


The Good
Research Guide






The Good
Research Guide

For small-scale social research projects

Fourth Edition

Martyn Denscombe

% Open University Press



Open University Press
McGraw-Hill Education
McGraw-Hill House
Shoppenhangers Road
Maidenhead

Berkshire

England

SL6 2QL

email: enquiries@openup.co.uk
world wide web: www.openup.co.uk

and Two Penn Plaza, New York, NY 10121-2289, USA

First published 1998

Reprinted 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001
Second edition printed 2003
Reprinted 2005 (twice), 2006

Third edition printed 2007

This fourth edition printed 2010

Copyright © Martyn Denscombe 2010
Cover illustration by Viv Denscombe

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the
purposes of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form,
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher or a
licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Details of such
licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the
Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd of Saffron House, 6-10 Kirby Street,
London, ECIN 8TS.

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

ISBN-13: 978 0 335 24139 2 (pbk)
ISBN-13: 978 0 335 24140 8 (ebk)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
CIP data applied for

Typeset by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk
Printed in Great Britain by Bell and Bain Ltd, Glasgow

Fictitious names of companies, products, people, characters and/or
data that may be used herein (in case studies or in examples) are not
intended to represent any real individual, company, product or event.

The McGraw-Hill companies



Summary of Contents

Acknowledgements xiii
Introduction 1
PART | STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH 3
1 SURVEYS AND SAMPLING 11
2 CASE STUDIES 52
3 EXPERIMENTS 65
4 ETHNOGRAPHY 79
5 PHENOMENOLOGY 93
6 GROUNDED THEORY 106
7 ACTION RESEARCH 125
8 MIXED METHODS 137
PART Il METHODS OF SOCIAL RESEARCH 153
9 QUESTIONNAIRES 155
10 INTERVIEWS 172
11 OBSERVATION 196
12 DOCUMENTS 216
PART Il ANALYSIS 235
13 QUANTITATIVE DATA 241
14 QUALITATIVE DATA 272
15 WRITING UP THE RESEARCH 308
Frequently asked questions 322
Appendix 1 Research ethics: a practical guide 329
Appendix 2 Data protection: a practical guide 343
Appendix 3 Triangulation 346
Appendix 4 Focus groups 352
References 359

Index 367






Contents

Acknowledgements

Introduction
PART | STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH

What are research strategies?
Which strategy to choose?
Checklist for the choice of research strategy

1 SURVEYS AND SAMPLING

What is a survey?

When are surveys useful?

Types of survey

Response rates

Sampling

Probability sampling techniques
Non-probability sampling techniques
Which sampling technique should be used?
Size of the sample

Advantages of surveys and sampling
Disadvantages of surveys and sampling
Checklist for surveys and sampling

2 CASE STUDIES

What is the case study approach?

When is it appropriate to use a case study approach?
What is a ‘case’?

The relevance of a case study

The selection of cases

Can you generalize from a case study?

Advantages of the case study approach
Disadvantages of the case study approach

Checklist for the case study approach

Xiii

> W

11

11
12
13
19
23
27
34
38
40
48
49
51

52

52
55
55
56
57
60
62
62
64



viii

CONTENTS

3 EXPERIMENTS

What is an experiment?

Cause and effect

The use of controls

Observation and measurement

Laboratory experiments

Field experiments

Use of control groups and ‘randomized controlled trials’
When is it appropriate to conduct an experiment?
Advantages of experiments

Disadvantages of experiments

Checklist for the experimental approach

4 ETHNOGRAPHY

What is ethnography?
The focus of ethnography
Ethnography: description and theory
Reflexivity: ethnographers as part of the world they
seek to describe
Putting the researcher’s ‘self’ into ethnographic research
Access to fieldwork settings
Advantages of ethnography
Disadvantages of ethnography
Checklist for enthnographic research

5 PHENOMENOLOGY

What is the phenomenological approach?

Experience

Everyday world

Seeing things through the eyes of others

The social construction of reality

Multiple realities

Description

The suspension of common-sense beliefs

Members’ accounts

Types of phenomenology underlying essences or actual
experiences

Advantages of phenomenology

Disadvantages of phenomenology

Checklist for phenomenology

65

65
66
67
68
69
72
74
75
76
76
78

79

79
80
84

86
87
88
90
91
92

93

93
94
95
95
96
97
97
98
99

100
102
103
105



CONTENTS ix

6 GROUNDED THEORY 106
What is the grounded theory approach? 106
When is the grounded theory approach useful? 109
Methods of data collection 110
Initial ideas and concepts: the starting point 111
Initial sites for fieldwork 111
Subsequent sites for fieldwork: theoretical sampling 112
Analysing the data 114
Completing the research (theoretical saturation) 117
Theories and grounded research 117
Developments in grounded theory 119
Advantages of the grounded theory approach 121
Disadvantages of the grounded theory approach 122
CheckKlist for the grounded theory approach 124

7 ACTION RESEARCH 125
What is the action research approach? 125
The practical nature of action research 127
Change and professional self-development 128
Action research as a cyclical process 128
Participation in the research process 129
Issues connected with the use of action research 131
Advantages of action research 134
Disadvantages of action research 134
CheckKlist for action research 136

8 MIXED METHODS 137
What is the mixed methods approach? 138
When is it appropriate to use a mixed methods

approach? 139

Types of mixed methods design 144

The link between the methods 147
Mixed model research designs 147
Pragmatism and the mixed methods approach 148
Advantages of the mixed methods approach 150
Disadvantages of the mixed methods approach 151
Checklist for mixed methods research 152

PART Il METHODS OF SOCIAL RESEARCH 153

Selecting methods — a matter of ‘horses for courses’ 153



X CONTENTS

9 QUESTIONNAIRES 155
What is a questionnaire? 155
When is it appropriate to use a questionnaire? 156
What kinds of data are collected by questionnaires? 156
Planning the use of questionnaires 157
Internet questionnaires 159
Vital elements of a research questionnaire 160
The length of the questionnaire 161
Devising the questions 162
Types of questions 165
Evaluating questionnaires 168
Advantages of questionnaires 169
Disadvantages of questionnaires 170
Checklist for the use of questionnaires 171

10 INTERVIEWS 172
What is an interview? 172
When is it appropriate to use interviews? 173
Types of research interview 174
The interviewer effect 178
Planning and preparation for interviews 180
Interview skills 182
Conducting the interview 184
Recording the interview 186
The validity of interview data: how do you know the

informant is telling the truth? 188
Internet interviews 190
Advantages of interviews 192
Disadvantages of interviews 193
Checklist for the use of interviews 195

11 OBSERVATION 196
What is observational research? 196
Perception and observation 197
Systematic observation and observation schedules 199
Creating an observation schedule 200
Retaining the naturalness of the setting 203
Advantages of systematic observation 204
Disadvantages of systematic observation 204
Checklist for the use of observation schedules 205
Participant observation 206
What to observe, what to record 208

Self, identity and participant observation 210



CONTENTS  xi

Advantages of participant observation 213
Disadvantages of participant observation 214
Checklist for participant observation 215
12 DOCUMENTS 216
Sources of documentary data 216
Access to documentary sources 220
The validity of documentary data 221
The credibility of articles, journals and books 222
The evaluation of Internet documents and web pages 223
The credibility of official statistics 224
The credibility of records of meetings 226
Image-based research 226
The use of ‘created’ images 227
The use of ‘found’ images 230
Advantages of documentary research 232
Disadvantages of documentary research 233
Checklist for the use of documents (text and
visual images) 234
PART Ill ANALYSIS 235
The aims of analysis 235
Approaches to analysis: quantitative and qualitative
research 237
Stages of data analysis 239
13 QUANTITATIVE DATA 241
Sources of quantitative data 242
Types of quantitative data 242
Preparing quantitative data for analysis 245
Grouping the data 246
Describing the mid-point or average 248
Describing the spread of data 250
Looking for patterns and relationships in the data 253
Statistical tests for association and difference 255
Presenting the data — tables and charts 259
Validating the data 267
Advantages of quantitative analysis 269
Disadvantages of quantitative analysis 269

Checklist for the use of basic statistics 271



xii CONTENTS

14 QUALITATIVE DATA

The principles of qualitative data analysis
Types of qualitative data (words and images)
Preparing qualitative data for analysis
Transcribing audio recordings of interviews
Computer assisted qualitative data analysis
Approaches to the analysis of qualitative data
Content analysis

Grounded theory

Discourse analysis

Conversation analysis

Narrative analysis

The analysis of image-based data

Presenting the data

Verifying the data

Advantages of qualitative analysis
Disadvantages of qualitative analysis
Checklist for the analysis of qualitative data

15 WRITING UP THE RESEARCH

Producing accounts of the research

General guidelines on style and presentation
The structure of research reports

The research methods chapter or section
Different audiences for research

The Harvard referencing system

Writing up qualitative research

Checklist for writing up the research

Frequently asked questions

Appendix 1 Research ethics: a practical guide
Appendix 2 Data protection: a practical guide
Appendix 3 Triangulation

Appendix 4 Focus groups

References

Index

272

272
273
274
275
278
279
281
283
287
290
291
292
294
297
304
304
307

308

308
309
311
316
317
318
320
321

322
329
343
346
352
359
367



Acknowledgements

There are those close to home who contribute to the completion of a book by

putting the author in a position to start, sustain and finish the book. For this

reason, and many others, I would like to dedicate this book to my family.
Thanks especially to Viv - this book is for you.

Martyn Denscombe

Leicester






INTRODUCTION

A book for ‘project researchers’

Social research is no longer restricted to a small elite of professionals and full-
time researchers. It has become the concern of a far greater number of people
who are faced with the prospect of undertaking small-scale research projects as
part of an academic course or as part of their professional development. The
aim of this book is to present these ‘project researchers’ with practical guidance
and a vision of the key issues involved in social research. It attempts to provide
them with vital information that is easily accessible and which gets to the
heart of the matter quickly and concisely. In doing this, the book is based on
three premises:

1

2

Most of what needs to be known and done in relation to the production
of competent social research can be stated in straightforward language.

The foundations of good social research depend on paying attention to
certain elementary factors. If such factors are ignored or overlooked, the
research will be open to criticism and serious questions may be raised about
the quality of the findings. Good research depends on addressing these key
points. The answers may vary from topic to topic, researcher to researcher.
There may be no one ‘right’ answer, but the biggest possible guarantee of
poor research is to ignore the issues.

Project researchers can safeguard against making elementary errors in the
design and execution of their research by using checklists to assure them-
selves that they have attended to the ‘minimum’ requirements and have
not overlooked crucial factors associated with the production of good
research.






STRATEGIES FOR
SOCIAL RESEARCH

There is no single pathway to good research: there are always options and
alternatives. At any stage of any enquiry, researchers need to take decisions,
make judgements and use discretion in order to successfully complete a proj-
ect. One of the biggest decisions to be made concerns the choice of research
strategy, and the first section of this book outlines a variety of strategies that
can be used. These are not the full range of possibilities that exist because
this would be beyond the scope of this book and would include strategies
more appropriate for large-scale, long-term and very costly investigations. The
focus, instead, is on the range of strategies that are well suited to the needs
of project researchers engaged with small-scale, low-budget research being
conducted over relatively short periods of time.

What are research strategies?

A strategy is a plan of action designed to achieve a specific goal. The concept
has military origins relating to the role of generals: the way they have a broad
overview of operations, the way they plan specific combat tactics as part of a
bigger plan for overall victory, and the way they rely on careful planning to
achieve their goal. Applied to social research, the notion of a strategy retains
the same essential components. It requires:

e an overview of the whole project that uses ‘the bigger picture’ as the basis for
deciding how to approach the research (a research paradigm);

e a carefully constructed plan of action that is rationally designed and likely
to offer the best prospects of success (a research design);
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e aspecific goal that can be achieved and which is clearly identified (a research
problem).

A research strategy is different from a research method. Research methods
are the tools for data collection — things like questionnaires, interviews,
observation and documents (which are outlined in Part II of this book).
Methods are the equivalent of a microscope when used by a scientist, a therm-
ometer when used by a medic, or a telescope when used by an astronomer.
They do a job. They are types of equipment that allow relevant data to be
collected.

In practice, certain methods tend to be associated with certain strategies. For
example, the use of a survey strategy is often linked with the use of question-
naires as the method for data collection. This is because the strategy and the
method tend to work well together. However, the choice of research strategy
does not actually dictate the choice of any specific research method and, in
principle, social researchers can use a range of methods with any given strategy.
There is always an element of choice.

Good practice: the distinction between strategies and methods

The project researcher needs to be clear about the difference between strat-
egies and methods, and should be clear about the grounds for their choice of
strategy.

Which strategy to choose?

There is no single strategy that can be recommended as the ‘best’ in all circum-
stances. The choice of strategy, instead, depends on identifying one that works
best for the particular research project in mind. It is a matter of ‘horses for
courses’ —choosing a strategy that is ‘fit for purpose’ in relation to the particular
thing the research is trying to achieve.

To decide which strategy is likely to work best, the researcher needs to
consider three key questions:

e [sitsuitable?
e [sit feasible?
e Isitethical?

The answers to these questions might point to a particular strategy as the
favourite one, clearly standing out as the most suitable for the task at hand.
However, it is also possible that no single strategy stands out as the winner on
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all points. In this case, the researcher is faced with making a choice between
two or more alternatives, each of which comes with its respective strengths
and weaknesses in relation to the specific nature of the research project being
considered. Each choice brings with it a set of advantages and disadvantages.
Gains in one direction will bring with them losses in another, and the social
researcher has to live with this. Whichever decision is made, however, it is
important that the choice of strategy can be justified in terms of being feasible,
being ethical, and as providing suitable kinds of data for answering the
research question.

Good practice: the choice of strategy is a matter of ‘horses for courses’

The researcher should choose a strategy that is likely to be successful in
achieving the aims of the research, and be able to justify the choice of this
strategy clearly and explicitly.

Is it suitable?

In themselves, research strategies are neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’, nor are they
‘right’ or ‘wrong’. It is only in relation to how they are used that they take on
the mantle of being good or bad, right or wrong. They can only be judged in
relation to the purpose for which they are used and, reflecting this point, it is
better to think of strategies in terms of how useful they are and how appropriate
they are. Thought of in this pragmatic way, the justification for the choice of
any specific strategy must depend on having a clear vision of the particular
purpose for which it is being used. Unless we know what the research is trying
to achieve, it is impossible to judge whether it is likely to be useful or appropri-
ate. Table 0.1 indicates how the research strategies outlined in Part I can be
valuable for different kinds of research purpose, and this should provide some
initial guidance on the question of whether a particular strategy is suitable for
the kind of research that is envisaged.

Table 0.1 Research strategies and research purpose; some links

Strategy Purpose of research

measure some aspect of a social phenomenon or trend
gather facts in order to test a theory

Surveys

Case studies understand the complex relationship between factors as they

operate within a particular social setting

Experiments e identify the cause of something
e observe the influence of specific factors

describe cultural practices and traditions
interpret social interaction within a culture
(Continued overleaf)

Ethnography
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Table 0.1 Continued

Strategy Purpose of research

Phenomenology describe the essence of specific types of personal experience

understand things through the eyes of someone else

Grounded theory e clarify concepts or produce new theories
explore a new topic and provide new insights

Action research e solve a practical problem
produce guidelines for best practice

Mixed methods e evaluate a new policy and gauge its impact
compare alternative perspectives on a phenomenon
combine aspects of the other strategies

Is it feasible?

The choice of strategy needs to take into account certain practical aspects of
conducting research. It is vital, for instance, that the researcher can get access
to the kind of data sources that the strategy requires. The researcher must be
able to gain access to the kinds of people, contexts, events and documents that
will be crucial for the success of the research. This might be a matter of getting
the necessary authorization to contact people, enter locations or view docu-
ments. [t might be a matter of getting agreement from people or organizations
to collaborate with the research. Or, it might be a matter of having the
resources for specialist equipment or travel to fieldwork locations. Whatever
form it takes, the point is that access to data sources is crucial for the choice of
research strategy.

Another practical consideration is the need to meet deadlines and to com-
plete research within specified time constraints. Project researchers generally
face deadlines for the completion of the research and it would be wrong to
choose a strategy which could not possibly allow such deadlines to be met.
Some strategies are relatively predictable in terms of their time-span and lend
themselves to fairly tight time-planning (e.g. surveys, case studies, experi-
ments). Others are less predictable (e.g. grounded theory) or tend to take a
relatively long time (e.g. ethnography). This must be taken into account in
terms of the feasibility of using specific strategies.

When choosing the strategy researchers should also bear in mind the audi-
ence for the research and the particular research community within which the
researcher is working. Different subject areas and disciplines tend to have dif-
ferent perspectives on research and, in practice, this means that they generally
have a preference for certain styles of research rather than others. Project
researchers need to be aware of this. In particular, those who need to conduct a
small-scale piece of research as part of an academic qualification might be
advised to make their choice of strategy mindful of the traditions of their own
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specific discipline and the predispositions of the people who are going to
evaluate their research - their tutors and examiners.

Is it ethical?

