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Preface

To the Student
Welcome to Understanding Research, 2nd Edition. Learning 
how to do social research can be fun, but many students 
believe they know little about the topic and are intimidated 
by it. You have already encountered the results of social re-
search studies. They are in course materials, newspapers, 
Internet sources, and news programs. Most professional 
work settings, businesses, and agencies regularly use re-
search results. While you may have encountered the results 
of research, this course looks behind the scene to examine 
the processes of doing research that produced the results.

Here are four basic ideas about social research to keep 
in mind as you read this text:

•	 Social research is a process that produces a product, 
namely research results.

•	 The research process and its results have relevance for 
individuals, organizations, communities, and nations.

•	 The research process grew out of the combined wisdom 
and experience of thousands of people across many 
decades. 

•	 You can master the fundamentals of doing research.

Social research is a process or an ongoing activity that 
takes place over time. People do research; it does not just 
happen. They engage in a series of actions to produce the 
product, i.e., research results. As a process or activity, real 
people make decisions, take risks, engage in various steps, 
write things down, and think seriously. The principles, tech-
niques, and stages of this process are outcome of thousands 
researchers who worked over many decades to iron out 
difficulties and seek the best ways to learn about the social 
world. The purpose of a course on research is to help you 
learn about doing research and understand the process by 
which we acquire knowledge about the social life around us.

At times, the research process and some of its results 
seem obscure or esoteric, but most of the time studies have 
real consequences. They are relevant to daily life and to 
being a citizen, a friend, a parent, a professional, an em-
ployee, or a business owner. It is not always immediately 
apparent, but most research studies can have practical con-
sequences for how we make decisions. Some people, out of 
ignorance, say it is “just research” or “only a study.” This 
occurs when they cannot see the connections of research 
to their lives and to the lives of people, organizations, and 
events around them.

Many newcomers feel intimidated by the social re-
search enterprise. Yes, college professors, high-powered 

research scientists and others with years of advanced 
schooling and training conduct most research studies. This 
does not mean that research is beyond a beginning stu-
dent. To conduct research study only requires an ability 
to think, to collect evidence, and to examine connections 
or implications. A beginning student may not grasp very 
complex, advanced results or be able to conduct a highly 
sophisticated research study, but grasping the basic prin-
ciples, key procedures, and overall process is possible with 
an investment of modest amounts of time and effort. Once 
you grasp the fundamentals of the research process, it is a 
short distance to move to doing small-scale studies of your 
own. Understanding and doing research can open an en-
tire world of studies, findings, and new insights.

To the Instructor
Few students approach a course on research methods with 
excitement and positive expectations. It is often a required 
course in the curriculum and tends to generate unneces-
sary angst and anxiety among many students. Yet, learn-
ing how to do research does not have to be unpleasant, 
difficult, or stressful. Conducting a study can be fun and 
exciting. After all, by doing social research students ex-
plore and learn new things, probe into diverse areas of so-
cial life, and feel empowered by creating new knowledge. 
Conducting a study does require self-awareness, rigor, 
and discipline—but students acknowledge the need for 
self-awareness, rigor, and discipline for the interests about 
which they are motivated, such as athletic competition, a 
hobby such as video gaming, spectator sports, fashion or 
music, or a volunteer activity.

My approach to teaching about social research comes 
from personal experience. I feel genuine joy when I see 
students learn—and specifically, watch them learn about 
processes of discovery and knowledge creation. Over the 
past three decades, I taught social research methods to un-
dergraduates and graduate students, reflecting, adjusting, 
learning, and improving over that period.

My goal has been to identify what students need 
to know and present it in a manner that they can easily 
grasp. This meant reaching to the fundamentals of social 
science research ideas and techniques, creating a transpar-
ent structure to organize material, and providing students 
with both everyday relevant examples and academic stud-
ies that build basic knowledge. My goal has been to make 
the essentials of doing high-quality research accessible to 
students in ways that they can become excited about the 
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research process. In short, I seek to distill the core princi-
ples, process, and procedures of research and present them 
in a manner that students will want to learn them.

Many professions, applied fields, and academic dis-
ciplines use the findings and techniques of social science 
research. My own background has been as an eclectic and 
wide-ranging sociologist. I am committed to a broad, ecu-
menical approach to social scientific inquiry. The scientific-
research community has produced diverse approaches and 
techniques for conducting social scientific research. I believe 
it is a serious error to fixate on a single research approach 
or technique—be it the experiment or survey, quantitative 
methods in general, or qualitative ethnographic research. It 
is a serious error because it limits our understanding of a 
complex, changing social world, and because it misinforms 
students about the scope and promise of research. By being 
inclusive with regard to diverse forms that social science re-
search can take, we gain much and lose little.

