Chapter 2.6: Data Collection Methods

Section 2: Ten Tools for Applying Sociology

CHAPTER 2.6: DATA COLLECTION METHODS

QUICK START: In thischapter, you will learn

The basics of data collection methods.

To know when to use quantitative and/or quditative methods in examining socid

Stuations.

To know when to use probability and non-probability sampling.

To know how to develop a research design to answer a question.

TERMS

Data Collection M ethods

Quantitative Method

Qualitative M ethod

Variable

Triangulate

Experiments

Ways o collect dataon individua and group
characterigtics, attitudes, beliefs, values, and behavior.

Data collection techniques that convert individua or group
characterigtics, attitudes, values, beliefs or behaviorsinto
numbers.

Data collection techniques that produce a written, audio or
video record of people’ swords or behavior.

A measure of a concept the vaue of which can change
across people or cases.

Using multiple data collection methods to understand a
socid issue or problem from multiple angles and

perspectives.

Exposing one group to a socid force and another group to
something neutrd and then comparing their reactions.
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Surveys

Participant Observation

Non-Participant Observation

I n-Depth Interviews

Focus Groups

Existing or Secondary Data

Observation

Field Notes

Higtorical or Content Analysis

Evaluation Research

Ethnography or Case Study

Action Research

Asking slandardized questions of agroup of people, either
in person, or by phone or mail.

Observing peopl€e s behavior in a particular setting on a
particular topic as a participant in the setting.

Observing peopl€ s behavior in aparticular setting on a
particular topic as a non-participant in the setting.

Asking people questions that require lengthy answers and
which they may answer through discusson.

| n-depth interviews with a group of people, in which the
interviewess interactively discuss atopic.

Using numerica data previoudy collected by individuas,
groups or organizations, such as medica or crimind justice
data

Observing peopl€ s behavior in aparticular setting on a
particular topic, either as a participant or non-participant in
the activity.

A researcher’ s written notes about observations during or
after aninterview or observation in a qualitative study.

Using written, audio or video documents that were
origindly recorded for other purposes by individuds,
groups or organizations.

Collecting data to determine whether an intervention or
program works.

Studying every aspect of agroup, organization, or culture,
through participation in and observation of it.

Participating in creating socid change viaaresearch

project. Uses either or both quantitative and quditative
data collection methods.
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Sampling

Population

Generalize

Sample Size

Probability Samples
Non-Probability Samples

Simple Random Sample

Systematic Random Sample

Proportionate Stratified Random

Disproportionate Stratified Random

Convenience Sample

Quota Sample

Sdlecting a subset of agroup rather than the whole group to
make your observations.

The group of people to whom astudy is relevant and to
which the study seeksto generdize.

To broadly apply the results of research to alarger
population.

The number of peoplein asample. Thismay be
determined by aformulafor probability sampling.

Y ou can draw inferences from them to the whole group.
Y ou cannot draw inferences from them to the whole group.

A sample derived by randomly sdlecting people from off a
lig.

A sample derived by randomly selecting every nth person
from off alig.

A sample derived by dividing a population into
homogeneous groups called strata and then drawing a
ample random sample from within each sratain
proportion to which the sirata exist in the population.

A sample derived by dividing a population into
homogeneous groups caled strata and then drawing
agmple random sample from within eech dratain
disproportion to which the srata exist in the
population

A sample derived by sdlecting people because they are
easly accessible.

A convenience sample that attempts to select a percentage
of people with some characteritic(s), such as sex, race or
age, that matches the percentage that these characteristics
exig in the population.
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Snowball Sample A sample derived by finding one person in the target
population and then asking them to give you accessto other
people that they know in the population, and then repested
as necessary.

Theoretical Sample A sample derived as specified by atheory or research
question.

TOPICS

Applied sociologigts use data collection methods that enable them to best answer the question at
hand. Sometimes that means using a quantitative method, sometimes a qualitative method.
Applied sociologigts often combine or triangulate various methods.

Quantitative approaches are the ones you most likely think of when you think of science. A
scientist looks at a problem, defining it in terms of concepts. Then the scientist measures the
concepts by “reducing” the concept to measurable, observable parts caled variables. After
measuring the parts, the scientist adds them back up again to describe or understand the origina
problem. The overdl ideaisthat any problem or topic of study can be broken down into dl of its
parts, and that the sum of the parts equas the whole problem. For example, let’s say you are an
gpplied sociologist who is hired by a college to determine the professond success of their
aumni. The college wants to use this information in their advertisng to prospective students.