Research ethics are an over-riding concern when it comes to the choice of strat-
egy. It is hard to overstate the importance of research ethics in the context of
contemporary social research and, for this reason practical guidance on
research ethics is provided in Appendix 1 on p. 331. These guidelines are based
on some core principles of research ethics, the first of which is that no-one
should suffer harm as a result of participation in the research. The notion of
‘harm’ in this context is wide-ranging and it calls on the researcher to think
carefully at the outset of the research about the possible ways in which partici-
pants might suffer as a consequence of their involvement with the research.
The emphasis is very much on the possibility of harm, rather than the actual-
ity, so the researcher needs to consider the likelihood of things occurring
which could cause harm if they were to happen.

There are certain standard measures which researchers are expected to put
in place to minimize the risk of harm. For social researchers these normally
involve guarantees that:

e participants will remain anonymous;

e data will be treated as confidential;

e participants understand the nature of the research and their involvement;
e participants voluntarily consent to being involved.

There is an expectation, as well, that researchers act professionally and with
integrity. This expectation can be found in the codes of research ethics that
exist for all researchers within their specific disciplines or professions, and
which are freely available online. These codes share the view that:

e researchers must operate within the law;

¢ in their dealings with participants they are expected to be open and honest,
and not to engage in deception;

e in their dealings with colleagues and the research community they are
expected to uphold good standards of science and not ‘fiddle the results’;

¢ in the collection of data they are expected to take matters of personal safety
seriously and not expose themselves or co-workers to unacceptable danger
in the pursuit of data.

There are exceptions to some of these ethical ‘rules’ which might be acceptable
under certain circumstances but, from the project researcher’s point of view,
it is probably wise to start by considering them as baselines which need to be
adhered to. The choice of strategy should allow the research to abide by these
ethical ‘rules’. A strategy should not be chosen if it likely to cause harm to
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those who participate in the research or if it compromises the integrity of the
researcher. No matter how beneficial a strategy might appear to be in terms of
the quality of the information it could supply, a concern with research ethics
is more important.

Link up with Research ethics: a practical guide, Appendix 1 A
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Checklist for the choice of research strategy

When choosing a research strategy you should feel confident about answer-
ing ‘yes’ to the following questions: Vi

Factors to he
considered

Suitability Has the purpose of the research been clearly identified?

Will it produce Is there a clear link between the purpose of the research

appropriate kinds  and the chosen strategy?

of data? Will the strategy produce findings that can answer the
research question(s)?

Feasibility Is there sufficient time for the design of the research,
Can it be done? collection of data and analysis of results?
Are sufficient resources available to cover the costs of
the research (e.g. travel, printing)?
Is it possible and practical to gain access to necessary
data (people, events, documents)?
Will the chosen strategy be favoured by the key
evaluators of the research?

Ethics Can | avoid any harm to participants resulting from their
Will it allow me to  involvement in the research?
be ethical in my Can | get informed consent from potential participants?
dealings with Will the strategy permit me to work within an appropriate
participants? code of research ethics?
Can | guarantee the confidentiality of the information
given to me during the research?

© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open University Press.






SURVEYS AND
SAMPLING

What is a survey? e When are surveys useful? e Types of survey

e Response rates e Sampling e Probability sampling techniques

e Non-probability sampling techniques e Which sampling technique
should be used? e Size of the sample e Advantages of surveys and
sampling e Disadvantages of surveys and sampling e Checklist

for surveys and sampling

What is a survey?

When something is surveyed, it is ‘viewed comprehensively and in detail’,
and the purpose of doing a survey is generally to ‘obtain data for mapping’.
This is clear in the case of geographical surveys and ordnance surveys which
map out the landscape or the built environment of roads and buildings. The
principles, though, have been used to good effect on mapping out the social
world as well as the physical world and, indeed, surveys have emerged in
recent times as one of the most popular and commonplace approaches to
social research. Such social surveys share with their physical counterparts three
crucial characteristics:

1 Wide and inclusive coverage. Implicit in the notion of ‘survey’ is the idea that
the research should have a wide coverage — a breadth of view. A survey, in
principle, should take a panoramic view and ‘take it all in’.
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2 At a specific point in time. Surveys provide a snapshot of how things are at a
specific point in time. In most cases this is useful for ‘bringing things up to
date’ and providing information about the current state of affairs. However,
there are also occasions when researchers do an historical survey to show
how things used to be at a particular point in the past, or even use a sequence
of surveys as the basis for tracking changes over a period of time.

3 Empirical research. Because ‘to survey’ carries with it the meaning ‘to look’,
survey work inevitably brings with it the idea of empirical research. It
involves the idea of getting out of the chair, going out of the office and
purposefully seeking the necessary information ‘out there’.

These three characteristics of the survey approach involve no mention of spe-
cific research methods. It is important to recognize this point. The survey
approach is a research strategy, not a method. Although there are certain
methods which are popularly associated with the use of surveys there are actu-
ally a variety of methods including questionnaires, interviews, documents
and observation that can be used as part of a survey approach.

When are surveys useful?

Surveys are used to best effect when the researcher wants factual information
relating to groups of people: what they do, what they think, who they are. This
is not the only use of surveys but it is the most common use among social
researchers and it reflects the particular strengths of the survey approach. The
first of these is that surveys are good at getting information about a large number
of people: they are well suited to the collection of mass data. Second, the survey
approach works best with clear and narrow targets in terms of information it is
trying to gather. The approach lends itself to dealing with specific issues and is at
its best when the researcher knows in advance precisely which factors are
important and what kind of information is needed. Third, surveys are best
suited to gathering data on relatively straightforward, relatively uncomplicated
facts, thoughts, feelings or behaviours. The breadth of coverage of surveys
means that it is hard to incorporate the depth of investigation needed for really
complex issues. And fourth, surveys are particularly good when looking for
patterns of activity within groups or categories of people (rather than indi-
viduals). They are very useful for linking findings with specific social classes,
age-groups, sexes, ethnic backgrounds, etc. These four aspects of the survey
approach are evident in the familiar use of surveys in relation to things like:

¢ opinion polls and voting behaviour;
e consumer preferences and customer satisfaction;
¢ health-related behaviour, diet, smoking and alcohol consumption;
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e evaluation of educational courses and new innovations;
e TV viewing and audience ratings.

The survey approach is less useful when it comes to research on sensitive and
complicated matters. Surveys do not lend themselves so well to studying issues
in depth or teasing out the intricacies and subtleties of certain facets of social
life. Indeed, other research strategies can prove more valuable in terms of
dealing with:

e complex issues or sensitive subjects (interviews, ethnography);
¢ depth insights or holistic overviews (case studies);

e practical problems (action research, experiments);

e personal experiences (phenomenology);

e developing theories (grounded theory).

Types of survey

The major development of the twenty-first century, so far, is recognition
that the use of all survey modes continues, and none seem likely to disap-
pear. Each has strengths and weaknesses, allowing it to do things other
modes cannot do.

(Dillman 2007: 495)

Postal surveys

Probably the best-known kind of survey is that which involves sending ‘self-
completion’ questionnaires through the post. This generally involves a large-
scale mailing covering a wide geographical area.

Three things need to be borne in mind when considering the use of a postal
survey. First, there is the cost. The printing, packing and postage costs can
quickly mount up, particularly with larger surveys. Project researchers with
limited resources need to think carefully about this. Second, there is the time
delay. Planning and preparation take time, as they do with all research, but
there are specific delays that stem from the turnaround time involved with
posting and returning questionnaires as part of a postal survey. In practice,
the data collection is likely to take a number of weeks to complete even after
the questionnaires have been posted out. Third, there is the response rate. The
proportion of people who respond to postal surveys is generally quite low.

Internet surveys

Internet surveys can take the form of:
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e an email questionnaire where the questions are sent as part of the email itself;

* aquestionnaire sent as an attachment to an email;

e a web-based questionnaire where the questionnaire is a web page located on
an Internet site waiting for people who visit the site to complete it.

Internet surveys provide a fast and cheap alternative to postal surveys and,
for this reason, they can prove to be an attractive proposition for project
researchers who need results quickly and on a restricted budget. There is no
travel, no venue needed and no specialist equipment required. The use of
emails for distributing the survey can be virtually free and, although web-
based questionnaires could cost quite a lot in terms of fees for designing and
hosting the questionnaire, it is quite easy to find low-cost Internet survey sites
that provide an effective service and whose charges should fall well within
the resources available to most project researchers. The data supplied via web-
based questionnaires, as a bonus, arrive in a format that is ready for analysis.
Data from Internet questionnaires can be downloaded automatically into
spreadsheets, databases or statistics packages. There are potentially no data
entry costs (and no transcription errors).

Internet surveys also reduce the turnaround time between sending out a
questionnaire and receiving a completed response. The researcher gets the
replies more quickly because delivery of the questionnaire can become virtually
instantaneous and also because people get round to answering the questions
sooner than with conventional surveys.

Such savings in time and money, furthermore, do not mean that the
researcher has to make sacrifices in terms of the quality of data. Recent evidence
would suggest that the quality of data obtained through Internet survey
research is not significantly different from that obtained using more trad-
itional methods. As the Internet increasingly becomes part of everyday life
for most people in developed societies, there is little evidence that respon-
dents provide different kinds of answer or supply different amounts of infor-
mation as a consequence of the online data collection method (McCabe 2004;
Denscombe 2006, 2008, 2009; Lozar Manfreda et al. 2008).

Telephone surveys

Telephone surveys, like Internet surveys, are now in widespread use in social
research. They provide an alternative to postal and Internet surveys as a means
of collecting questionnaire data, and they can also be used for conducting
interviews. They can be relatively labour-intensive compared with postal and
Internet surveys but the costs of the calls themselves need not be great. Local
and national calls on landlines are not generally expensive and even inter-
national calls can now be made via the Internet virtually free of cost. Calls to
mobile phones, however, can create hefty bills. There are no significant delays
with the return of data using a telephone survey because the responses are
instantaneous, and this is a significant advantage over postal and Internet
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surveys. Weighed against this, phone interviews are unlikely to last beyond
20-30 minutes and there can be problems ensuring that contact is made with
the right person; it is not always easy to verify the identity of the person at the
other end of the line.

In the past it was argued that telephone surveys would produce a biased
sample because poorer people were less likely to own a phone. This criticism
does not really apply today. Most people aged over 18 years can be contacted
directly by telephone, which means that there is the prospect of contacting a
representative sample when conducting surveys by phone. It was also argued
in the past that people might be less inclined to tell the truth when answering
questions over the phone. However, recent evidence shows that people today
are as honest and open on the phone as they are when answering question-
naires or being interviewed face-to-face (Dillman 2007).

Telephone surveys have a particular advantage when used for interviewing.
Researchers do not have to travel to all parts of the country to conduct the
interviews — they only have to pick up a phone. This means that choice of
potential interviewees no longer has to take into consideration things like
the distance between locations and the researcher costs incurred through
travel. Phone surveys can also target particular geographical areas, something
which postal surveys can do but which Internet surveys cannot. Researchers
can select the area they wish to survey and identify the relevant dialling code
for that area. They can then contact phone numbers at random within that
area using random-digit dialling, where the final digits of the phone numbers
are produced by computer technology which automatically generates num-
bers at random.

A Caution

Cell phones pose something of a problem for telephone surveys.
Increasingly, people are using ‘mobiles’ instead of — not just in
addition to — conventional land-line phones and it is likely that, as
things progress, more people will come to rely exclusively on their cell
phone and cease to use a household land-line number. As a con-
sequence, telephone surveys will face a new challenge in terms of
reaching a representative sample of the population. This is because
cell phone numbers are not allocated by geographical location (in the
UK), which means that the researcher cannot use prior knowledge
about the social background or geographical location of any cell phone
user as the basis for including them in a survey.
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Group-administered surveys

Group-administered surveys are conducted in person. They rely on the
researcher undertaking the survey by being on site to distribute and collect the
research instrument — normally a questionnaire. The groups generally already
exist. Rather than get a group of people together specifically for the purpose, it
is easier from the researcher’s point of view to use naturally occurring groups.
For example, a survey of young people could involve the distribution of ques-
tionnaires in schools to whole classes — possibly 30 or more people at a time.
The same approach could be taken with work-groups, community meetings or
any occasions where there will be a (naturally occurring) collection of people
who are suitable for the purposes of the research.

For practical purposes the group-administered survey tends to involve fairly
small numbers. It does not really lend itself to use with thousands of people
in a sports arena. It is, though, particularly well suited to small-scale research.
It is relatively easy to organize and can often draw on the researcher’s personal
knowledge about the context of the research. In terms of turnaround time,
again, this form of survey has advantages because the questionnaires are
generally distributed, completed and returned in one process. The personal
contact involved in the process means that response rates tend to be consider-
ably higher than with postal, Internet or phone surveys. However, because it
requires the researcher to be physically present, it forfeits any savings in time
and money that might be gained by using the post, the Internet or the
telephone to distribute the survey. It can be labour-intensive and, depending
on the locations for research, can incur significant travel costs.

Link up with Cluster sampling, p. 29 °
Face-to-face surveys

Face-to-face surveys involve direct contact between the researcher and indi-
vidual respondents and they normally make use of various forms of question-
naires or interviews as their data collection method. Contact with respondents
can arise through approaches made by the researcher ‘in the street’. The sight
of the market researcher with his/her clipboard and smile is familiar in town
centres. Or the contact can be made by calling at people’s homes. Sometimes
this will be ‘on spec’ to see if the householder is willing and able to spare the
time to help with the research. On other occasions, contact will be arranged
in advance by letter or phone.

The face-to-face survey is a more expensive way of collecting data than the
use of the post, Internet or telephone. Researcher time and travel costs are
considerable. Weighed against this there is the prospect of probing beneath
the surface to get a bit more depth to the information that is obtained. Plus,
this kind of survey with its face-to-face contact offers some immediate means
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of validating the data. The researcher can sense if he/she is being given false
information in the face-to-face context in a way that is not possible with
self-completion questionnaires or telephone surveys. And, with this kind of
survey, response rates pose less of a problem. Partly this is because the face-to-
face contact allows the researcher to use his/her interpersonal skills and powers
of persuasion to encourage the potential respondent to take part in the survey.
Partly it is because with face-to-face surveys the researcher can continue
making contacts until he/she has accumulated the total number of responses
that are required.

Link up with Quota sampling, p. 34 °
Observational surveys

Observational surveys are used to make detailed, factual records of specific
behaviours, events and settings, and they generally employ a systematic
‘observation schedule’ to gather the data. In this respect they are quite different
from the other forms of survey outlined so far. Instead of relying on self-reports
based on what people say they do and say they think, observational surveys
focus on what people actually do. What matters is not some stated preference
or some stated intention to do something but what behaviour actually takes
place that can be observed and systematically recorded.

Observational surveys can also be used to look at particular events — when
they occur, how often they happen, how long they last. For example, an
observational survey could provide precise factual data about queuing at super-
market check-outs; how long shoppers spend standing in line, the average
number of people in the queue, and the peak times in the week for queuing.
When it comes to any decision-making linked to such events the factual data
obtained from the observational survey is likely to be far more persuasive than
any subjective impressions.

A third use of observational surveys is for collecting information about the
social settings within which particular activities take place. They can provide
a valuable means of recording features of the social context and physical
environment — factors that can have a significant impact on the situation.
Observation of school classrooms, for example, could include a record of the
size of the room, the number of students, the ambient temperature, the time
of the day, etc., each of which could have a bearing on the behaviour and the
events that take place during a lesson.

Observational surveys can serve the purposes of small-scale research very
well. They can be used to investigate specific settings (such as hospital wards
or classrooms), need not involve the use of sophisticated equipment and are
normally conducted in person by the researcher. As with the other in-person
types of survey, observational surveys can be rather labour-intensive, and they
can also involve the costs of travel if the locations in which the observations
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are to take place happen to be some distance from the researcher’s home
base. Access to settings is an important consideration for this kind of survey.
Depending on whether the setting is a public space or not, the researcher is
likely to need prior authorization for access to the setting, might well need
ethical approval before the research can commence, and will need to be very
sensitive about what gets recorded. If, for example, the researcher wants to
move beyond the use of pen and paper technology to record his/her observa-
tions and chooses to use a camera or video recording instead, then there are
issues of propriety relating to the collection and storage of images. In places
like schools and hospitals this can be extremely important.

Observational surveys are generally designed to record the kind of things
that exist objectively and which can be easily recognized. They do not work
well if the researcher needs to use interpretation or exercise discretion in order
to know what to record. They are well suited to producing quantitative data
and are particularly valuable in the context of research dealing with practical
problems. These points can be seen in recent examples of observational studies
that have focused on:

e use of seat belts in cars;
e styles of teaching in school classrooms;
e shoppers’ responses to product displays in stores.

Link up with Systematic observation, p. 199 °
P..
Surveys of documents

Although most social surveys focus on getting information from people, the
survey strategy can be applied to documents as well. Historic archives, news-
papers, company reports, and committee minutes are just some of the possible
sources that can be surveyed. Photographs and films are instances of visual
kinds of documents which also lend themselves to being researched using a
survey approach.

The main consideration with this kind of survey is access to the documents.
At one level this involves the authorization to view the documents. The feasi-
bility of this form of survey research clearly depends crucially on whether
the researcher can get authorized access to the documents. Depending on
the type of document and who owns it, researchers might be allowed free
access, access might be restricted, or it might be completely denied. For many
purposes researchers can use documents that are in the public domain. If
the survey covers archives that are publicly available through, for instance,
libraries, museums, Companies House or the Public Records Office, there
should be no restrictions, and little or no cost associated with access. On the
other hand some documents might only be available at a price — the charges
reflecting either an administration fee or the commercial value of the informa-
tion. Access to some documents, such as health records, might be restricted
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on ethical grounds. And where documents are commercially, militarily or
politically sensitive, they are likely to be kept secret with all access being
denied.