To me, it is unwise to disengage the concrete and tech-
nical aspects of conducting research from the broader epis-
temological issues and the ethical-political dimensions of 
the social science enterprise. I view social research as an 
accomplishment by human actors that takes place in spe-
cific social-historical contexts. Removing human agency 
and context from how we think about the research process 
only introduces distortion and diminishes understanding.

I believe applying the principles, process, and results 
of social research is consequential for the choices and de-
cisions we make in our daily lives and in organizational 
settings. When we apply an open-ended understanding of 
the logic and results of social research, better choices and 
decisions in our organizations, communities, and lives fre-
quently follow. Students can improve their lives and the 
life conditions of the people around them when they un-
derstand the research process. A corollary of this point is 
that the failure to understand research will likely condemn 
the next generation to fall behind and make many unwise 
decisions. Few students who learn about social research 
become full-time professional research scientists, but most 
will become parents, friends, colleagues, employees, citi-
zen-voters, and community members. I believe having a 
sound understanding of the processes and principles of so-
cial research is likely to improve how they will fulfill those 
life-long roles.

New to the Edition
The second edition of Understanding Research seeks to ex-
pand upon the core principles of this course: to make 
the essentials of doing high quality research accessible 
to students in ways that they can become excited about 
the research process. As you have come to expect with 
this course, core principles, processes, and procedures of 

research are distilled and presented in a manner that stu-
dents will want to learn them. It is a stress-free and enjoy-
able approach to the research methods course by providing 
salient real world examples throughout.

•	 Each chapter opens with a vignette/case that has real 
world relevance and connections to the content mate-
rial of the chapter.

•	 Data and examples throughout the course represent 
what is happening right now in research methods with 
most examples drawn from studies published recently 
in academic journals.

•	 The course offers new tools and methods for applying 
classic concepts like expanded strategies for approach-
ing a literature review and ways to think critically and 
creatively about nonreactive research techniques.

•	 In addition to offering guidance on the fundamentals of 
writing a research report, this edition offers a stronger 
emphasis on the seriousness of preparing a research 
report and the importance of communicating findings 
clearly and efficiently.

•	 In addition to end of chapter summaries and quizzes, 
each chapter now has periodic reviews of major points 
and student self-tests for regular feedback.

REVELTM

Educational technology designed for the way today’s stu-
dents read, think, and learn

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more 
effectively and perform better in their courses. This simple 
fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learn-
ing experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital 
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media interac-
tives and assessments—integrated directly within the au-
thors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for students 
to read about and practice course material in tandem. This 
immersive educational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of concepts and 
improved performance throughout the course.

Learn more about REVEL: www.pearsonhighered.com/
revel

Features
Students need to have both the cognitive and affective di-
mensions of the learning process addressed to learn and 
understand material fully. The pedagogical features in this 

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel
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key terms have links to their definition when first intro-
duced, and again when the term reappears and is used 
with material in subsequent chapters. This repetition rein-
forces learning as it builds student confidence.

Sparking critical thinking by including unresolved dilem-
mas, moral-political dimensions of material, and the reasons why 
researchers use certain procedures. 

Interest often fades when a student encounters a re-
search procedure without a rationale for its use or closed-
ended material, i.e., material for which all issues have been 
resolved and uncertainty removed. Interest can grow when 
a student confronts areas of disagreement and debate, and 
is able to see the rationale for using particular procedures.  
In addition to providing key historical context, the Learn-
ing from History feature presents students with an oppor-
tunity to analyze and reflect upon past issues and compare 
them to more recent research and events. Each chapter 
concludes with a Shared Writing exercise, which allows the 
student to write open/ended reflections, opinions, and 
ideas about issues in the material that he or she can share 
with other students.

Chapter Content
Each chapter of the text has a similar format and mixes the 
practical-applied aspects of research with the foundational 
principles and techniques of doing a study. After a brief 
opening study to stimulate interest, students learn about a 
specific aspect of the research process anchored with learn-
ing objectives for each module.