Y ou think about what indicates success and write a survey with questions for each indicator.
Some of the questions on your survey might be: whether dumni are employed, how long it took
for them to obtain ajob post-gradution, job title, income, job satisfaction, and whether dumni
attended graduate school or received any graduate degrees. These are variables.

Y ou're familiar with the quantitative gpproach to studying problems because the physica
sciences use this gpproach. To name afew, biologists, chemists and physicigts al apply this
gpproach. Likewise, quantitative socia scientists follow this same processtoo. You'll seethis
gpproach in sociology, psychology, economics and politica science. If you plan to research a
problem using this gpproach, you must use a method that bresks a problem down. Surveys and
experiments are examples of the quantitative approach to data collection. We describe these
methods in the table below.

Quaditative approaches are different. When you take this gpproach you start by assuming that the
whole problem has a unique qudity initstotdity. Thet is, the problem is greater than the sum of
its parts. From a qualitative perspective, if you reduce the problem to its parts (as with the
quantitative gpproach), you change the problem’ s composition. So if you plan to research a
problem using a quditative gpproach you must use a method that does’t reduce the
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phenomenon. Participant observation, non-participant observation and in-depth interviews
are examples of qudlitative data collection methods. Using these techniques, the researcher
observes the problem in its entirety. We describe these methods in the table below.

For example, let’s say you are an applied sociologist who is hired by alarge red estate company
who is merging with another company. The company executives want to know the best way to
merge the two groups of employees together, so as to reduce personnd problems, maintain
morae, and enhance productivity. To provide answers, you need to understand the
organizationd culture of both organizations. To truly understand the culture, and why and how
people interact asthey do in it, you must spend time in the culture and come to know the people
init. Usng amethod like a survey or an experiment would force you to focus in on certain
aspects of the organizationd culture, for which you would then derive a handful of measures that
represent the whole organizationd culture. Y ou may argue that using such an approach would
produce a biased picture of the culture. Instead, you opt to observe the employeesin their jobs,
and to interview them in-depth about their roles in the organization.

Which technique is better? As you can see there are strengths and weaknesses to both
quantitative and quditative methods. Academic sociologists spend afair amount of time arguing
over which of theseisbest. That'sfine; it' stheir job. But, applied sociologists take alittle
different gpproach. Since solving a problem is centrd, the question is *Which methodological
tool(s) provides the best fit to this problem?’ Applied problemsrardly exist in a perfect scientific
vacuum. Hence, an gpplied sociologist may need to apply multiple methods to get the best
understanding of the problem’ s solution. This might mean both quantitative and quditative
approaches to triangulate the results. For example it would not be unusud for a sociologist doing
market research to do a sample survey to provide agenera understanding of customer
satisfaction, then follow-up the survey with a series of quditative focus groups to enhance the
results.

TOOLS

Bdow is atable that summarizes the main data collection methods that sociologists use.
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Quantitative Qualitative Triangulation
Experiments: Exposng | Observation: Observing people's Evaluation Resear ch:
agroup to varying behavior in aparticular setting on Collecting data to determine

degrees of asocia force,

aparticular topic, either asa

whether an intervention or

then recording and participant or non-participant program works. Uses either or
comparing their observer during the activity. both quantitative and
reactionsto agroup that | Written field notes about the quditative data collection

was not exposed. The observations serve as the data. methods.

numericaly coded

reactions serves asthe

data

Surveys: Asking In-Depth Interviews: Asking Ethnography or Case Study:
standardized questions people questions that require Studying every aspect of a

of agroup of people, lengthy answers and which they group, organization, or culture,

ether in person, or by
phone or mail. Dataare
the numerically coded

SUrvey responses.

may answer through discusson. A
focus group isakind of in-depth
interview with multiple people.
Traditiondly interviews are
audiotaped and, later, typed into a
written transcript of the interview.
They can dso be videotaped, and
transcribed or catalogued. Field
notes and transcriptions of the
interviews serve as data.

through participation in and
observation of it. Canuse
quantitative or quaitative data
collection methods, but usaly
involves qualitative methods.