In another sense, the issue of access relates to the costs of travel involved
with a survey of documents. Sometimes surveys of documents can be con-
ducted with minimal cost. With an increasing volume of documentary data
being available online and freely downloadable, there is the prospect of a very
convenient form of survey with no travel costs incurred. If the documents are
not downloadable, however, travel costs come into the equation. These travel
costs might be considerable if the documents are in a national archive rather
than a local museum. The researcher might need to travel from one part of the
country to another to visit the location of the documents, and do so on a
regular basis during the period of the investigation.

Link up with Documents, Chapter 12 °
P..

Response rates

When conducting a survey there is a strong likelihood that some of those who
are contacted with requests for information will not co-operate. The aim of a
good survey is to keep such non-responses to a minimum and to achieve the
highest response rate that is possible in relation to the kind of research being
conducted. To do this, it is important for researchers to take into consideration
five things that will have a bearing on the likely response rate achieved by the
survey they have in mind:

® Nature of respondents (age, sex, disability, literacy, employment status, etc.).
Certain kinds of people are less inclined than others to spare the time and
make the effort to comply with requests to help with surveys. Busy people
can ill afford the time. Others with more time on their hands, those who are
retired, for instance, might be more inclined to get involved. People with
communication disadvantages, those with reading or hearing difficulties,
are less likely than others to get involved unless special attention is devoted
to their needs.

e Subject of research (sex, race, religion, politics, income). Certain subjects are
taboo and others are sensitive. If the investigation touches on intimate
matters or embarrassing topics, there is every likelihood that the response
rate will be low.

® Researcher identity (age, sex, social class, ethnicity, clothes, accent). Where
the survey involves face-to-face contact between the researcher and the
respondent, the researcher needs to avoid, as far as is possible, presenting
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himself or herself in a way that will be perceived as threatening or unwhole-
some by the potential respondent.

Link up with The interviewer effect, p. 178 °

P..

* Nature of contact. The way in which people are approached in connection
with a survey has an influence on the response rate. Postal surveys in which
the potential respondent receives the questionnaire ‘cold’ without any prior
notice are prone to very low response rates. A 10 per cent response rate
would not be surprising, and it could easily be lower. The use of prior notifi-
cation and the use of follow-up reminders, however, can raise the response
rate possibly to the 70 per cent region (Dillman 2007). And this is true for
Internet and telephone surveys as well. So, the researcher needs to have a
strategy for establishing contact and providing timely reminders as an inte-
gral part of the survey approach.

e Social climate (free speech). The right to free speech is obviously a factor that
will influence people’s willingness to collaborate with research and to sup-
ply honest and full answers. But this is not simply a matter of legal rights
in a democratic society. There are situations in organizations and other
social settings where potential respondents may not feel free to speak their
thoughts. A threatening climate, wherever it exists and whatever its cause,
can reduce the response rate.

Non-response hias

There are two types of non-response, both of which can lead to bias in the
survey. First, there is non-response through refusal. If there are grounds for
believing that those who refuse to co-operate are consistently of a different
type from those who tend to provide responses (e.g. in terms of age, sex,
gender, social class, religion) and if this difference is relevant to the matter at
hand for the research, then there is the likelihood of a bias in the survey
findings. The survey will systematically over-represent findings from the
groups who are more likely to respond and, by the same token, systematic-
ally under-represent findings from those groups who are less likely to
respond. Second, there is non-response stemming from non-contact. If the survey
is conducted in a way that systematically favours the inclusion of some
groups at the expense of others then, again, a bias will result. If, for example,
the survey involves researchers calling at home addresses between 9 a.m.
and 5 p.m., this will tend to miss contact with those who are at work. To
avoid this they would need to make contact in the evenings as well as during
the day.
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Good practice: avoiding non-response hias

Researchers should take what practical measures are possible to find out if
respondents are different from non-respondents in some way that is relevant to
the survey and which might result in a non-response bias.

Non-response hias and Internet surveys

As with postal surveys the response rate from Internet surveys is influenced by
the visual appeal of the questionnaire and the ease with which it can be
answered and returned. Likewise, the response rate is boosted where potential
respondents are contacted in advance, especially where the contact involves a
personalized form of message in which people are greeted by name. And a
planned follow-up of non-responses enhances the response rate just as it does
with a postal survey. However, in terms of response rates and refusals to par-
ticipate, fears have been voiced in connection with the use of Internet surveys.
It has been suggested that if people feel ill at ease using computers or the
Internet, the chances are that they will be reluctant to participate in online
research. It would appear, though, that such anxieties are largely unfounded.
The evidence would point to the fact that postal surveys and Internet-based
questionnaires produce similar response rates and, if anything, there are indi-
cations that online research might actually be preferred where either is an
option (Truell et al. 2002; Dillman 2007).

Bias through non-contact, however, remains a significant issue for Internet
research. Internet research that relies on responses from visitors to websites has
the problem that it cannot presume that those who visit the site constitute
a cross-section of the population. The issue relates to the use of chat rooms,
news groups and online interviews as well. The concern is that those who are
contacted and who respond might be representative, not of the general public
but just of those who are online and interested in a particular subject.

There is also the matter of Internet connectivity. Although it is often stated that
the Internet eliminates the boundaries of space and opens up the prospect of
data collection on a global scale, the reality is that certain regions of the world
are more likely to be online than others. Since the vast majority of Internet
users live in the USA, Europe or Asia Pacific rim countries, those who live in
poorer parts of the world are less likely to be able to participate in Internet
research. And, although a large and increasing proportion of the population
in developed countries is online, there are still demographic differences that
need to be taken into consideration when it comes to who uses the Internet
the most. The situation could well change rapidly and might vary from coun-
try to country but, in the UK in the early years of the new millennium:

e access to the Internet tends to correlate with social class, with wealthier
groups being more likely to have access than poorer groups;
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e men are more likely to use the Internet than women;
e the elderly are less likely to have access to the Internet than other groups.

Acceptable response rates

There is no hard and fast rule about what constitutes an acceptable response
rate. With large-scale postal questionnaire surveys, for instance, it will not be
uncommon to get a response rate as low as 10 per cent. Face-to-face interviews,
arranged by personal contact between the researcher and the interviewees, are
the kind of approach at the other end of the spectrum where very high
response rates can be expected — possibly even 100 per cent. Rather than look
for a figure above which a response rate is acceptable and below which the
results become suspect, it is more productive to evaluate the response rate
that is actually achieved in terms of the following questions.

e s the level of response reasonable and in line with comparable surveys?
The researcher can look to similar studies as a way of gauging whether the
response rate is acceptable. The methods, the target group, the topic of
research, the sponsor of the research and the use of prior contact are all
important factors here. Each has a bearing on the level of response. The
benchmark, then, needs to be set by the experience of similar surveys.

* Have appropriate measures been taken to minimize non-response rates?
There are practical measures which can be taken to encourage good
response rates and to keep non-responses to the lowest possible level.
Things that annoy respondents and give them cause not to reply should be
anticipated ahead of the survey itself, and steps should be taken to elimin-
ate them. Steps should also be taken to ‘follow up’ non-responses. The
researcher should always build in some tactics for re-contacting anyone
who does not respond on the first occasion, and be prepared to repeat the
reminder two or three times if needed.

e Do the non-respondents differ in any systematic and relevant fashion from those
who have responded?
Of course, to answer this question the researcher needs to have some infor-
mation about those who have been targeted but not responded. This may
prove difficult. None the less, it is good practice to endeavour to get some
data about the non-respondents and to assess whether they are different
from the respondents in any way that will have a bearing on the findings.
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Sampling

The basic principle of sampling is that it is possible to produce accurate find-
ings without the need to collect data from each and every member of a survey
‘population’. For survey researchers this can be an attractive proposition. It
means that they might be able to save time and money by reducing the
amount of data they need to collect without, at the same time, reducing the
accuracy of their findings. With large surveys, in particular, the benefits of
sampling are easy to imagine. If the survey includes a sample of 1,000 people
instead of all 100,000 in the group being studied, it will clearly take far less
time and cost far less money. But the crucial point is that, in principle, such
savings can be achieved without sacrificing the accuracy of the findings.

Populations and samples

Before looking at the approaches to sampling that a survey researcher can use,
it is important to be clear about the terms ‘population’ and ‘sample’. In the
context of surveys and sampling, the term ‘population’ has a specific meaning
(Figure 1.1). Rather than meaning everyone who lives in a country, it refers to
all the items in the category of things that are being researched. It means a
research population. So, if a survey is used to study nurses in Scotland, then the
survey population refers to all nurses working in Scotland (not all the people
who populate the country) and the sample refers to those nurses who are
selected to take part in the research. Likewise, if the research involves a survey
of trade union members in the transport industry in Wales, then ‘population’
refers to all the transport workers in Wales who belong to a trade union, and
the sample refers to the relatively small part of that (research) population who
are actually chosen to participate in the study.

FIGURE 1.1 Population and sample

POPULATION
all members of the
group being studied

SAMPLE
small-subgroup
chosen for study
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Representative samples and exploratory samples

When survey researchers select a sample from a population, they can be trying
to do one of two things. They can be trying to get a representative sample or
they can be trying to get an exploratory sample. Each involves a different
approach and they tend to be associated with different kinds of social research.

Representative samples tend to be associated with larger surveys and with the
use of quantitative data. A representative sample involves a cross-section of
the population. It matches the population in terms of its mix of ingredients,
and relies on using a selection procedure that:

¢ includes all relevant factors/variables/events, and
e matches the proportions in the overall population.

Information gathered from a representative sample allows the researcher to
draw valid conclusions about how things are in the overall research population.

Exploratory samples are often used in small-scale research and tend to lend
themselves to the use of qualitative data. An exploratory sample is used as a
way of probing relatively unexplored topics and as a route to the discovery of
new ideas or theories. The point of the sample is to provide the researcher with
a means for generating insights and information. For this purpose it is not
always necessary to select people/items for the sample in terms of getting an
accurate cross-section of the population. There are times when this might be
the case, but selection to an exploratory sample is based principally on the
need to gather new insights. Rather than go for typical examples, the explora-
tory sample is more likely to include extreme examples or unusual examples
of the thing being studied.

Good practice: choosing a representative or exploratory sample

Researchers need to be very clear and explicit about whether their research is
based on a representative sample or an exploratory sample.

Probability sampling and non-probability sampling

There are two approaches to the selection of samples. Researchers can either
choose probability sampling as the basis for selecting their sample from the
research population, or they can use non-probability sampling.

Probability sampling relies on the use of random selection. It is known as
probability sampling because it is based on statistical theory relating to the
‘normal distribution’ of events. The theory behind its use is that the best way
to get a representative sample is to ensure that the researcher has absolutely no
influence on the selection of people/items to be included in the sample. The
sample, instead, should be based on completely random selection from the
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population being studied. Probability sampling works best with large
numbers, where there is a known population (number, characteristics) and it
tends to be associated with large-scale surveys using quantitative data.

Non-probability approaches to sampling do not operate on the principle of
random selection to the sample and are used when researchers find it difficult
or undesirable to choose their sample on the basis of pure chance. The reasons
for this are varied but, in the main, they will be because:

¢ The researcher feels it is not feasible to include a sufficiently large number
of examples in the study.

e The researcher does not have sufficient information about the population
to undertake probability sampling. The researcher may not know who, or
how many people or events, make up the population.

e It may prove exceedingly difficult to contact a sample selected through
conventional probability sampling techniques. For example, research on
drug addicts or the homeless would not lend itself to normal forms of prob-
ability sampling.

Non-probability sampling involves an element of discretion or choice on the
part of the researcher at some point in the selection process. Non-probability
sampling can still retain the aim of generating a representative sample. In the
interests of saving costs, however, the selection of the sample involves an
element of expediency and established good practice rather than strict adher-
ence to the principles of random selection. Non-probability sampling can
also be used where the aim is to produce an exploratory sample rather than a
representative cross-section of the population. Such approaches involve
non-probability sampling because people or items are selected to the sample
on the basis of things like their expertise, their experience or the fact that they
might be unusual or different from the norm; their selection is not a matter of
pure chance.

Sampling frames

A sampling frame contains information about the research population. Gener-
ally it takes the form of a list of names or addresses that includes all of the
members of the population from which the sample is to be selected. Some-
times a suitable sampling frame can be easy to find. Research that involves
formal organizations can often draw on things like membership lists, email
addresses, and employee records to provide a suitable sampling frame that
includes all members of the population to be researched. The information
is already kept for other administrative purposes. Research involving particular
industries and occupations can find that things like trade directories, com-
mercial listings and memberships of professional associations provide suitable
sampling frames. And, surveys targeting the general public might be able
to use electoral registers or the Postcode Address File (PAF) — a list of
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postcodes and postal addresses produced by the Post Office which contains
about 99 per cent of all private residential addresses. There can be costs associ-
ated with some listings. Commercial companies will supply lists of businesses,
schools, hospitals, charities and other organizations, but will charge for the
service. However, it is possible to be quite specific about which types of organ-
ization and which areas are to be included in the list. This suits the needs of
small-scale research projects because the lists can be fairly small and supplied
at relatively low cost.

Internet surveys and sampling frames

In general, the nature of the Internet makes good sampling frames relatively
more difficult to find. This is because addresses, identities and contact points
on the Internet are very different from postal addresses and phone numbers in
the ‘real’ world. In cyberspace, an address and an identity can be very tempor-
ary and provide no background information of value to the researcher. People
often have more than one email address, use more than one Internet Service
Provider (ISP) and there is no guarantee that any address will be used by just
one individual. Having said this, there are certain types of email lists that
are well suited to being used as a sampling frame when conducting Internet
surveys. Primarily, this is when the research is focused on populations who
exist in some sort of formal organization because the administration of organ-
izations almost invariably requires the maintenance of good records of the
membership, e.g. employees at work, pupils in schools, members of clubs,
volunteers with charities. Such email lists tend to serve known populations
and can therefore prove to be a valuable basis for a sampling frame. Other
email lists exist which, while they allow the researcher to target particular
groups, need to be treated more cautiously in terms of their potential use as a
sampling frame. There are, for example, distribution lists (provided by Google,
Yahoo!, Hotmail and others) that are predominantly based on special interest
groups. These lists allow the researcher to target people with an interest in a
particular topic or activity, but they might not necessarily include the entire
research population and, in this sense, might not be complete.

Bias in sampling frames

There is a danger with the use of any sampling frame that it might be
incomplete or out of date. A list of private addresses will not lead the researcher
to those who are homeless and live on the streets. An electoral register will not
include those under 18 years of age or those who, for whatever reason, have
not registered to vote. Things omitted might well be different in some import-
ant respects from the things which actually exist on the list, and overlooking
them as part of the research can lead to a biased sample. Just as damaging for
the purposes of research, registers can include certain items that should not
be there. They can contain names of people who have passed on - in either a
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geographical or a mortal sense. People move home, people die, and unless
the register is regularly and carefully updated on a routine basis, there is the
likelihood that it will be out of date and include items it should not. Either
way, the impact can be significant. If the sampling frame systematically
excludes things that should be in, or systematically includes things which
should be out, the sample will almost inevitably be biased.

Good practice: sampling frames
A good sampling frame should be:

Relevant: it should contain things directly linked to the research topic.
Complete: it should cover all relevant items.

Precise: it should exclude all the items that are not relevant.

Up-to-date: it should incorporate recent additions and changes, and have
redundant items cleansed from the list.

Any deficiencies ought to be acknowledged. Good research does not depend
on trying to hide limitations in matters like this. It is far better to recognize any
ways in which the sampling frame might be less than perfect and to discuss
the possible impact on the nature of the findings from the research.

Probability sampling techniques

Random sampling (Each person/item has an equal chance of being selected)

Random sampling is often portrayed as the ideal basis for generating a repre-
sentative sample. This is because with random sampling the inclusion of a
person/item in the sample is based entirely on chance. Random selection
ensures that there is no scope for the researcher to influence the sample in
some way that will introduce bias.

It is important to appreciate that the term ‘random’, as used in this context,
does not mean that selection can be haphazard or based on an ‘anyone will
do’ approach. And it is a dangerous mistake for the project researcher to use
the term ‘random’ in a loose or colloquial way when dealing with sampling
techniques. For research purposes, the term ‘random’ actually involves quite
specific constraints on the way that persons/items are selected. From a stat-
istical point of view randomness means that ‘each unit should have an equal
and known probability of inclusion in the sample’.

To get a random sample, there needs to be:

1 A known population from which the sample is to be taken. The researcher
needs to know something about the make-up of the overall population
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from which the sample is to be extracted (such as the total number, who
they are or where they exist).

2 a sampling frame that provides a list of all the items in the population and
which allows them to be picked via some unique identifier (such as a name,
an address, an employee number or a birth date).

3 a process of random selection which provides the basis for including
specific units in the sample. For research purposes this can involve the use
of a random number generator — a utility available free online or through
appropriate computer software packages.

Example: random sampling

In a local football supporters club a random sample could be selected by
putting all the members’ names (the ‘population’) into a large bucket and
then, having ensured that the tickets are well mixed, getting an impartial and
possibly blindfolded person to pick a set of names from the bucket. If a sample
of 100 is sought, then it is the first 100 to be picked who will constitute the
sample. A random sample, then, is like a lottery draw. National lotteries oper-
ate on the basis of selecting numbers at random, though in this case they use
special machines to do the selection. The underlying principle in either case
is that no person and no thing can influence which items get picked. The
selection is based on just one factor — pure chance.

