or belief systems that guide how
researchers view and approach the study of society. Each paradigm offers a different lens
through which to understand social reality, the nature of knowledge, and the methods best suited
for research. The most prominent paradigms in social research include positivism,

interpretivism, critical theory, and postmodernism.
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structures.

Paradigms
Definition Core Research | Methods Example
Beliefs Focus
Itis rooted in Positivists It seeks to Quantitative Studying the
the belief that believed that | identify methods, such relationship
Positivism social reality social general as surveys, between
can be observed | phenomena laws, experiments, income and
objectively, exist patterns, and statistical educational
measured, and independentl | and casual analysis, are attainment
studied y of relationship | commonly used | through
scientifically, individuals s within to maintain large scale
much like the and can be society. objectively and | surveys.
natural science. | studied reliability. really
through
observable,
empirical
data.
It emphasizes Interpretivists | Itis Qualitative Exploring
understanding argue that concerned methods such as | how people
Interpretivism | the subjective knowledge is | with interviews, from
meanings that subjective, understandi | ethnography, different
individuals meaning ng how and case studies | cultural
attached to their | reality is people are typically backgrounds
social reality. shaped by interpret used to capture | perceive and
Unlike individuals' their depth and respond to
positivism, it experiences, | experiences | context. mental
views social cultures, and | and how health
reality as interactions. | social issues.
constructed meanings
through human are
interaction and constructed.
interpretation.
It focuses on Critical Investigates | Methods vary Studying
uncovering theorists issues like but often racial
Critical Theory | Power believe that | inequality, | include inequality in
dynamics, knowledge is | oppression, | qualitative the criminal
inequalities, and | influenced by | and method, justice
social injustices | social, marginalizat | historical system to
in society. Itis | political, and | ion, with an | analysis, and highlight
often associated | economic explicit goal | participatory systematic
with Marxism, | power of approaches. biases and
feminist theory, | structures. promoting Emphasis advocate for
and other They aimto | social placed on reform.
frameworks that | expose and change. reflective,
emphasizes challenge collaborative
social change. these research.




MS. BOUTEMEUR

It challenges the | They contend | It Discourse Analyzing
idea of a single, | that all deconstructs | analysis, media
Postmodernism | objective knowledge is | dominant deconstruction, | representati
reality. It argues | subjective, ideologies and other ons of
that knowledge | with reality and interpretive nder to
is fragmented, constructed examines methods are ge
influenced by through how commonly used reveal how
language, and language, language, to analyze Clﬂltural
inherently discourse, power, and | cultural texts, discourses
unstable. and cultural | culture language, and shape
context. They | shape our symbols. gender
often understandi norms and
question ng of expectation
grand reality. S.
narratives
and absolute
truths.
It is a flexible Pragmatists It addresses | Mixed methods | Studying
paradigm argue that real-world are common, as | public health
Pragmatism focused on research issues and pragmatists interventions
practical should be combines emphasize using | to determine
solutions to real | problem methods to | the best tools both
world problems. | centered and | best suit the | available to guantitative
It values the use | solutions research answer research | effectiveness
of diverse oriented, goals. guestions (e.q.,
methods that focusing on effectively. reduction in
best address the | what disease
research ““works™ rates) and
question, often | rather than qualitative
integrating both | adhering user
qualitative and | strictly to a satisfaction.
guantitative single
approaches. paradigm.

The choice of a research paradigm depends on the researcher’s philosophical orientation,

the nature of the research question, and the goals of the study. Each paradigm provides unique

insights and has its own strengths and limitations, with many researchers today adopting a more

flexible, pragmatic approach that integrates elements of multiple paradigms.

3. The scientific method

The scientific method is systematic, logical approach used in scientific research to

explore questions, test hypotheses, and gain knowledge. It provides a structured framework to

ensure that findings are based on objective, reliable evidence. Although traditionally associated

with natural sciences, the scientific method is widely used across disciplines, including social

sciences, to produce rigorous and verifiable knowledge.
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Key steps of the scientific method

1.

Observation: the process begins with an observation or identification of a
phenomenon or question of interest. Observing something unusual, a pattern, or a gap
in knowledge can lead to questions that drive further investigation.

Example: Noticing that plants in shaded areas grow differently than those in direct
sunlight.

Formulation of research question or problem: Specific research question or
problem is defined based on the initial observation. This question narrows down what
the research will investigate.

Example: ~* Does sunlight affect the growth rate of plants?™"

Hypothesis development: A hypothesis is an educated guess or prediction that
attempts to answer the research question. It's a testable statement that proposes a
potential explanation or relationship between variables.

Example: = Plants exposed to more sunlight will grow faster than those in shaded
areas.”

Experimentation and data collection: an experiment is designed to test the
hypothesis, often by manipulating one or more variables while keeping others
constant. In social sciences, this may include controlled studies, surveys, or
observational studies. Data is collected through quantitative or qualitative means,
depending on the nature of the study.