Existing or Secondary
Data: Usng numerica
dataprevioudy
collected by individuds,
groups or organizations,
such as medicd or
crimind justice data

Historical or Content Analysis:
Using written, audio or video
documentsthat were origindly
recorded for other purposes by
individuass, groups, and
organizations.

Action Research:
Participating in cregting socid
change via aresearch project.
Uses either or both quantitative
and qudlitative data collection
methods.

Before we go on, let'stalk alittle bit more about triangulation. Socid behavior is complicated

and hard to study. Unlike in the physical sciences, we can’t assume that the research cases we are
studying will stay in one place. And unlike the physical sciences, we can’t contain our research
cases, manipulate them and observe how they reect, like ascientist studying cdlls or animas

might do. As aresult, the research that sociologists do is often more complicated than in the
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physical sciences. We must spend agreat dedl of time designing studies to make sure that the
data collection methods we use will provide an accurate window on socid behavior. Usng one
data collection method often does not provide a big enough window. So, gpplied sociologists will
often use more than one data collection method. Let’s look at an example.

A music company releases the first dbum for anew band. They hire you to evauate their
program to promote the band. One data collection method may not be enough. We might do
some face-to-face surveys at amadl to see if consumers are aware of the new band. We could
aso conduct atelephone survey to seeif they like the band’ s music. Liking is not buying, so we
might aso want to ask how likely they are to actudly buy the band’s CD. B, likelihood of
buying is not redly buying either! It'sredly an intention to buy. So, we might like to look a
actua purchases -- how many, when, and by whom. By using severd different methods, we start
to dosein on aredity. Triangulation gives us a better view of redlity.

Another data collection tool is sampling. A sampleis a sub-set of a population. With most
projects, it is not feasible for sociologists to include every person in a population to study atopic.
So we use samplesingtead. The basic issue of sampling isto get a group of people who
accurately represent a population so that you can gener alize your findings from the sample to the
population. There are somewhat complicated formulas that many sociologists use to determine
the sample size they need in order to make valid generdizations. We do not have time to review
al of this science, but we can give you a brief introduction to the types of samplesthat
sociologists use.

There are two categories of samples: probability samples and non-probability samples.
Probability samples use scientific methods to ensure that they accurately represent the larger
population. Probability samples are caled probability samples because, through the use of
scientific methods, every person (or group) in the population has a known probability of being
selected for the sample, and often every person has an equa chance of being selected.
Generdizations from probability samples are usudly vaid. Non-probability samplestry to
represent the larger population too but do not use scientific methods to do so. Hence they often
fal short of an accurate representation. Subsequently, generdizations from non-probability
samples can be suspect.

Below isatable that summarizes the most common probability and non-probability samples.
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Probability Sampling

Non-Probability Sampling

Simple Random: With smple random
samples (SRS) you obtain aligt of dl the
people (or groups) in the population and
randomly select people from off of it to reach
your sample Size.

Convenience: With convenience samples, dso
cdled availability samples, you select people
for a sample because they are easily accessible
to you. Many polls done on television shows
use convenience samples of TV viewers,
Convenience samplesrarely represent their
populations.

Systematic Random: With systematic
random samples you obtain alig of dl the
people (or groups) in the population and
randomly select every i person from off of
it, such as every 10" person. Theinterva a
which you sdlect people depends on the
sample sze that you need.

Quota: Quota samples are done for the same
reasons as convenience samples but you take
an additional step to try to represent some of
the characteristics of the population. For
example, if you were ng movie viewers
satisfaction with anew movie, you might go to
aloca movie theater (convenience sample).
But ingtead of just quickly interviewing any
movie viewerswilling to talk to you, you
interview a percentage of menand womenin
different age groups that matches the
percentage to which these groups exist in the

population.

Proportionate Stratified Random: With
proportionate stratified samples you divide
people into homogeneous groups caled
strata and then draw a SRS from within each
drata. Y ou do thiswhen you will not get
enough cases with aregular SRS to represent
agroup. For example, usng anationa SRS
you would likely not obtain enough Asans or
Latinosto generdizeto, or beinclusve of,
those groups. With a proportionate stratified
sample, you might divide the population into
drata by race and randomly sample, within
each dtrata, a percentage of people that
matches the percentage that each group exists
in the nation or population.