Systematic sampling (Every nth case is included)

Systematic sampling adheres closely to the principle of random selection but,
in this case, the researcher selects items in a systematic way — picking every nth
item from an appropriate list. For a sample of 50 from a population of 250 it will
be every Sth item, for a sample of 70 from a population of 490 it will be every
7th item — nth depending on the size of the required sample relative to the
number in the research population. It should not matter where on the list the
selection starts. The researcher, however, will want to feel sure that there is no
order or pattern in the list that might be related to the topic being investigated
because this could undermine the principle of random selection and cause
some bias to creep into the sample as a result of the system of selection.

Example: systematic sampling

To follow the example of the local football supporters club, rather than put all
the members’ names into a bucket the sample could be chosen from a printed
list of the club’s members. From the list of 1,000 names, the selection of the
100 members to be included in the sample would be based on choosing every
10th person. Since, in this example, the membership list is based on the
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alphabetical order of surnames there might seem no reason to doubt that the
eventual sample will constitute a random sample, just as it would have done
had the names been picked out of the bucket.

Cluster sampling (Clusters within the population)

The question of resources needs to be taken seriously when it comes to the
selection of samples. Identifying units to be included, contacting relevant
respondents and travelling to locations can all entail considerable time and
expense. The virtues of a purely random selection, then, might need to be
weighed against the savings to be made by using alternative approaches
which, while they retain a commitment to the principles of random selection
and the laws of probability, try to do so in cost-effective ways.

Cluster sampling is a typical example of this. Rather than using random
sampling to select individual people or items, it uses random sampling to
select specific clusters or groups. Within each of the clusters all people/items
are included in the sample. The advantage of this sampling technique is that
the clusters, as the name suggests, contain items that are closely grouped
together — normally in one location or in one geographical area. By focusing
on such clusters, the researcher can save a great deal of time and money that
would otherwise have been spent on travelling to and fro visiting research
sites scattered throughout the length and breadth of the land. For this reason
cluster sampling is often used by market researchers and others who need to
conduct surveys on a limited budget.

There are, however, two important conditions that need to be met for the
use of cluster sampling. First, the clusters must be pre-existing, naturally occur-
ring groups. Second, each cluster should reflect the heterogeneity of the total
population. The idea is that within each cluster the researcher might expect to
find a mini-version of the total population and that by including all members
of the cluster within the sample the researcher will be able to get a representa-
tive sample that will produce findings that accurately match the situation in
the total research population.

Example: cluster sampling

A cluster sample could be based on a random selection of schools and the
inclusion of all students within those schools. Schools are naturally occurring
units in the sense that the researcher does not need to organize the grouping of
all the young people on one site — they are there anyway. The inclusion of all
students within the selected schools is based on the assumption that within
each cluster there will be a cross-section of the wider population in terms of
things like age, sex, ethnicity, social background and academic ability.
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Multi-stage sampling (Samples drawn from samples)

Multi-stage sampling involves selecting samples in a sequence of stages, each
sample being drawn from within the previously selected sample. The under-
lying principle is still one of random selection, only in this case it involves
sampling at multiple stages rather than all at once. In principle, multi-stage
sampling can go on through any number of levels, each level involving
a sample drawn from the previous level.

Multi-stage sampling is often associated with cluster sampling. The distinc-
tion between the two is that cluster sampling uses all the items or people that
exist within each cluster whereas multi-stage sampling selects a sample from
within the cluster. This is particularly useful if: (1) the researcher suspects that
the population within the chosen clusters will not provide a cross-section of
the wider population or (2) if resources dictate that it is too expensive to
include everyone in the cluster.

Example: multi-stage sampling

From a research population of 5,000 schools researchers could randomly
select a sample of 50 schools for inclusion in their study. Within each of the
50 schools they could then proceed to randomly select 40 students — providing
an overall sample of 2,000 students on which to conduct a survey. Sub-
sequently, a small random sample of 100 students might be selected for
further study — 1 in 20 selected at random from the sample of 2,000 students.
As with cluster sampling this would be administratively more convenient
than simple random sampling because samples would be taken from just
50 locations.

Stratified sampling (Sampling based on subgroups in the population)

Stratified sampling continues to adhere to the underlying principle of random
selection. However, it introduces some element of researcher influence into
the selection process and, to this extent, moves away slightly from pure ran-
dom sampling. Stratified sampling subdivides the research population into
different subgroups (strata) and then chooses the required number of items or
people from within each subgroup using random sampling techniques. The
reason for introducing stratification into the selection process is to ensure that
crucial parts of the population are appropriately represented in the overall
sample. It allows the researcher to select a sample which he/she knows will
include, for instance, equal number of men and women, or perhaps an appro-
priate balance of different age groups within the sample. There are two
important conditions that apply to the use of stratified sampling. First, the
subgroups must be fairly homogenous in the sense that they share something
in common which can be used to separate them into clearly identifiable
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subgroups. Second, this factor must be relevant and significant in terms of
what is already known about the topic.

Example: stratified sampling

A researcher who wishes to collect information about voting behaviour will
know in advance, from demographic data, that the population of voters
from whom data are to be collected will include a given proportion of
males and females, and will include given proportions of different age bands
from 18 years up. The researcher should also realize from a review of the
literature that sex and age are factors linked with voting behaviour. When
constructing the sample, then, the researcher could wisely choose to adopt a
stratified sampling approach in which:

e all relevant categories of sex and age are included;
e the numbers included for each category are directly in proportion to those
in the wider population (all voters).

In this way, the voting intentions displayed by the sample are likely to corres-
pond with the voting intentions in the wider population of voters.

An illustration of probability sampling techniques

Table 1.1 serves to illustrate how different probability sampling techniques
can operate. The numbers involved are small which, for the purposes of an
illustration, is actually quite useful because it highlights some of the problems
that can arise when probability sampling is used with small sample sizes.
In practice, however, the size of the samples would need to be considerably
larger to allow the probability samples to produce sufficiently accurate results.
Table 1.1 does not include multi-stage sampling simply for reasons of visual
clarity.

In this illustration the population consists of 27 people. Let us presume
that they are members of a football supporters club and that we wish to select
a sample of 9 people to take part in our research (and bear in mind that, in
reality, the numbers might be one hundred times greater than this miniature
illustration). The sampling frame consists of a list of members’ names. These
are ordered alphabetically, and each name has been assigned a number. In
principle, this is sufficient for us to produce either a pure random sample or
a systematic random sample. The sampling frame contains two further bits
of information about the members — location and sex. These permit the use of
cluster sampling and stratified sampling.

A random sample can be selected using random number generating soft-
ware. Simple utilities for this can be found on the Internet, or they come as
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part of standard data analysis software. We use the software to generate a list
of 9 numbers between values 1 and 27. Those whose names are matched
with these numbers on the list are then selected to form the random sample.
Note that in this particular list there are 7 males and 2 females. Running
the random number generator again will produce different figures and, in all
probability, a different balance of males to females. This effect is exaggerated
by the very small numbers involved but as the sample size increases towards
1,000 or more the difference caused by using different random numbers
would vastly diminish.

A systematic sample can be produced simply by selecting every third person
on the list. This will provide the researcher with 9 people who have been
selected simply by chance in terms of where they happen to appear on the list.
This presumes, of course, that there is nothing in the order of the list that
could bias the sample. Note that in this particular systematic sample there are
9 males and O females. However, if the start point is changed, the proportions
change dramatically. Check how the balance changes when we start the
systematic selection at number 001 (3 males, 6 females), or number 002
(6 males, 3 females) instead.

For a cluster sample the selection is based on the random selection of
3 clusters and the inclusion of all those within the cluster as part of the
sample. In this illustration the cluster is based on location. If locations B, H
and | happen to be randomly selected, the sample will incorporate the 9
people who exist in these locations. The assumption here is that location itself
is not a significant factor that could bias the sample.

A stratified sample is designed to ensure that there is an appropriate repre-
sentation of the population within the overall sample. In this illustration a
stratified sample could be used to ensure that males and females are repre-
sented proportionately in the sample. We know from our sampling frame that
there is a ratio of 2:1 of males to females in our population (the football
supporters club members). To get a stratified sample we need to segregate the
membership list according to sex. This is how the sampling frame is reorgan-
ized on the right of Table 1.1 — males separated from females. Then, 6 random
numbers can be generated for selecting from the list of males and 3 random
numbers likewise for selecting from the list of females. In this way the
researcher guarantees to get a sample where appropriate proportions have
been randomly selected from within specific strata of the membership of the
football supporters club.




ueulsiem E| Gco . . . N d Swel||Im £20
uosuiqoy E| ¢co . N H 19qGg3Mm 9¢0
Jp1dyM E| 910 E| E| ueulisiem Gco
uosuyor E| 10 . . . N E| [leisunt 720
1pleyten E| 110 N E| BAIIS €c0
ana|4 E| 010 E| 0] uosuiqoy ¢co
leand E| 800 . N 9 uewyey 120
03a1Q E| L00 . W o) UouaAQ 020
pJojpeig E| 700 . . . N H 1194.0 610
SWel|lIM N L20 . N 9 UOLIBIN 810
19q093Mm N 9¢0 . N a ysie LT0
[leysunt N 20 . E| | JpIdyM 910
BAIIS N €co . . . N g sauor G10
uewyey N 120 . . E| O uosuyor 710
UOM3A0 [ 0¢0 . N g eydng €10
11940 N 610 . W a 31agp|on 210
UOLIBN N 810 . E| | 1pieyie 110
SieN N LT0 . E| v n9i4 010
sauor N G10 . . N | aIsnmy 600
eydny W €10 . E| 3 leang 800
31aqpjon N ¢10 . E| H 03a1q £00
aIsnmy N 600 . . N v salneq 900
salneq N 900 . N <] sueyp G00
3ueyp N G00 . E| E| plojpeig 700
wnequJag N €00 . N o) wnequJag €00
uolysy N 200 . N E| uojysy 00
pauwyy N 100 . . N v pauwyy 100
aweu XS ‘oujslil  pauiess  Jeisnjy  o1jewsisAs wopuey Xes  U013eo0f aweu ‘ou }si|
awel) Suljdwes pajedaises aweJy Suldwes

sonbiuyos} Suljdwes A}ijigeqo.d inoj jo uoiesisn||| "L alqeL



34 THE GOOD RESEARCH GUIDE

Non-probability sampling techniques

Quota sampling (Selected to meet specific criteria)

Quota sampling is widely used in market research. It operates on very similar
principles to stratified sampling. It establishes certain categories (or strata)
which are considered to be vital for inclusion in the sample, and also seeks to
fill these categories in proportion to their existence in the population. There is,
though, one distinctive difference between stratified and quota sampling.
With quota sampling, the method of choosing the people or events that make
up the required number within each category is not a matter of strict random
selection. In effect, it is left up to the researcher to choose who fills the quota.
It might be on a ‘first to hand’ basis - as when market researchers stop
people in the street. The people might be appropriate but were chosen because
they just happened to be there, not as part of a random selection from a
known population. The technical difference here excites statisticians but need
not trouble the project researcher too much. The crucial point is that, like
stratified sampling, it has the advantage of ensuring the representation of
all crucial categories in the sample in proportion to their existence in the
wider population. It does so without waste. Because the quotas are set in
advance, no people or events that subsequently become ‘surplus to require-
ments’ are incorporated into the research. Quota sampling, then, has particu-
lar advantages when it comes to costs — especially when used with face-to-face
interviewing.

Example: quota sampling

Stores in a shopping mall might want to know what their customers think
about the facilities that are available (e.g. parking, toilets, restaurants) and
whether there are any particular features of the mall that attract them to visit
it. A quota sample for face-to-face interviews in the mall could be devised on
the basis of including 200 males and 200 females, and within each group there
could be quota of 40 in each of five age categories 12-18, 19-30, 31-45,
46-64, 65+. The quotas for interview, then, would be 40 males aged 12-18,
40 females aged 12-18, 40 males aged 19-30, 40 females aged 19-30, and
so on. Interviewers would approach appropriate shoppers and continue to
conduct interviews until they had filled the quota for each subgroup.

Purposive sampling (Hand-picked for the topic)

Purposive sampling operates on the principle that we can get the best informa-
tion through focusing on a relatively small number of instances deliberately
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selected on the basis of their known attributes (i.e. not through random
selection). With purposive sampling the sample is ‘hand-picked’ for the
research on the basis of:

e relevance: to the issue/theory being investigated;
e knowledge:  privileged knowledge or experience about the topic.

Purposive sampling works where the researcher already knows something
about the specific people or events and deliberately selects particular ones
because they are seen as instances that are likely to produce the most valuable
data. They are selected with a specific purpose in mind, and that purpose
reflects the particular qualities of the people or events chosen and their rele-
vance to the topic of the investigation.

A purposive sample can be used in order to ensure that a wide cross-section
of items or people is included in the sample. When used in this way, purpos-
ive sampling is, to a degree, emulating a ‘representative sample’. Based on prior
knowledge, the researcher can deliberately select the sample in order to ensure
that the full range of items or people get included (e.g. all age-groups, all
ethnic groups). This can be useful with small-scale surveys where random
sampling of itself might not be likely enough to include groups that occur in
relatively small numbers in the population.

Example: purposive sampling for a cross-section of the population

A purposive sample might deliberately include members of the population
aged over 90 years, a group that might get overlooked using random sampling
with relatively small samples simply because they are relatively small in num-
ber compared with other age-groups.

Purposive sampling can also be used as a way of getting the best information
by selecting items or people most likely to have the experience or expertise to
provide quality information and valuable insights on the research topic. Used
in this way, purposive sampling is particularly well suited for creating an
‘exploratory sample’. The advantage of purposive sampling is that it allows the
researcher to home in on people or events which there are good grounds for
believing they will be critical for the research.

Instead of going for the typical instances, a cross-section or a balanced
choice, the researcher can concentrate on instances which will best illuminate
the research question at hand. These might be extreme cases, rare cases or
critical cases rather than ones chosen to be representative.
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Miles and Huberman (1994) call these special instances ‘outliers’, and com-
mend their inclusion in the process of discovery as a check which explores
rival possible explanations and tests any explanation based on mainstream
findings, by seeing if they can work with instances which are distinctly not
mainstream.

Example: purposive sampling for key informants

A study of online banking fraud might start by identifying some individuals
who play key roles in the detection and prevention of such fraud. Major high
street banks have specialist teams dedicated to online security and the
researcher could make contact with these teams to arrange interviews. Victims
of online banking fraud could be sought to provide their particular perspective,
and the researcher might even try to include fraudsters themselves to get even
more insight into the topic.

Theoretical sampling (Selected to help generate theories)

With theoretical sampling, the selection of instances follows a route of dis-
covery based on the development of a theory which is ‘grounded’ in evidence.
At each stage, new evidence is used to modify or confirm a ‘theory’, which
then points to an appropriate choice of instances for research in the next
phase. The sample evolves, and it continues to grow until such time as the
researcher has sufficient information in relation to the theory that is being
developed.

Link up with Grounded theory, Chapter 6 A
P..

Example: theoretical sampling

A study of teachers’ control of classrooms in secondary schools might involve
observation in classrooms and depth interviews with teachers. From early
fieldwork the researcher could be alerted to the particular significance of noise
emanating from classrooms as an indicator of (lack of) control. Building on
this, theoretical sampling would involve choosing further observations and
interviews deliberately to make comparisons and to check the initial ‘theory’ —
perhaps looking for instances where noise might not be likely to signify a lack
of control (e.g. music lessons or PE lessons).
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Snowball sampling (Participants refer the researcher on to other
potential participants)

With snowball sampling the sample emerges through a process of reference
from one person to the next. At the start, the research is likely to involve just
one or a few people. Each can be asked to nominate some other people who
would be relevant for the purposes of the research. These nominations are
then contacted and, it is hoped, included in the sample. The sample thus
snowballs in size as each of the nominees is asked, in turn, to nominate further
persons who might be included in the sample.

Snowball sampling is an effective technique for building up a reasonable-
sized sample, especially when used as part of a small-scale research project.
One advantage is that the accumulation of numbers is quite quick, using the
multiplier effect of one person nominating two or more others. Added to this,
the researcher can approach each new person, having been, in a sense, spon-
sored by the person who had named him or her. The researcher can use the
nominator as some kind of reference to enhance his or her bona fides and
credibility, rather than approach the new person cold. Snowball sampling is
particularly useful where there is no sampling frame of any kind which can
allow the researcher to identify and make contact with appropriate partici-
pants. For this reason, it is often used in conjunction with qualitative research
based on small-scale exploratory samples, and its use is perfectly compatible
with purposive sampling and theoretical sampling. People can be asked to
nominate others who meet certain criteria for choice, certain conditions related
to the research project and certain characteristics such as age, sex, ethnicity,
qualifications, residence, state of health or leisure pursuits.

Example: snowball sampling

A study of smoking cessation among ‘underage’ smokers could use snowball
sampling to good advantage. There is no sampling frame for such people and
there is no obvious or simple way to identify such people. So, the researcher
could make enquiries until one such person is found. This person is likely to
know of others his/her age who have started smoking and subsequently quit
before they reached the age of 16. Assuming the young person is willing to
co-operate, he/she could be asked to identify two others who have quit smok-
ing. In turn, these two could be asked to identify others who fit the needs of the
sample, and so on. This process builds a sample that snowballs in size.