Example: Growing two groups of plants, one exposed to sunlight and the other kept
in shade, and measuring their growth over time.

Analysis of data: Collected data is analyzed to determine if there is support for the
hypothesis. Quantitative data might be analyzed statistically, while qualitative data
could involve coding and thematic analysis.

Example: Comparing the average growth of plants in sunlight versus shade to see if
the results support the hypothesis.

Conclusion: Based on the analysis, the conclusion is drawn about the hypothesis. The
hypothesis is either supported or rejected, and the findings are interpreted in the

context of the research question.
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Example: If plants in sunlight grow faster, the conclusion would support the
hypothesis that sunlight positively affects plant growth.

7. Report and share findings: results are shared with others in the scientific
community, often through research papers, presentations, or publication in scientific
journals. This transparency allows for peer review and further validation.

Example: publishing a paper on the effect of sunlight on plant growth in botany
journal

8. Replication and verification: other researchers may attempt to replicate the study to
verify the results. Replication straightness the reliability of findings and helps

establish generalizable principles.
Additional concepts in the scientific method

e Variables: independent variables (manipulated) and dependent variables (measured) are
central to controlled experiments.

e control group: The control group is often used as a baseline to compare the effect of the
manipulated variable.

e Peer review: Scientific studies undergo peer review, where experts evaluate the research

for quality, accuracy, and validity before publication.

The scientific method is valuable because it emphasizes evidence, transparency, and
reproducibility. It minimizes bias by focusing on observable and testable phenomena, making it a

fundamental tool for advancing knowledge across many fields.

4. Challenges of Social Research

Social Research faces unique challenges due to the complexity and variability of human
behavior, ethical considerations, and the subjective nature of social phenomena. Here are some
of the key challenges:

1. Complexity of social phenomena
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= Social behavior is influenced by multiple interconnected factors, such as culture,
psychology, economics, and history, making it challenging to isolate variables or
identify casual relationships.
= Social realities are dynamic, meaning what may be true in one context or time
may not hold in another's.
2. Subjectivity and bias
= Researchers and participants bring their own beliefs, experiences, and biases to
the research process, which can influence both data collection and interpretation.
= Ensuring objectivity is difficult, especially in qualitative research, where
researchers may interpret data through their own perspectives.
3. Ethical Considerations
= Social Research often deals with sensitive topics (e.g., mental health, inequality,
violence), requiring strict ethical standards to protect participants’ rights and
privacy.
= Gaining informed consent, ensuring confidentiality, and minimizing potential
harm are essential, yet challenging in some fieldwork settings.
4. Measurement issues
= Social concepts (e.g., happiness, trust, cultural identity) are abstract and often
challenging to define or measure consistently.
= Developing valid and reliable measures that accurately captured these structures is
complex, often leading to reliance on proxies or indirect measures that may not
fully represent the concept.
5. Generalizability and Context-Dependence
= Findings from Social Research are often context-specific and may not be easily
generalizable to other populations or settings.
= Cultural, social, and situational factors influence behavior, which means that a
study conducted in one place may yield different results elsewhere.
6. Access to data and participants
= Gaining access to certain groups (e.g., marginalized communities, high-status
individuals) can be challenging due to issues of trust, privacy, and resource

constraints.
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= Researchers may face logistical and financial limitations when attempting to reach
diverse or hard-to-access populations.
7. Balancing quantitative and qualitative approaches
= Combining quantitative and qualitative methods can provide a more
comprehensive view, but it is a challenging to integrate these approaches
meaningfully, as they rely on different assumptions, methodologies, and
interpretive frameworks.
= Mixed-methods research requires additional time, resources, and skills to manage
and interpret diverse data types.
8. Replication and validity of findings
= Replication is crucial to verify findings, yet it is often difficult in Social Research
due to the uniqueness of social context, funding constraints, and evolving societal
factors.
= This can make it hard to establish the validity and reliability of research, leading
to debates over the robustness of certain findings.
9. Impact of researcher-participant interaction
= The researcher's presence or questioning style can affect participants’ responses
(known as the Hawthorne Effect or interviewer effect), potentially skewing data.
= |n qualitative research, building rapport is essential but can introduce biases as
participants may alter their behavior to align with the researcher’s expectations.
10. Change in social dynamics and current events
= Social norms, values, and behaviors can shift rapidly, especially in response to
political, economic, or technological changes, making it difficult to produce
findings that remain relevant overtime.
= Researchers must adapt to new social issues (e.g., online behavior, social media
influence) and changing public attitudes, requiring flexibility and ongoing

reassessment of research relevance.

Despite these challenges, social researchers develop strategies to enhance rigor and reliability,
such as triangulating data sources, maintaining reflexivity to minimize biases, using mixed
methods to balance depth and breadth, and adhering to strict ethical guidelines. Addressing these

challenges requires a combination of methodological skill, ethical sensitivity, and adaptability,
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enabling researchers to conduct meaningful studies that contribute valuable insights into

complex social issues.