Snowball: With asnowball sample you find
one person in your target population and then
ask them to give you access to other people
that they know in the population. Then you ask
those people to give you access to other
people, and so on. Y ou choose asnowball
sample when you do not know the members of
your target population, or you can not access
them. For example, you might use a snowbdl
samplein asudy of employment
discrimination among gay men and leshian
women.
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Probability Sampling

Non-Praobability Sampling

Disproportionate Stratified Random: These
samples are done for the same reasons as a
proportionate stratified sample and follow the
same steps except that you draw a
disproportionate number of cases from within
each strata because a proportionate number
would not result in enough cases for andysis.
For example, anationd sample dtratified
proportionatdly by race would likely not
generate enough cases of Pacific Idanders
with which to conduct generdizable andyses.
S0, ingtead we might randomly sdect alarger
percentage within that strata, and alower
percentage within the Caucasian strata.

Theoretical: With theoreticd samples, dso
caled purposive samples, you use atheory or
information about your topic to choose a
sample.  For exampleif you are hired by a
date correctiond facility to evauate the
effectiveness of domestic violence
rehabilitation programs across the state, your
topic more or less requires you to sample past
participants in these programs, or possibly their
families or crimind justice personnd.

Let’ swak through the choice of a sampling method and a data collection method to answer a
question. Which methods should we use to determine the effect of hedth information on hedth
behavior among people with cancer? For example, some people that have cancer will try to learn
more about their illness and treatment by reading books, articles, Internet sites, and other
materids. This information may influence how they eet, or exercise, which in turn may influence
the impact of cancer on their body. Knowing how hedth information influences hedth behavior
could help hedlth care providers better treet illnesses. Y ou might try to answer this question for
one of the nationa organizations for cancer patients.

Y our access to cancer patients would drive which data collection method was best to use. It
would be difficult to observe cancer patients searching information and then observe the impact
the information had on their behavior. Where would you find cancer patients searching for
information? Maybe in the library? But how will you know they have cancer, or what
information they are seeking? So, observationa studieswould likely not work.

An experiment is out of the question. It would not be ethical to take agroup of cancer patients
and give some of them information about their iliness and deny others the same information to
see how that information, or lack of it, affects their illness. And, using exigting data won’t work
because data on what cancer patient’ s read about their illness does not exist. Doctors and
hospitals do not collect that data as part of their regular workdays.
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Well, we are down to surveys and in-depth interviews. Either may be plausible. With both we
need someone to give us access to cancer patients. For example, we could not just do arandom
sample of households and mail them a survey or cal their homes and expect to get enough

cancer patients to study our question. So we would need to think about where cancer patients can
be found. Doctor’ s offices would be a good place. Maybe we could get a group of oncologiststo
grant us access to the patients that they have treated. Oncologists might grant us accessif we
explained the project to them and the potentid benefits of the findings. But we would have no
guarantee that some or any of ther patients sought information to read about their illness. So we
might then aso think about where we could find cancer patients who definitely sought

information about their iliness. We could go to a cancer information website and try to get the
webmaster to give us access to their visitors, just as we did with the oncologists. Both the
oncology patients and the website visitors would be theoreticd samples.

Assuming we get access from both the oncologists and the webmaster, we would then need to
decide between in-depth interviews or surveys. In-depth interviews would dlow usto dig deeper
into what hedlth care information patients read and their subsequent hedlth behaviors. However,
in-depth interviews would be more expensive. But an even more critica issue hereis privecy.
Mogt people who vigt Internet Sites prefer to do so anonymoudy — that is the beauty of the
Internet. People who visit a cancer website do not usudly identify themselves or how to contact
them. So it would be nearly impossible to do in-depth interviews with webste visitors. Hence,
we would choose amail survey that can be mailed to the oncologists patients and that can be
posted on the website for vigtorsto complete.

TASKS

Your client, the CEO of an information technology firm, wants to know what she can do to
reduce the turnover rate among her employees. What data collection methods will you useto
help answer her question?

The director of aprogram to rehabilitate men convicted of spouse abuse hires you to evauate
the effectiveness of the program. What data collection methods will you use?

A locd PTA hiresyou to identify what services and programs parents would like the PTA to
provide. What data collection methods will you use?
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