Convenience sampling (First to hand)

Convenience sampling is built upon selections which suit the convenience
of the researcher and which are ‘first to hand’. An element of convenience is
likely to enter into sampling procedures of most research. Because researchers
havelimited money and limited time at their disposal, it is quite reasonable that
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where there is scope for choice between two or more equally valid possibilities
for inclusion in the sample, the researcher should choose the most conveni-
ent. If, for example, two or more clusters are equally suitable as research sites, it
would be crazy to opt for ones that were the furthest away without some good
reason to do so. Convenience sampling, however, takes this to an extreme by
using convenience as the main basis for selecting the sample, not a subsidiary
one. The criterion for selection to the sample is that items are convenient and
the key advantage of convenience sampling is that it is quick, cheap and easy.

Example: convenience sampling

A student who wishes to conduct a survey into consumer preferences in rela-
tion to soft drinks might choose all the fellow students on the course to be the
‘sample’. They are easy to find and can probably be persuaded fairly easily
to complete a questionnaire on the subject. Alternatively, using face-to-face
interviews, the student could collect data from students using the canteen.
Those who are interviewed will constitute a ‘convenience sample’.

A Caution

Convenience itself offers nothing by way of justification for the inclu-
sion of people or events in the sample. It might be a reasonable prac-
tical criterion to apply when faced with equally viable alternatives but,
in its own right, is not a factor that should be used by researchers to
select the sample. Choosing things on the basis of convenience runs
counter to the rigour of scientific research. It suggests a lazy approach
to the work. Good research selects its items for study not on the basis
that they are the easiest to obtain but for specific reasons linked to the
subject matter of the research and the requirements of the investiga-
tion. For this reason, the practice of convenience sampling is hard to
equate with good research.

Which sampling technique should be used?

From the outline of sampling techniques above we can see that the survey
researcher has 10 basic options from which to choose, each characterized by a
different method of selecting the people or items to be included in the sample.
As Figure 1.2 shows, the sampling techniques sit somewhere on a continuum
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with, at one extreme, a selection technique which eliminates altogether the
influence of the researcher (random selection) and at the other extreme, a
selection technique where selection of the sample is left entirely to the discre-
tion of the researcher (convenience sampling). In between, there are a range of
techniques which differ in the extent to which they adhere to the principle of
random selection. But not only do the techniques sit on a sliding scale in terms
of the basis for selecting the sample, they also have corresponding positions
in terms of the purpose of the sample, the kind of data to be collected, the size
of the sample and the amount of resources they are liable to consume. The
choice of sampling technique depends, therefore, on how the various tech-
niques fit the needs of the researcher and the kind of research he/she proposes
to undertake. When deciding which technique to use, the researcher needs to
consider five core questions:

1 Is my purpose to produce a representative sample or an exploratory sample?

2 To what extent is this purpose better served by selecting the sample on this
basis of random selection or deliberate choice?

3 Will qualitative data or quantitative data be more appropriate for addressing
my research questions?

4 Does a suitable sampling frame exist and can I gain access to it?

5 In terms of the resources available for the research (time and money)
which sampling technique is both feasible and likely to produce relevant
information?

Size of the sample

There are basically three approaches to the calculation of the sample size:
statistical, pragmatic and cumulative. The statistical approach is usually pre-
sented as the proper approach. As we shall see, however, it is best suited to
large-scale surveys and probability sampling techniques. It is the kind of
approach that works well for things like opinion polls and government surveys
which involve very large populations and which cost a lot of money. Smaller-
scale surveys tend to use a more pragmatic approach. This is partly to do
with the costs and partly to do with the difficulties in meeting all the condi-
tions needed for the statistical approach to sample-size calculation. Market
researchers often use a pragmatic approach, estimating the sample size on the
basis of years of practical experience and on what works well enough within
given resource constraints. The third approach is normally associated with
small-scale, qualitative research. The cumulative approach is one in which the
researcher continues to add to the size of the sample until a point is reached
where there is sufficient information and where no benefit is derived from
adding any more to the sample.
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The purpose of the sample: representative or exploratory

When deciding which approach to take, the researcher needs to bear in mind
the kind of sample that is required. Where the aim is to get a representative
sample, then the numbers involved will tend to be relatively large, and where
the aim is to produce an exploratory sample, the numbers involved will be
relatively small. There are different considerations for either kind of sample
and any discussion of sample size needs to reflect the different premises on
which they operate.

In the case of representative samples there is something of a ‘big is beautiful’
stance on survey size. This is based on the principle that the more instances
that are covered, the less likely it is that the sample will be biased. With a large
sample, the researcher is more assured that:

e all aspects of relevance to the research question will have been covered and
included in the findings;

e there will be some balance between the proportions within the sample and
the proportions which occur in the overall population being investigated.

Both factors enhance the representativeness of the sample and, in turn, this
allows greater confidence about making generalizations based on findings
from the sample.

With exploratory samples the scale of the research tends to be smaller. There
are two main reasons for this. First, it is likely that each item or person to be
included in the sample will be studied in greater depth and more detail than
will be the case with a representative sample. There is no absolute rule on this,
but the size of exploratory samples generally reflects the fact that researchers
want to probe deeper than they would do with representative samples. Second,
the size of exploratory samples is not governed by matters of accuracy but by
considerations of how informative the sample is. This means that the sample
only needs to be sufficient in size to enable the researcher to feel that enough
information has been collected.

The anticipated response rate

When thinking about sample size, there is an important distinction to be
made between the sample size that the researcher eventually has available
to use for data analysis and the sample size that is initially contacted in the
survey. A survey rarely achieves a response from every contact. Especially when
using postal questionnaires and the like, the rate of response from those con-
tacted is likely to be pretty low. As far as sample size is concerned, though, the
important thing for the researcher to consider is that the number in the original
sample may not equal the number of responses that are finally obtained which
can be used in the research. The researcher needs to predict the kind of
response rate he or she is likely to achieve and build into the sample size an



42 THE GOOD RESEARCH GUIDE

allowance for non-responses. If the researcher wants to use a sample of some
100 people for research and is using a postal questionnaire survey for which
a response rate of 30 per cent is anticipated, the original sample size needs
to be 334.

The statistical approach (large-scale surveys using probability sampling
for a representative sample)

If the survey is large-scale and it uses probability sampling, there is a precise
way of calculating the required sample size. This is based on statistical theory
and the normal curve distribution of events. Without getting involved too
heavily in statistical theory, the calculation of an appropriate sample size will
depend on four things:

e The size of the research population. It is important to appreciate, though, that
population size is significant where smaller numbers are concerned but, as
Table 1.2 indicates, when the population moves beyond 5,000, changes in
the size of the population cease to have much impact on the sample size.

e The accuracy of the estimates. Social researchers need to feel confident that
their estimates lie close to the real (i.e. population) figure and they will
normally tolerate a margin of error of 3 per cent or 5 per cent. More accurate
results such as the 1 per cent margin of error require sample sizes that do
not offer much saving until the population size exceeds 5,000. The margin
of error that is deemed acceptable for a specific project is known as ‘the
confidence interval’.

e Confidence that the sample will produce results that are representative of
the population. This is the level of confidence. Social researchers know that

Table 1.2 Sample size and population size (probability sampling)

Number in the Required sample size (at 95% confidence level)
population
5% 3% 1%
margin of error margin of error margin of error
50 44 48 50
100 80 92 99
250 152 203 244
500 217 341 475
1,000 278 516 906
5,000 357 879 3,288
10,000 370 964 4,899
100,000 383 1,056 8,763
1 million 384 1,066 9,513
10 million 384 1,067 9,595

Note: ! Refers to final usable responses.
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there is always a chance that the sample might be extreme and unusual,
and they want to feel very confident that their findings are not the product
of any such extreme or unusual sample. In practice, they tend to want a
935 per cent confidence level. They want to know that there would be a less
than 1 in 20 chance of this occurring.

e Variation in the population: less variation requires a bigger sample size. In
terms of the particular attribute being measured (e.g. voting intention), it
matters whether the population is evenly matched (nearing a 50:50 split)
or is widely divided (e.g. 70:30 split). Researchers can get some idea of this
in advance (i.e. before they actually conduct their survey) either from a
review of existing research or by using a pilot survey. If this factor cannot be
estimated, it should be assumed that the population is evenly matched
because this is a ‘worst case scenario’ as far as things are concerned when it
comes to the size of the required sample. By default, the software plays on
the safe side.

Taking these four factors into consideration it is possible to calculate the
required sample size. There is a formula for this calculation but the maths do
not need to concern the project researcher because there are plenty of software
utilities freely available on the Internet that do the calculations at the press
of a button. A web search on ‘sample size calculator’ will identify plenty of
these. Some of these ask for variation (or ‘response distribution’) figures while
others do not. If in doubt, enter 50% in this box. Where they do not ask the
user for the variation they make the worst case scenario assumption outlined
above. What all the sample size calculators do, however, is demonstrate very
clearly how the required sample size varies according to what the researcher
wants in terms of levels of confidence and margins of error. The greater the
level of confidence and the greater the level of accuracy, the bigger the size of
the sample.

FIGURE 1.3 Sample size calculator
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Accuracy and sample size

To achieve greater accuracy, the researcher might need to increase the size of
the sample. Statistical procedures can be used to calculate what specific sample
size will be necessary in order to achieve a given level of accuracy. However,
there is an interesting point that springs from statistical estimates and sample
size. It is that there is relatively little advantage to be gained in terms of accur-
acy once a sample has reached a given size. There are diminishing returns to
increases in the size of samples. This runs contrary to common sense, which
would probably say to us that the degree of accuracy of results would depend
on what proportion of the population is included in the sample. Common
sense might say that a sample of 25 per cent of cases will produce better results
than a sample of 10 per cent. Statistics would say that where the population
size is large, there is hardly any increase in accuracy to be obtained by
incorporating another 15 per cent (see Table 1.2).

Key point: sample size

The crucial factor to be considered in relation to sample size is not the
proportion of the population which is included in the survey, but the
absolute size of the sample.

Non-responses and sample size

With probability sampling, the researcher should initially calculate the
required sample size. Then, to achieve this sample size, the researcher needs
to include sufficient numbers in the survey to allow for (1) the likely propor-
tion of non-responses; and (2) the likely amount of returns that, for what-
ever reason, cannot be used in the final dataset. With a research population
of 10,000 and a confidence level of 95 per cent with a 5 per cent margin of
error, an eventual sample size of 370 is required. On the basis of similar sur-
veys, it might be calculated that there will be a response rate of 55 per cent and
that non-usable responses will account for 5 per cent of all those that are
returned. On this basis the researcher could work out that he/she needs to
distribute the survey to 708 of the population. From the 708 included in the
survey a S5 per cent response rate will lead to about 389 returns, and if 95 per
cent of these are fully usable, then this will provide the 370 sample size that
is required.

Good practice: sample size and non-responses

Always allow for the likely non-response rate when calculating the numbers
needed in order to produce the required sample size.
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A Caution

There are a number of assumptions which underlie the statistical cal-
culation of sample size. As Gorard (2006: 4) points out ‘The sample
must be selected (or allocated) randomly from a known population . . .
The sample must be complete, with full response and no respondent
dropout . .. The measurements involved must be made without error
...and ... the measurements involved are often expected to follow
an ideal distribution, such as the normal, or Gaussian, curve.’ From a
practical point of view it is very difficult for survey research to fully
meet such conditions (Gorard 2006). This would suggest that the
calculation of sample size using probability theory is best viewed as
being more relevant to large-scale surveys operating under near-ideal
conditions rather than something that can be applied directly to
smaller-scale surveys.

The pragmatic approach (smaller-scale surveys using non-probability
sampling for a representative sample)

In practice, social research frequently involves surveys with relatively small
numbers — between 30 and 250 — and when estimating the required sample size
such surveys tend to depend on non-probability sampling techniques. There
are three pragmatic reasons for this. First, there is the matter of resources. In
the real world of research the availability of resources is one factor that always
affects the researcher’s decision on sample size. The fact is that research does
not take place with infinite time and money. In practice, it has to be tailored
to meet the constraints imposed by the amount of time and money which can
be spent on the investigation, and there are not too many individuals or
organizations who can actually afford the scale of investigation that involves
samples of 1,000 or more. Project researchers such as those conducting a sur-
vey as part of an academic degree are very unlikely to have the time or money
to work with large populations and large samples.

Second, there is the nature of research populations and the fact that many of
the populations that social researchers might like to investigate are relatively
small. Work organizations in the UK, for example, are predominantly small
and medium-sized enterprises involving workforces of less than 250 people
and any survey of individual workplaces might well be obliged to operate with
relatively small numbers. And this is true of so many of the groups, events
and locations the social researcher might want to study. Project researchers, in
particular, are likely to want to focus on localized units involving smallish
numbers of people or items.
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Third, the pragmatic approach subscribes to the argument that, used prop-
erly, non-probability sampling techniques can produce data that are suf-
ficiently accurate for the purposes of research. Within the statistical approach,
it should be noted, there are ways of accommodating the need for small sam-
ples and coping with the likely impact of such small samples on the accuracy
of the data they produce. The pragmatic approach, however, tends to rely on
non-probability sampling instead. This is because it is less expensive to under-
take research using things like quota sampling techniques rather than random
sampling techniques. There is, however, an ongoing debate about whether the
use of non-random sampling techniques with smaller sample sizes jeopardizes
the accuracy of the data. The pragmatic approach takes the position that the
level of accuracy needs to be weighed against the additional costs involved and
that the aim is to get accuracy that is good enough for the purposes of research within
the resources available for research. Commercial research companies actually
advise potential customers that for a given sum of money they can be supplied
with results within a given level of accuracy; a greater level of accuracy will cost
more. As a consequence, the customer and the commercial research company
need to agree about whether results will be accurate enough in relation to the
resources available.

The pragmatic approach, then, estimates sample sizes in relation to the scale
of the investigation and a level of accuracy that is sufficient for the purposes of
research. Using non-probability sampling, it does not rely on a statistical calcu-
lation of the sample size but uses instead good judgement based on experience
about what is feasible under the circumstances.

kR

Key point: sample size

‘In practice, the complexity of the competing factors of resources and
accuracy means that the decision on sample size tends to be based on
experience and good judgement rather than relying on a strict
mathematical formula.’

(Hoinville et al. 1985: 73)

This good judgement takes into account four important factors. These do not
provide the exact figure as would be the case with the statistical approach, but
they do provide guidelines that can help the researcher decide which sample
size might be appropriate and acceptable:

e Comparison with other similar surveys. The researcher’s literature review
should identify instances where other researchers have conducted surveys
under comparable conditions, and the sample sizes used in such surveys
can provide some starting point for deciding what numbers to include in
the sample.

e Samples should not involve fewer than 30 people or items. Certainly, it is a
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mistake to use statistical analyses on samples of fewer than 30 without
exceptional care about the procedures involved.

e Allowance for the number of subdivisions likely to be made within the data.
When calculating the number of people or events to include in the sample
the researcher needs to take into consideration the complexity of the data
that are likely to emerge. A sample size which initially looks quite large
might produce only very small returns in relation to specific subdivisions.
So, for example, a sample of 100 people used to investigate earnings and
occupational status might need to be subdivided according to the age, sex,
ethnicity, marital status and qualifications of the people, and according to
whether they are full-time, part-time, unemployed, child-rearing or retired.
This simple investigation would need a cross-tabulation of five personal
factors by five occupational factors, i.e. 25 subdivisions of the data. If the
data were equally distributed, this means that there would be only four
cases in each of the subdivisions, which is hardly an adequate basis for
making generalizations. In practice, of course, we know that the data would
not be evenly distributed and that many of the subdivisions would end up
with no cases in them at all. The researcher therefore needs to think ahead
when planning the size of the sample to ensure that the subdivisions
entailed in the analysis are adequately catered for. The smaller the sample,
the simpler the analysis should be, in the sense that the data should be
subjected to fewer subdivisions.

e Awareness of the limitations. Special caution is needed about the extent to
which generalizations can be made on the basis of the research findings.
Provided that the limitations are acknowledged and taken into account, the
limited size of the sample need not invalidate the findings.

Good practice: sample size

There is a general tendency to choose the minimum sample size that is
feasible with respect to the available resources and the level of accuracy
demanded of the findings.

The cumulative approach (small-scale surveys using non-probability
sampling for an exploratory sample)

There are some approaches to social research where the size of the sample
cannot be stated with certainty at the start of the investigation. The sample
size grows during the course of the research and continues to grow until the
researcher has accumulated sufficient information for the purposes of the
research. This cumulative approach relies on non-probability techniques such
as purposive, theoretical or snowball sampling and is normally associated with
research that:
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e isrelatively small-scale;

e uses qualitative data;

e cannot identify the research population in advance;

¢ aims to produce an exploratory sample, not a representative one.

The cumulative approach to sample size is illustrated perhaps most neatly in
the grounded theory approach and its use of theoretical sampling. Here the
process is one of ‘discovery’. Almost like a detective, the researcher follows a
trail of clues. As each clue is followed up, it points the researcher in a particular
direction and throws up new questions that need to be answered. Sometimes
the clues can lead the researcher up blind alleys. Ultimately, though, the
researcher needs to pursue his or her investigation until the questions have
been answered and things can be explained. A consequence of this is that the
size and composition of the sample are not completely predictable at the outset.

Link up with Grounded theory, Chapter 6 °

Good practice: the cumulative approach and sample size estimates

The fact that the exact size of the sample cannot be stated with certainty at
the start of research does not mean that the researcher should start with no
idea of the final numbers to be included in the sample. Indeed, it makes good
practical sense for researchers using a cumulative approach to have some
broad idea of the likely size of their accumulated sample despite their desire to
pursue threads of enquiry through to a point where they are satisfied they have
enough information. A shrewd look at the time and resources available, and
some reading of similar studies, will help to give a reasonable indication
before the research starts.

Advantages of surveys and sampling

There are four main advantages to be gained from the use of surveys and
sampling in social research.

1 A focus on empirical data. As an approach to social research, the emphasis
tends to be on producing data based on real-world observations. The very
notion of a survey suggests that the research has involved an active attempt
by the researcher to go out and look and to search. Surveys are associated
with getting information ‘straight from the horse’s mouth’.

2 Can collect both quantitative data and qualitative data. The survey approach
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lends itself to being used with particular methods, such as the self-
completion questionnaire, which can generate large volumes of quantitative
data that can be subject to statistical analysis. For this reason, researchers
who find that quantitative data will suit their needs will find themselves
drawn to the survey approach. However, surveys can just as easily produce
qualitative data, particularly when used in conjunction with methods such
as an interview. As we have seen, the use of non-probability sampling in
small-scale surveys is often used by researchers to collect qualitative data
from an exploratory sample or as part of a grounded theory enquiry.

3 Wide and inclusive coverage. The notion of a survey involves the idea of a
span of vision which is wide and inclusive. In different ways, this is true for
both large-scale questionnaire surveys and for small-scale interview surveys.
In the case of large-scale questionnaire surveys, the breadth of coverage is an
advantage in getting representative data from which generalizations can be
made about the wider population. If the coverage is suitably wide and inclu-
sive, it gives credibility to generalized statements made on the basis of the
research. In the case of small-scale interview surveys, researchers can use
sampling techniques which allow them to build up a picture based on data
that includes the full range of relevant items or people, perhaps selectively
including the unusual or extreme ‘outliers’ that are seen as likely to provide
particularly useful information.

4 Costs and time. Surveys can prove to be an efficient and relatively inexpensive
means of collecting data. In the case of small-scale surveys, the researcher’s
time can often be the only significant cost involved and, although large-
scale surveys can involve substantial costs, compared with strategies such
as experiments and ethnography, they can produce a mountain of data in
a short time for a relatively low cost. Results can be obtained over a fairly
short period of time and the researcher can set a finite time-span for this,
which is very useful when it comes to planning the research and delivering
the end-product. The exception to this is where small-scale research uses
purposive, theoretical or snowballing sampling techniques. The duration
of the research can be difficult to predict and it will normally take longer to
complete than other forms of survey.

Disadvantages of surveys and sampling

1 Tendency to focus on data more than theory. With its emphasis on collecting
empirical data there is a danger that the ‘data are left to speak for them-
selves’ without an adequate account of the implications of those data for
relevant issues, problems or theories. The significance of the data can
become neglected. There is nothing inevitable about this, and good survey
research certainly does devote attention to the analysis of data. With
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grounded theory approaches, indeed, there is an inbuilt process for theor-
izing the data. An obsession with the data accumulation and data descrip-
tion, none the less is a danger that the survey researcher needs to be aware of
and avoid.

2 Detail and depth of the data. The data produced through large-scale surveys
are likely to lack detail or depth on the topic being investigated. This is
almost inevitable. Such surveys tend to forfeit depth in favour of breadth
when it comes to the data that are produced, especially where quantitative
data are used. This is not true, however, of small-scale qualitative surveys
using interview methods. Where the survey uses interview methods, it can
produce data that are rich and detailed, although in this case the trade-off is
that the number of people taking part in the survey will be much smaller.

3 Easily ignored. Response rates from surveys are often quite low and getting a
reasonable response rate can be quite a challenge for the researcher. This is
particularly the case with large-scale surveys where potential participants
are selected at random and where the researcher has no personal contact
with the potential participants. It is easy to ignore a researcher’s request for
help that comes through the post or via email. Where selection to a survey
involves personal contact, such as when the researcher uses snowball sam-
pling or forms of purposive and theoretical sampling, the response rates
tend to be far higher.
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Checklist for surveys and sampling

When undertaking surveys and sampling you should feel confident about
answering ‘yes’ to the following questions:

Does the type of survey being used suit the particular
aims of the research?

Is the response rate to the survey comparable with that
obtained by other similar surveys?

Have efforts been made to see if there are significant
differences between the respondents and the non-respondents?

Is it clear whether the sample is intended to be
representative or exploratory?

Is it clear whether the sample selection is based on

probability or non-probability sampling?

Has the specific sampling technique been explicitly identified?
Does the sample selection technique fit comfortably with

the purpose for which the sample is being used (representative or
exploratory)?

If aiming to produce a representative sample, has the
sampling frame been evaluated in terms of how far it is:

e complete and inclusive?
e up-to-date?
e relevant for the research topic?

11

Is the sample size appropriate in relation to:

the type of sample (representative or exploratory)?
the desired level of accuracy?

the likely non-response rate?

the subdivisions in the data?

the available resources for data collection?

If the sample size is less than 30, have the implications
of this for statistical analysis been recognized in the research?

I I A A
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CASE STUDIES

What is the case study approach? e When is it appropriate to use a
case study approach? e What is a ‘case’? e The relevance of a case
study e The selection of cases e Can you generalize from a case
study? e Advantages of the case study approach e Disadvantages of
the case study approach e Checklist for the case study approach

Case studies focus on one (or just a few) instances of a particular phenomenon
with a view to providing an in-depth account of events, relationships, experi-
ences or processes occurring in that particular instance. The use of case studies
has become extremely widespread in social research, particularly with small-
scale research. When researchers opt for a case study approach, they buy into a
set of related ideas and preferences which, when combined, give the approach
its distinctive character. True, many of the features associated with the case
study approach can be found elsewhere and are not necessarily unique to this
strategy. However, when brought together, they form a broad approach to
social research, with an underlying rationale for the direction and planning of
an investigation that separates it from the rationale for survey research or the
rationale for experimental research.

What is the case study approach?

Spotlight on one instance or a few instances

The starting point and arguably the defining characteristic of the case study
approach is its focus on just one instance of the thing that is to be investigated.
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Occasionally, researchers use two or more instances but, in principle, the idea
of a case study is that a spotlight is focused on individual instances rather than
a wide spectrum. The case study approach, then, is quite the opposite of any
mass study. The logic behind concentrating efforts on one case rather than
many is that there may be insights to be gained from looking at the individual
case that can have wider implications and, importantly, that would not have
come to light through the use of a research strategy that tried to cover a large
number of instances — a survey approach. The aim is to illuminate the general
by looking at the particular.

In-depth study

The prospect of getting some valuable and unique insight depends on being
able to investigate things in a way that is different from, and in some senses
better than, what is possible using other approaches. What a case study can do
that a survey normally cannot is to study things in detail. When a researcher
takes the strategic decision to devote all his or her efforts to researching just
one instance, there is obviously far greater opportunity to delve into things in
more detail and discover things that might not have become apparent through
more superficial research.

Focus on relationships and processes

Relationships and processes within social settings tend to be interconnected
and interrelated. To understand one thing it is necessary to understand many
others and, crucially, how the various parts are linked. The case study approach
works well here because it offers more chance than the survey approach of
going into sufficient detail to unravel the complexities of a given situation. It
can deal with the case as a whole, in its entirety, and thus have some chance
of being able to discover how the many parts affect one another. In this
respect, case studies tend to be ‘holistic’ rather than deal with ‘isolated factors’.
It follows from this that in case studies there is a tendency to emphasize
the detailed workings of the relationships and social processes, rather than
restrict attention to the outcomes from these. Quite rightly, a good case
study plays to its strengths. End-products, outcomes and results all remain of
interest to the case study researcher, but if attention were not given to the
processes which led to those outcomes, then the value of the case study
would be lost. The real value of a case study is that it offers the opportunity
to explain why certain outcomes might happen — more than just find out
what those outcomes are. For example, when one is looking at the turn-
over of labour in an organization, the strength of a case study approach
would be that it could investigate the processes that explain the actual level of
turnover - the intricate details of the recruitment policy, staff development,
nature of the work, levels of pay, background of the workers, etc., and how all
these are interrelated - all this over and above giving a detailed description
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of what the facts of the situation are with respect to labour turnover (the
outcome).

Natural setting

‘The case’ that forms the basis of the investigation is normally something that
already exists. It is not a situation that is artificially generated specifically for
the purposes of the research. It is not like an experiment where the research
design is dedicated to imposing controls on variables so that the impact of a
specific ingredient can be measured. As Yin (2009) stresses, the case is a ‘natur-
ally occurring’ phenomenon. It exists prior to the research project and, it is
hoped, continues to exist once the research has finished.

Multiple sources and multiple methods

One of the strengths of the case study approach is that it allows the researcher
to use a variety of sources, a variety of types of data and a variety of research
methods as part of the investigation. It not only allows this, it actually invites
and encourages the researcher to do so. Observations of events within the case
study setting can be combined with the collection of documents from official
meetings and informal interviews with people involved. Questionnaires might
be used to provide information on a particular point of interest. Whatever is
appropriate can be used for investigating the relationships and processes that
are of interest.

%

Key point: the case study strategy

The decision to use a case study approach is a strategic decision that
relates to the scale and scope of an investigation, and it does not, at least
in principle, dictate which method or methods must be used. Indeed, a
strength of the case study approach is that it allows the use of a variety of
methods depending on the circumstances and the specific needs of the
situation.

Case study research characteristically emphasizes

Depth of study rather than Breadth of study
The particular rather than The general
Relationships/processes rather than Outcomes and
end-products
Holistic view rather than Isolated factors
Natural settings rather than Artificial situations

Multiple sources rather than One research method
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When is it appropriate to use the case study approach?

The case study approach works best when the researcher wants to investigate
an issue in depth and provide an explanation that can cope with the complex-
ity and subtlety of real life situations. In particular, it lends itself to the study of
processes and relationships within a setting. The use of more than one research
method sits comfortably with the case study approach although, in practice,
the use of the case study approach has been aligned with qualitative research
far more than it has with quantitative research.

Case studies have been used for a wide range of purposes within social
research. Predominantly, they have been used in relation to the discovery of
information (following an inductive logic). Less commonly, they have been
used in relation to the testing of theory (following a deductive logic). It is quite
possible, in practice, for any particular case study to incorporate elements of
both. Table 2.1 depicts the possible ways in which case studies might be used
but does not imply that any particular case study must be restricted to just the
goals associated with just one category.

Table 2.1 The uses of a case study

Discovery led

Description Describes what is happening in a case study setting (e.g. events,
processes and relationships)

Exploration Explores the key issues affecting those in a case study setting (e.g.
problems or opportunities)

Comparison Compares settings to learn from the similarities and differences between
them

Theory led

Explanation Explains the causes of events, processes or relationships within a setting

[1lustration Uses a case study as an illustration of how a particular theory applies in a
real-life setting

Experiment Uses a case study as a test-bed for experimenting with changes to specific
factors (or variables)

What is a ‘case’?

The case study approach can use a wide range of social phenomena as the unit
of analysis. It can be based on things like an individual, an organization, an
industry, a workplace, an educational programme, a policy or a country. The
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range of potential ‘cases’ is very wide. To qualify as something that lends itself
to case study research, however, it is crucial that the unit has distinct boundar-
ies. The use of a case study approach assumes that the researcher is able to
separate some aspect of social life so that it is distinct from other things of the
same kind and distinct from its social context. Without some notion of a
boundary, it becomes impossible to state what the case is. If the case has no
end-point, no outside, then it bleeds into other social phenomena and ceases
to have any distinct identity. Fundamentally,

e a‘case’ needs to be a fairly self-contained entity;
e a‘case’ needs to have fairly distinct boundaries.

Good practice: defining the case

Good case study research needs to contain a clear vision of the boundaries to
the case and provide an explicit account of what they are.

The relevance of a case study

The case study approach generally calls for the researcher to make choices
from among a number of possible events, people, organizations, etc. The
researcher needs to pick out one example (or just a few) from a wider range of
examples of the class of thing that is being investigated: the choice of one
school for a case study from among the thousands that could have been
chosen; the choice of one sexually transmitted disease clinic from among the
many in hospitals across the country; the focus on one bus company from
among the hundreds throughout the nation which provide local public trans-
port services. Whatever the subject matter, the case study normally depends
on a conscious and deliberate choice about which case to select from among a
large number of possibilities. Two points follow from this.

First, cases are not randomly selected: they are selected on the basis of
known attributes. As a distinct alternative to the randomization principle
associated with classic experiments and large-scale surveys, instances selected
for a case study are chosen on the basis of their distinctive features. Instances
selected for an experiment or a large-scale survey are chosen on a random basis
to ensure as far as possible that they do not represent any specific factors relat-
ing to the variable that is being studied, but quite the opposite is true when it
comes to case study research.

Second, the criteria used for the selection of cases need to be made explicit
and need to be justified as an essential part of the methodology. Initially,
this involves identifying the key features of the case and providing relevant
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information about that feature. For example, if the research topic was ‘small
firms in the automotive industry’ the criterion for the selection of any particu-
lar organization as the basis for a case study would be ‘size’. If size is defined in
terms of the number of employees, then details would need to be given about
the number of employees in the selected firm and how this compares with
(1) definitions of small firms (the theory) and (2) a profile of the size of other
firms throughout the automotive industry. Such details are vital because they
justify the choice of the particular firm as a suitable example of the broader
category of the thing being studied (small firms) and they form the basis for
any generalizations that can be made from the case study findings.

Good practice: choosing the case

A case study should be chosen deliberately on the basis of specific attributes to
be found in the case — attributes that are particularly significant in terms of the
practical problem or theoretical issue that the researcher wants to investigate.

The selection of cases

All case studies need to be chosen on the basis of their relevance to the prac-
tical problems or theoretical issues being researched. But, having established
this, the selection of the specific case will also reflect a range of other consider-
ations as well. These other factors concern the way the case study is to be used
and the amount of flexibility the researcher is able to exercise in the selection
of the specific case.

The way the case will be used
Typical instance

The most common justification to be offered for the selection of a particular
case is that it is typical. The logic being invoked here is that the particular case
is similar in crucial respects with the others that might have been chosen, and
that the findings from the case study are therefore likely to apply elsewhere.
Because the case study is like most of the rest, the findings can be generalized
to the whole class of thing.

Extreme instance

A case might be selected on the grounds that, far from being typical, it provides
something of a contrast with the norm. An illustration of this would be the
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selection of an organization which is notably smaller or notably larger than
usual. Among local authorities in the country, a very small one might be
chosen for a case study, and the logic for doing so would be that this would
allow the influence of the factor (size) to be more easily seen than it would be
in the average size authority. In an extreme instance, a specified factor is seen
in relief - highlighted in its effect.

Test-site for theory

The logic for the selection of a particular case can be based on the relevance of
the case for previous theory. This is a point Yin (2009) stresses. Case studies can
be used for the purposes of ‘theory-testing’ as well as ‘theory-building’, to
use Layder’s (1993) distinction. The rationale for choosing a specific case,
then, can be that it contains crucial elements that are especially significant,
and that the researcher should be able to predict certain outcomes if the theory
holds true.

Least likely instance

Following the idea of test-sites for theory, a case might be selected to test the
validity of ‘theory’ by seeing if it occurs in an instance where it might be least
expected. So, for example, a researcher who wants to test the ‘theory’ that
school teachers place a high value on their autonomy could deliberately select
a situation where such autonomy would seem to be least valued: a school
with team teaching in open plan classrooms. If there is evidence supporting
the ‘theory’ even under such ‘least likely’ conditions, then the ‘theory’ has
all the more credibility.

Practical considerations

Although researchers should never rely on practical reasons as the principal or
the sole criterion for selecting a case, it would be naive to ignore the fact that,
in the real world of research, such factors do have a bearing on the selection
of cases.

A matter of convenience

In the practical world of research, with its limits to time and resources, the
selection of cases is quite likely to include a consideration of convenience.
Faced with alternatives which are equally suitable, it is reasonable for the
researcher to select the one which involves the least travel, the least expense
and the least difficulty when it comes to gaining access. The crucial point here,
though, is that convenience should only come into play when deciding
between equally suitable alternatives. Selection on the basis of ‘the first to
hand’, ‘the easiest’ or ‘the cheapest’ is not a criterion in its own right which
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can be used to justify the selection of cases. If used on its own, in fact, it would
almost certainly be a symptom of poor social research. Used properly, it is
subordinate to the other criteria.

Intrinsically interesting

If a case is intrinsically interesting, then it can prove an attractive proposition.
The findings are likely to reach a wider audience and the research itself is likely
to be a more exciting experience. There are even some experts in the field who
would go as far as to argue that selection on the basis of being intrinsically
interesting is a sufficient justification in its own right (Stake 1995). This goes
right to the heart of the debate about whether cases are studied ‘in their own
right’, as Stake would maintain, or for what they reveal about others of the
kind, and, in light of its controversial nature, it would be rather foolhardy for
the newcomer or project researcher to use this as the sole criterion for selecting
a case. The vast majority of social researchers would not see it as a justification
for selection in its own right. It might work for journalism, but social research
by most definitions calls for more than just this (Ragin 1994). It is far wiser,
therefore, to regard any intrinsic interest of the case as a criterion to be used
when deciding between instances that in all other crucial respects are equally
suitable, and as a bonus.

No real choice

On some occasions, researchers do not really have a great deal of choice when
it comes to the selection of suitable cases for inclusion in the investigation.
The choice is more or less dictated by circumstances beyond their control. This
happens in the following two circumstances.

The study is part of commissioned research

Commissioned research might leave the researcher with little leeway in the
selection of cases. The funder is quite likely to stipulate that the research must
be linked to a specified organization or activity, leaving no discretion on the
matter to the researchers themselves. Under such circumstances, there is no
real choice in the selection of cases.

There are unique opportunities

There are times when events occur which provide the researcher with unique
opportunities. The events themselves, of course, will not be unique; they will
be instances of a class of such events. The opportunity to study such events,
however, may be unique. Situations which could not be planned or created
present themselves as ‘one-off chances’. At one level, this could take the
form of social catastrophes, such as war, famine or natural disaster. At a more
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mundane level, the unique opportunities could reflect the unpredictable or
rare nature of the events. Strikes, for example, might be the kind of class of
events that could be illuminated through the depth study of individual cases.
Researchers, though, will have little choice over which instances they select as
their cases and will necessarily find themselves homing in on such events as
and when they occur. As a consequence, there is no real element of choice in
the selection of the cases.

Can you generalize from a case study?

The value of a case study approach is that it has the potential to deal with
the subtleties and intricacies of complex social situations. This potential
comes from the strategic decision to restrict the range of the study to just
one or a few cases. When opting for this approach, however, the social
researcher is likely to confront scepticism about the findings — scepticism
which arises from doubts about how far it is reasonable to generalize from the
findings of one case. The researcher will probably find people asking questions
such as:

e How representative is the case?

e Isn’t it possible that the findings, though interesting, are unique to the
particular circumstances of the case?

e How can you generalize on the basis of research into one instance?

These are reasonable questions. They reflect the key issue of generalization in
social research and need to be addressed by anyone who decides to adopt a
case study approach. They should not be ignored in the hope that readers of
the research report will overlook the point. Indeed, it is good practice for any
researcher who decides to choose a case study approach to pre-empt possible
criticism by addressing the issue head-on. There should be an explicit defence
against the allegation that you cannot generalize from case study findings, and
this can use the following three arguments.

1 Although each case is in some respects unique, it is also a single example of a
broader class of things. If, for example, the study is based on a small primary
school, this is to be treated as an instance of other schools which are small
and which are in the primary sector. It is one of a type (Hammersley 1992;
Ragin and Becker 1992; Yin 2009).

2 The extent to which findings from the case study can be generalized to other
examples in the class depends on how far the case study example is similar to
others of its type. To pursue the example of the small primary school, the
applicability of the findings from the case study to other small primary
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schools will depend on how far the case study example shares with other
schools in the class (small size, primary sector) features which are significant
as far as the operation of such schools are concerned. Its catchment area, the
ethnic origins of the pupils and the amount of staff turnover might be
regarded as vital factors. If so, the generalizability of the findings from the
particular case study school to small primary schools in general will depend
on the extent to which its profile on these factors is typical of those found
elsewhere. Equally, the case study researcher might wish to stress the extent
to which the particular example being investigated is unusual, and thus
emphasize the limits to how far the findings should be generalized to others
in the class.

Good practice: generalizations from case studies

To draw wider inferences from the study of a particular case the researcher
needs to:

¢ identify significant features on which comparison with others in the class
can be made; and

e show how the case compares with others in the class in terms of these
significant features.

With the example of the small primary school, this means that the
researcher must obtain data on the significant features (catchment area, the
ethnic origins of the pupils and the amount of staff turnover) for primary
schools in general, and then demonstrate where the case study example fits
in relation to the overall picture.

3 Reports based on the case study include sufficient detail about how the case
compares with others in the class for the reader to make an informed judgement
about how far the findings have relevance to other instances. When it comes
to making generalizations on the basis of case studies, some of the responsi-
bility falls to the reader. The reader of the findings will use the informa-
tion to make some assessment of how far the findings have implications
across the board for all others of the type, or how far they are restricted to
just the case study example. The reader, though, must be provided with the
necessary information on which to make an informed judgement on this
matter.

Comparing a case with others of its type
Comparison might call for the inclusion of details on the following factors:
Physical location geographical area, town, building, room, furni-

ture, decor
Historical location developments and changes
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Social location catchment area, ethnic grouping, social class,
age, sex and other background information
about the participants

Institutional location  type of organization, size of organization, official
policies and procedures

Advantages of the case study approach

e The main benefit of using a case study approach is that the focus on one or a
few instances allows the researcher to deal with the subtleties and intricacies of
complex social situations. In particular, it enables the researcher to grapple
with relationships and social processes in a way that is denied to the survey
approach. The analysis is holistic rather than based on isolated factors.

e The case study approach allows the use of a variety of research methods.
More than this, it more or less encourages the use of multiple methods in
order to capture the complex reality under scrutiny.

Link up with Mixed methods, Chapter 8
Po®

e [n parallel with the use of multiple methods, the case study approach fosters
the use of multiple sources of data. This, in turn, facilitates the validation of
data through triangulation.

e The case study approach is particularly suitable where the researcher has
little control over events. Because the approach is concerned with investi-
gating phenomena as they naturally occur, there is no pressure on the
researcher to impose controls or to change circumstances.

e The case study approach can fit in well with the needs of small-scale
research through concentrating effort on one research site (or just a few sites).

e Theory-building and theory-testing research can both use the case study
approach to good effect.

Disadvantages of the case study approach

e The point at which the case study approach is most vulnerable to criticism is
in relation to the credibility of generalizations made from its findings. The
case study researcher needs to be particularly careful to allay suspicions and
to demonstrate the extent to which the case is similar to, or contrasts with,
others of its type.
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e Unwarranted though it may be, case studies are often perceived as producing
‘soft’ data. The approach gets accused of lacking the degree of rigour
expected of social science research. This tends to go along with the view of
case study research as focusing on processes rather than measurable end-
products, as relying on qualitative data and interpretive methods rather
than quantitative data and statistical procedures. Often, case studies are
regarded as acceptable in terms of providing descriptive accounts of the
situation but rather ill-suited to analyses or evaluations. None of this is
necessarily justified, but it is a preconception which the case study
researcher needs to be aware of, and one which needs to be challenged by
careful attention to detail and rigour in the use of the approach.

e On the technical side, the boundaries of the case can prove difficult to define
in an absolute and clear-cut fashion. This poses difficulties in terms of decid-
ing which sources of data to incorporate in the case study and which to
exclude.

e Negotiating access to case study settings can be a demanding part of the
research process. Research can flounder if permission is withheld or with-
drawn. In case studies, access to documents, people and settings can gener-
ate ethical problems in terms of things like confidentiality.

e It is hard for case study researchers to achieve their aim of investigating
situations as they naturally occur without any effect arising from their pres-
ence. Because case study research tends to involve protracted involvement
over a period of time, there is the possibility that the presence of the
research can lead to the observer effect. Those being researched might behave
differently from normal owing to the knowledge that they are ‘under the
microscope’ and being observed in some way.

Link up with The observer effect, p. 69 °
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Checklist for the case study approach

When undertaking research which involves the case study approach you
should feel confident about answering ‘yes’ to the following questions:

Is the research based on a ‘naturally occurring’ situation?

Have the criteria for selection of the case (or cases) been
described and justified?

Has the case been identified as a particular instance of a
type of social phenomenon (e.g. kind of event, type of
organization)?

Have the significant features of the case been described
and have they been compared with those to be found elsewhere
among the type of thing being studied?

Is the case a fairly self-contained entity?

Have the boundaries to the case been described and their
implications considered?

Has careful consideration been given to the issue of
generalizations stemming from research?

Does the research make suitable use of multiple methods
and multiple sources of data?

Does the research give due attention to relationships and
processes, and provide a ‘holistic’ perspective?

© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open University Press.
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What is an experiment? e Cause and effect e The use of controls

e Observation and measurement e Laboratory experiments

o Field experiments e Use of control groups and ‘randomized
controlled trials’ e When is it appropriate to conduct an experiment?
o Advantages of experiments e Disadvantages of experiments

o Checklist for the experimental approach

What is an experiment?

An experiment is an empirical investigation under controlled conditions
designed to examine the properties of, and relationship between, specific fac-
tors. It is the bedrock of research in the physical sciences and is regarded by
many social researchers as a model of good practice. The idea of an experiment
tends to be linked with white-coated scientists working in a laboratory, pos-
sibly using highly sophisticated equipment to measure things with extreme
precision. The point of conducting an experiment is to isolate individual fac-
tors and observe their effect in detail. The purpose is to discover new relation-
ships or properties associated with the materials being investigated, or to test
existing theories.

Now, although this draws on a rather idealized image of the way experi-
ments are conducted in the physical sciences, it is not entirely irrelevant for
the social sciences. It largely succeeds in capturing the essence of the notion
and incorporates the three things that lie at the heart of conducting an
experiment:
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e The identification of causal factors. The introduction or exclusion of factors
to or from the situation enables the researcher to pinpoint which factor
actually causes the observed outcome to occur.

e Controls. Experiments involve the manipulation of key variables. The
researcher needs to identify factors that are significant and then introduce
them to or exclude them from the situation so that their effect can be
observed.

e Empirical observation and measurement. Experiments rely on detailed empir-
ical observation of changes that occur following the introduction of poten-
tially relevant factors. They also involve the precise measurement of the
changes that are observed.

) N
X

Key point: experiments as a research strategy

The essential features of ‘the experiment’ are concerned with the aims
of the investigation and its design. They do not say anything about how
exactly the data are to be collected. This is why experiments are better
seen as a strategy for research rather than a method. The decision to
use an experimental approach is a strategic one in which the researcher
decides to investigate the topic under controlled conditions, paying
careful attention to the meticulous measurement of what goes on.

Cause and effect

Experiments are generally concerned with determining the cause of any
changes that occur to the thing being studied. It is not normally enough to
show that two things that occur are linked; that they always occur at the same
time or they always happen in sequence. Useful though it is to know about
such a relationship, experiments usually aim to discover which of the factors is
the cause. This requires a distinction to be made between dependent and
independent variables. 1t is vital that the researcher has a clear idea of which is
which, and sets up the experiment in a way which produces results that show
the distinction between the two:

e The independent variable is the one that has the impact on the dependent
variable. Its size, number, structure, volume or whatever exists autono-
mously, owing nothing to the other variable. A change in the independent
variable affects the dependent variable.

* The dependent variable is the factor that alters as a result of changes to the
independent variable. It literally ‘depends’ on the independent variable. Any
change in the dependent variable does not affect the independent variable.
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Example: tobacco smoking

Tobacco smoking is related to the incidence of lung cancer. Both are variables
and both appear to be linked to each other: more smoking, higher incidence of
lung cancer; less smoking, lower incidence. Smoking increases the likelihood
of lung cancer. Lung cancer does not increase the likelihood of smoking. In
this example, there is clearly a dependent variable and an independent vari-
able. Smoking tobacco is the independent variable, and lung cancer is the
dependent variable.

The use of controls

When conducting an experiment the aim is to show that the dependent factor
(for example, the incidence of lung cancer in the population) responds to
changes in the independent factor (prevalence of smoking in the society). To
do this, the researcher needs to be sure it was definitely the prevalence of
smoking that was responsible for the observed levels of lung cancer and not
some other factor (e.g. diet or amount of exercise) that actually caused it. This
requires the experimenter to control variables like smoking, diet, exercise and
other factors that could perhaps affect the incidence of lung cancer to ensure
that, of all of them, it is only the one factor, smoking, that could possibly be
linked to the level of lung cancer in the population. There are a number of
ways in which experiments can be designed to achieve this each of which
involves the use of controls.

Introduce a new factor

The most straightforward way to isolate the impact of a variable is to intro-
duce it while keeping all other relevant factors unchanged. Under these
circumstances - ‘all things being equal’ - it is possible to pinpoint the impact
of the new factor and to deduce that any observed changes that occur can
be attributed to the new factor. Since the introduction of the new factor is
the only thing that has changed, it alone can be held responsible for any
subsequent changes that occur. In practice, however, researchers face two par-
ticular difficulties in this regard. First, it can be extremely difficult to ensure
that none of the other variables change. Second, variables are often linked so
that a change in one variable might cause changes across a range of other
variables.
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Eliminate the factor from the experiment

Rather than introduce a new factor to the situation, the researcher might find
it easier to eliminate one factor. So, for instance, a study of the link between
hyperactivity and diet in children might see the researcher deliberately exclud-
ing all artificial colourings from the subjects’ diets and then observing any
change in behaviour. If other factors remain unaltered, it would be logical to
deduce that any observed change was due to the absence of this factor.

Hold the factor constant

In social science, a large number of the key relevant variables come in the form
of attributes that cannot be written out of the equation through eliminating
them from the situation altogether. Things like income, weight and age are
attributes that cannot be eliminated. However, they can be controlled for by
‘holding the factor constant’. To prevent the factor from having an unwanted
intrusion on the outcome of the experiment, the researcher can devise a situ-
ation in which the subjects are all of the same income or of the same weight.
Observed outcomes from the experiment, as a result, can be deduced to stem
from some factor other than income or weight.

Observation and measurement

It might be argued that any form of research involves observation and meas-
urement, but the point about observation and measurement as they are
associated with experiments is that they are conducted under conditions that
are artificially created (to a greater or lesser extent). They take place under
conditions which have been manipulated to allow the greatest rigour and
precision. That is why experiments take place in laboratories, because these
are purpose-built contexts for the research. They enhance the possibility of
precision. There are, though, two points that need to be borne in mind in
relation to observations that form part of an experiment.

First, the artificial setting of an experiment can heighten people’s sensitivity
to being observed. Humans have self-awareness in a sense that makes them very
different from the materials studied in other forms of research. When humans
become aware that they are the focus of attention for research, there is the very
real possibility that they will act differently from normal. They might possibly
become self-conscious or alter their behaviour to take account of the purposes
of the research. This is known as the ‘observer effect’ or ‘Hawthorne effect’.

Link up with the Hawthorne studies, pp. 142-143 A
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Experimenters can take steps to overcome this. They can, for instance, make
hidden observations from behind a one-way mirror. Or they can disguise
the real purpose of the research to avoid getting altered behaviour in rela-
tion to the factor being investigated (see the account of Milgram’s research
below). But both solutions to the observer effect raise ethical problems and
need very careful consideration before being used by the newcomer or project
researcher.

The observer effect

People are likely to alter their behaviour when they become aware that they are
being observed. Unlike atoms, people can become aware of being studied —
conscious of it —and then react in a way that is not usual. They can:

e be embarrassed;
e disguise their normal practice/be defensive.

To overcome the effect, researchers are generally advised to:

e spend time on site, so that the researcher becomes ‘part of the furniture’;
e have minimal interaction with those being observed.

Laboratory experiments

The use of controls, the search for causes and the emphasis on detailed obser-
vation and measurement are seen in their most extreme form in ‘laboratory
experiments’. Such experiments are characteristically:

e of relatively short duration;

e located on site rather than ‘in the field’;

e involve close control of variables to isolate causal factors;
e involve meticulous observation and measurements.

Although not necessarily typical of experiments conducted by psychologists,
a series of experiments conducted by Stanley Milgram at Yale University
between 1960 and 1963 offers an example that illustrates how such laboratory
experiments might operate in the case of social research (Milgram 1974). The
aim of the series of experiments was to shed more light on the apparent will-
ingness of ordinary individuals to inflict cruel pain on others when instructed
to do so by an authority figure. It formed part of an ongoing debate, prompted
by Nazi atrocities during the Second World War, about whether those who
inflicted the torture were psychologically different from other people, or
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whether there is a normal psychological tendency to obey authority, even to
the point of following instructions to hurt a fellow human being against
whom you bear no personal animosity. Milgram’s series of experiments sought
to investigate this under strictly controlled conditions:

The point of the experiment is to see how far a person will proceed in a
concrete and measurable situation in which he is ordered to inflict increas-
ing pain on a protesting victim. At what point will the subject refuse to
obey the experimenter?

(Milgram 1974: 3-4)

An advertisement was put in a local newspaper inviting people aged 20 to 50
to participate in ‘a scientific study of memory and learning’. The advertise-
ment offered $4 plus 50 cents taxi fare for those willing to give up one hour of
their time. Those who took up the offer were met at the university department
by a person who said he was in charge of the experiment — a smart-looking
young man in a laboratory coat. The ‘subject’ was then introduced to a man
who, he was led to believe, was another participant in the experiment. This
person was in his late fifties, very mild-mannered and inoffensive, and slightly
overweight: not the kind of person you would want to harm. The whole
thing, however, was a ‘set-up’. The ‘experimenter’ and the other subject were
colleagues of Milgram, and they were actually taking part in a carefully
scripted sequence of events. Their words and actions were part of the experi-
ment and in accord with a strict plan which was followed with each new
volunteer who came in off the street. This meant that the only real variable
was the action of each subject who had volunteered to help. As far as was
possible, all other aspects of what happened were controlled to be the same on
each occasion.

The subjects were told that they were to take part in a study of the effects of
punishment on learning. One of the two participants was to take the role of
the ‘teacher’ administering the punishment, the other was to be the ‘learner’.
It was rigged so that when drawing a piece of paper out of a hat to determine
which subject took which role, Milgram’s colleague always got the role of the
learner, ensuring that the real subject was left to undertake the teacher role. At
this point the ‘learner’ was taken to a room and sat in a chair. He was strapped
down and electrodes were attached to his arm. The whole thing was delib-
erately set up to resemble the ‘electric chair’. In an adjoining room the
unsuspecting subject and the ‘experimenter’ in his lab coat went to an ‘impres-
sive shock generator’. The subject was given a 45-volt shock from this gener-
ator to make the whole performance that followed convincing. In fact, it was
the only real electric shock administered throughout the whole experiment —
but the subject was not to know this. The learning experiment consisted of the
‘teacher’ (the subject) reading out a series of paired words (e.g. fat-neck, blue-
girl, nice-day). A stimulus word was then read out, followed by five others,
among which was the actual paired word read out in the original series. The
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learner had to identify which was the correct word out of the five. Each time
he made a mistake, the subject had to deliver an electric shock by way of
punishment — purportedly to see if this would encourage better learning. Each
time a mistake was made, an electric shock 15 volts higher than the one before
was apparently administered.

The learner put on a performance. Although he actually received no electric
shock at all, he acted as though he did. As the voltage of the shocks was
increased he began to moan and protest — all, of course, to a precise script
that went with each increase. At 150 volts Milgram’s colleague would cry
out, ‘Experimenter, get me out of here!l I won’t be in the experiment any
more! I refuse to go on!’” At 180 volts he would shout, ‘I can’t stand the
pain!” and by 270 volts he would let out an agonized scream. After 330 volts
the learner fell silent. The lab-coated experimenter continued to coax the sub-
ject to give the electric shocks, and each time the ‘learner’ protested he gave a
carefully scripted reassurance to the real subject: ‘No permanent tissue damage
is caused; he has to go on because it is part of the experiment.’

The experimental conditions were altered through the series of experiments.
The proximity of the subject to the learner was altered, for example, and the
nature of the complaints that could be heard by the subject emanating from
the pained learner, but the basic design continued. Milgram found that ordin-
ary volunteers were remarkably willing to give dangerously high voltages to a
person they believed to be another ‘off-the-street’ volunteer, a person who
was apparently vulnerable to heart attack, an inoffensive person, a person who
was quite evidently suffering extreme pain and demanding to be released.
Depending on the specifics of the experiment, between one-half and two-
thirds of subjects went on to administer up to 450 volts! They did not do so
with glee; they often protested and expressed disquiet about the whole thing.
But this proportion of ordinary people could be persuaded by the authority of
the scientific experimenter in his lab coat to deliver what by any standards
is an extremely dangerous and painful ‘punishment’ to a vulnerable fellow
being.

The psychological explanation for this level of obedience to authority is
discussed in detail by Milgram, but this is not the point of describing the
experiment here. The point of describing it is to illustrate the way in which the
use of an experiment relies on controlling as many of the variables as possible
to allow an uncontaminated measurement of the factor that is of prime inter-
est and involves precise measurements. It is very unlikely that these could
have been achieved had the research not taken place in the laboratory, on
home territory where the researchers are able to set things up in a very meticu-
lous fashion and repeat the experiment time and again without interference
from outside factors.

Admittedly, most laboratory experiments in the social sciences do not
achieve the fame and notoriety of the Milgram experiments, for obvious
reasons. They tend to be less provocative in their topic and design. The
principles, none the less, remain the same.
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A Caution

In the case of social research, there are certain limitations to the
extent to which circumstances can be manipulated. Basically, a
researcher can do things to chemicals and plants that cannot be con-
templated with fellow human beings. For the purposes of doing an
experiment it may be neither feasible nor, indeed, ethical to manipu-
late people’s lives in order to provide the controlled conditions neces-
sary for a ‘social science experiment’. People have feelings, people
have rights.

Link up with Research ethics: a practical guide, Appendix 1
V‘.‘

Field experiments

The use of experiments by social researchers would appear to be restricted to
those situations where they are able to manipulate the situation and impose
controls on crucial variables. Laboratories clearly are designed to aid this.
There is, though, something of a dilemma here:

It is often argued that laboratory experiments are of little use because the
settings in which they take place are artificial and so the results of the
ensuing findings have little validity beyond the confines of the laboratory.

(Bryman 1989: 90)

It is not just that the data are generated under artificial conditions: they are
actually shaped to some degree by those artificial conditions. Yet, if researchers
move outside the laboratories in order to gather data in more natural settings,
they are, of course, likely to pay a high price in terms of their ability to control
the variables. Beyond the laboratory, the social researcher has far less prospect
of managing to manipulate things for the express purpose of a social experi-
ment. Sociologists cannot control levels of incomes in order to conduct
experiments on things like poverty. Nor can health educators manipulate
levels of smoking among adolescent girls in order to study it. Economists can-
not generate a recession in order to investigate its consequences. It is simply
not possible to manipulate circumstances like these. It is not feasible, nor
would it be ethical.

There are, however, approaches within social research which recognize that
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it is neither feasible nor ethical to attempt to impose controls on all the rele-
vant factors, yet which strive to retain the logic of the experimental approach,
albeit in a watered-down version, beyond the bounds of the laboratory.
Because they cannot always control all the variables, some social scientists
have resorted to a ‘quasi-experimental’ approach as a realistic possibility. The
quasi (‘as if’) experimental approach is conducted in the spirit of the classic
laboratory experiment, but recognizes that the researcher cannot dictate cir-
cumstances and needs to take the role of observing events ‘as they naturally
occur’. Much like weather forecasters, these social scientists tend to rely on
observing events which occur in circumstances over which they have little or
no control. Researchers in this case are on the look-out for ‘naturally occur-
ring’ experiments — situations in which they can see the possibility of observ-
ing and measuring the impact of isolated variables through circumstances as
they happen, without imposing artificial controls.

Naturally occurring experiments are part of the logic of anthropological
studies of simple, ‘primitive’ societies. As Margaret Mead made the point:

The study of human development in a primitive society has two advan-
tages: contrast with our own social environment which brings out differ-
ent aspects of human nature and often demonstrates that behaviour
which occurs almost invariably in individuals within our own society is
nevertheless due not to original nature but to social environment; and a
homogeneous and simple social background, easily mastered, against
which the development of the individual may be studied . . . The anthro-
pologist submits the findings of the psychologist who works within our
society to the test of observation within other societies.

([1930] 1963: 212)

Another example of quasi-experimental research comes in the form of
ex post facto experiments. In this instance, the starting point for the investiga-
tion is the ‘effect’, and the researcher sets out to deduce what factors could be
held to account for this outcome. The idea is to work backwards from the effect
to find the cause. For example, the researcher might ask, ‘Does imprisonment
affect earnings after release from detention?’ The research design here would
be to identify a number of people who had been to prison. This independent
variable — imprisonment — is not something the research can or should
manipulate. It is a fait accompli, existing prior to and quite separate from the
research. However, by comparing ex-prisoners with people who in most other
respects match them, it is possible to deduce whether or not that factor has
had a direct effect on the dependent variable: earnings. Or, to give another
illustration, the starting point for the research might be the discovery of lung
cancer in particular people. Ex post facto research then sets about trying to
identify variables that might explain the incidence of lung cancer in these
people. It might be discovered that, compared with the population as a whole,
a higher proportion of those with lung cancer smoke tobacco. Controlling for
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other factors to discount them as possible causes, the researcher might eventu-
ally deduce that smoking tobacco is the cause of the higher incidence of lung
cancer.

Tahle 3.1 Laboratory and field experiments compared

Laboratory experiments Field experiments
Located ‘on site’ Located ‘in the field’
Close control of variables Use available possibilities
Meticulous measurements Structured observations
Shorter duration Longer duration

Use of control groups and ‘randomized controlled trials’

First, it is necessary to identify two groups of people for the experiment. The
two groups should be similar in terms of their composition. One group is
identified as the experimental or ‘treatment’ group, the other is treated as the
‘control’ group.

In the case of randomized controlled trials (RCTs), the rule is that there is
random allocation to the groups. If the research subjects are chosen on a ran-
dom basis, there should be a tendency for those factors which are not crucial to
cancel themselves out. The principle here is that by the choice of a large
enough group of subjects on a random basis, any interference with the results
through ‘confounding’ factors would cancel themselves out in terms of the
results for the whole research group. RCTs are regarded as the gold standard
for research design in the realms of medical and health research concerned
with clinical trials of drugs and other health interventions. Because the
research is generally large-scale and involves large numbers in both the
experimental group and the control group, the random allocation works as a
way of ensuring that there is no difference between the groups.

yo0
Link up with Randem sampling, p. 27

With smaller-scale social research, selection to either group is more likely to
be based on known factors where there is a deliberate attempt to ensure that
the groups are balanced with respect to certain key criteria. Researchers might,
for example, wish to ensure that the groups are similar with respect to age, sex
and ethnicity and they could take steps to allocate people to the groups accord-
ingly. Selection to the groups in this instance is based on purposive sampling.
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The starting point for the experiment, in either case, is two matched groups
or samples. The experiment involves introducing a factor to the experi-
mental group and leaving the other group with no artificially induced
changes. Having added the new factor, the experimenter can then look at
the two groups again with the belief that any difference between the groups
can be attributed to the factor which was artificially induced. Note here that
it is not the change in the experiment group as such which is important.
Certain changes over time are likely to happen, irrespective of whether an
experiment had taken place. Time moves on for all of us. But, if the two
groups were as identical as possible at the outset, any change of this kind
in one group will also occur in the other group. So, instead of measuring
the change from time 1 to time 2, we measure the difference between
the control group and the experimental group at the end of the experi-
ment at time 2. Any differences we observe can be logically deduced to
come from the factor which was artificially induced in the experiment (see
Figure 3.1).

FIGURE 3.1 Experiments and the use of control groups

Pre-test Introduction of Post-test

(time 1) new factor (E) (time 2)
Experimental group A C
Control group B D

Time >

Experimental group and control group are matched groups or samples.
Factor E causes a change in the experimental group of (C — A) — (D - B).

When is it appropriate to conduct an experiment?

The principles of experimentation are ones that can be applied to social
research in a number of ways. Experiments do not need to be conducted in
laboratories; there are ways of conducting experiments ‘in the field’ and the
underlying principles can also be applied to naturally occurring social phe-
nomena. The comparison of social groups (Mead 1943), of countries (Ragin
1994), and of case studies (Yin 2009) can all include the principles of
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experimentation. The crucial factor governing whether or not it is appropriate
to use experimentation as the basis for the research is whether the circum-
stances allow researchers to observe the effect of one variable by controlling
for the effect of others.

The use of an experimental approach, as we have seen, also depends on:

e the ability to avoid the contamination of results through the ‘observer

effect’;
¢ the ability to collect findings in an ethical manner.

Advantages of experiments

® Repeatable. In the case of laboratory experiments, there is every chance that
the research will be repeatable. The procedures should have been carefully
recorded and the variables controlled for. It is in line with the spirit of
scientific research, lending itself to being checked by being repeated by
other researchers using identical procedures.

e Precision. Again, in the case of laboratory experiments, the context for the
research permits the highest possible level of precision when it comes to the
measurements that form the basis of the data.

e Convenience. In the laboratory, the researcher is on ‘home territory’. This has
advantages in terms of setting up the research, and there are also some
positive benefits when it comes to costs. The researcher does not need to go
out into the field and incur the travel costs and the loss of time spent going
to research sites.

* Credibility. The use of experiments is regarded by many people, including
some social scientists, as the most scientific and, therefore, the most cred-
ible approach to research. It has a status that trades off an association with
‘hard’ science.

Disadvantages of experiments

* Deception and ethics. There are a number of ethical considerations to be
borne in mind when one is considering the use of experimental research.
For instance, if the research design employs the use of control groups,
which is likely, will there be any advantage or disadvantage experienced
by those in the respective groups? Is it possible that adverse comparisons
might result through different treatments of experimental and control
groups? If there is a significant difference, this could pose both ethical and
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practical/political problems for the researcher. Equally, the experiment’s
success might depend on keeping its purpose secret from the research
subjects. This raises a question about the ethics of deception when used in
social research.

e Artificial settings. With laboratory experiments there are question marks
about whether the experimental situation creates conditions comparable
with the ‘real-world’ situations in which the behaviour/decisions would be
made, or whether it encourages artificial responses in line with the artificial
setting.

e Representativeness of the research subjects. For most purposes, experimental
researchers will want to use a control group. To use a control group in a valid
fashion, the researcher needs to be sure that the experimental group and the
control group constitute a ‘matched pair’. They need to be very closely
matched in terms of those features which are relevant to the experiment
and to the broader population from which the research subjects are drawn.
This can be difficult to achieve. Are the research subjects typical of the
‘population’ being studied? Do the subjects share the same prior experi-
ences? Has there been an element of self-selection?

e Control of the relevant variables. Being able to control the relevant variables
lies at the heart of the experimental method. However, this places a burden
on the would-be experimenter to be sure that he or she can do so. And, even
if it is practically possible, is it ethical?
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Checklist for the experimental approach

When undertaking research which involves experiments you should feel
confident about answering ‘yes’ to the following questions:

Have the key variables been clearly identified?

Can the relevant variables be controlled for the purposes
of designing the experiment?

Has a clear distinction been drawn between dependent
and independent variables?

Does the experimental situation create conditions
comparable to the ‘real-world’ situations in which the
behaviour/decisions would be made?

If a control group has been used, is it closely matched in
all key respects with the experimental group?

If the research subjects are fully aware of the nature of
the experiment in which they are taking part, has ‘the
observer’ effect been taken into account?

If the research subjects are not fully aware of the nature
of the experiment in which they are participating, will they
be fully informed after the experiment has taken place?

Is the research ethical in terms of its treatment of those
involved in the experiment?

© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open University Press.
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What is ethnography? e The focus of ethnography e Ethnography:
description and theory e Reflexivity: ethnographers as part of the world
they seek to describe e Putting the researcher’s self into ethnographic
research e Access to fieldwork settings e Advantages of ethnography

e Disadvantages of ethnography e Checklist for enthnographic research

What is ethnography?

The term ethnography literally means a description of peoples or cultures. It has
its origins as a research strategy in the works of the early social anthropologists,
whose aim was to provide a detailed and permanent account of the cultures
and lives of small, isolated tribes. Such tribes were seen, with some justifica-
tion, as ‘endangered species’, and the social anthropologists saw the need to
map out those cultures before they became contaminated by contact with the
industrial world or withered away to extinction.

The image of the pith-helmeted outsider dressed in khaki shorts arriving on
the shores of some remote and exotic palm tree island to set up camp and study
the lives of the ‘native’ has become legendary — largely through the works of
people like Bronislaw Malinowski (1922) and Margaret Mead (1943). The con-
cerns of such social anthropologists and the research strategy they employed
set the scene for much of what is undertaken as ‘ethnography’ today.

Ethnography, based on the early anthropological origins of the term and on
subsequent developments by influential classics in the field (e.g. Whyte [1943]
1981), has the following characteristics:
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e [t requires the researcher to spend considerable time in the field among the
people whose lives and culture are being studied. The ethnographer needs
to share in the lives rather than observe from a position of detachment.
Extended fieldwork allows for a journey of discovery in which the explan-
ations for what is being witnessed emerge over a period of time.

e Routine and normal aspects of everyday life are regarded as worthy of con-
sideration as research data. The mundane and the ordinary parts of social
life are just as valid as the special events and ceremonies which can all too
easily capture our attention.

e There is special attention given to the way the people being studied see their
world. Quite distinct from the researcher’s analysis of the situation, the eth-
nographer is generally concerned to find out how the members of the group/
culture being studied understand things, the meanings they attach to happen-
ings, the way they perceive their reality. “To grasp the native’s point of view,
his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world’ (Malinowski 1922: 25).

e There is an emphasis on the need to look at the interlinkages between the
various features of the culture and to avoid isolating facets of the culture
from the wider context within which it exists. Ethnography generally pre-
fers a holistic approach which stresses processes, relationships, connections
and interdependency among the component parts.

¢ There is some acknowledgement that the ethnographer’s final account of
the culture or group being studied is more than just a description - it is a
construction. It is not a direct ‘reproduction’, a literal photograph of the
situation. It is, rather, a crafted construction which employs particular
writing skills (rhetoric) and which inevitably owes something to the eth-
nographer’s own experiences.

kY

Key point: the holistic perspective of ethnography

‘One of the first conditions of acceptable Ethnographic work certainly is
that it should deal with the totality of all social, cultural and psychological
aspects of the community, for they are so interwoven that not one can be
understood without taking into consideration all the others.’

(Malinowski 1922: xvi)

The focus of ethnography

Alien lifestyles: the insider’s point of view

As a topic, ethnography refers to the study of cultures and groups - their
lifestyle, understandings and beliefs. In doing so, ethnography tends to
emphasize the importance of understanding things from the point of view of those
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involved. Rather than explaining things from the outsider’s point of view, there
is a concern to see things as those involved see things — ‘to grasp the native’s
point of view’. Early anthropologists used to study relatively small groups in
societies which were different from their own. They hoped the comparison
would illuminate aspects of their own society as wel