Chapter 1 outlines the basics of what social research 
entails. It explains why a student will find it beneficial 
to understand the research process. There are updates to 
the explanations on the meaning and importance of criti-
cal thinking as well as on the idea of having “standards 
of evidence” for data in social science research. They see 
the steps in conducting a research study and learn about 
some of the purposes for doing a research study. In addi-
tion, new examples from the recent research literature are 
used to illustrate the variety of types of social research.

In Chapter 2 readers learn about the process of mov-
ing from a broad topic of interest to specific study design 
issues, including how to conduct a literature review. The 
opening issue of tattoos is carried into the chapter. A new 
feature is the organization of topics in a question-answer 
format, including the practical design issues for conduct-
ing both qualitative and quantitative research. The discus-
sion on variables and hypotheses shows readers how to 
move from having general ideas about a cause-effect rela-
tionship to drawing a diagram a causal explanation.

Chapter 3 considers both traditional issues in research 
ethics and some of the social-political concerns of doing 
social research. The current edition adds an entry on the 

course guide a student’s travels through each chapter’s 
content, stimulate their interest, and enhance both their 
content learning and their engagement with the material. 
Designed to move beyond the primary cognitive objective 
of content mastery, the features enhance affective objectives 
as well. Presenting accurate content in a well-organized 
manner is insufficient. Students struggle to stay focused 
when they believe material to be irrelevant to their lives 
and the world around them, and if they feel overwhelmed 
by and insecure about the material. This makes stimulat-
ing student interest and actively engaging them essential 
to facilitate their learning. The pedagogical features work 
together to accomplish these tasks in four ways.

Increasing students’ motivation to learn by demonstrating 
that the material has “real world” relevance and connections to 
other issues and knowledge areas. 

Students tend to engage with material that they see 
as being relevant, consequential, and interconnected. Each 
chapter opens with a research topic, drawn from a variety 
of fields. Some of these topics are fast food advertising di-
rected at children (Chapter 1), people who are “rednecks” 
(Chapter 5), and occupations that require “emotional 
work” (Chapter 10). In addition, each chapter has “boxed 
features.” Some are case studies of published research 
on a topic that students may find of interest, or historical 
events related to the material. As students learn specific 
methods of doing research, they also see how the methods 
can reveal new insights about issues in the social world. 
Two other features, Making It Practical and Tips for the Wise 
Consumer, emphasize how students can apply the material 
in a chapter. Examples include Using Article Search Tools 
(Chapter 2), Improving Unclear Questions (Chapter 6), and 
Recommendations for Taking Field Notes (Chapter 10).

Stimulating student interest in and engagement with the 
material by arousing their curiosity. 

Student interest and excitement tend to grow when 
they can see how material offers a pathway to discover-
ing what was previously unknown or contains aspects of 
a puzzle or mystery that they can solve. The interactive 
hide/reveal features in the book’s electronic version use 
curiosity to increase engagement. 

Addressing student feelings of anxiety and insecurity about 
the material by promoting a sense of accomplishment. 

Periodical feedback that signals success can circum-
vent student feelings of uncertainty, disappointment, and 
defeat when facing material the student finds to be chal-
lenging and complex at first. Once a student recognizes 
that he or she is capable of learning complex material, 
positive feelings about self and about the material often 
develop. The student also gains the confidence needed 
to move onto higher-level material. As a student moves 
through each chapter, he or she will encounter periodic 
Summary Review tables of major points, and journaling op-
portunities for regular instructor feedback. In addition, 
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In Chapter 7 readers learn about the great power of 
experimental research for demonstrating causality as well 
as the many specifics of experimental design. The chapter 
makes clear the similarities and differences between ran-
dom sampling from a large population and randomization 
in research participant selection into experimental groups. 
The chapter highlights the contrast between a highly con-
trolled laboratory setting and the value of a natural and field 
experiment where control by the experimenter is difficult.

Chapter 8 covers an array of non-reactive research tech-
niques, including content analysis and using existing sta-
tistical sources. This edition includes a new emphasis that 
encourages readers to use their creativity and powers of 
observation and to consider how they might unobtrusively 
observe, document, and analyze data on an issue. As an il-
lustration, the chapter has an example study that measured 
the relative “walkability” of urban areas through the care-
ful observation and the documentation of specific physical 
features. At the same time, the text asks readers to consider 
issues of possibility violating privacy in such studies.

Chapter 9 is a very elementary introduction to statisti-
cal ideas and techniques used in social research. It begins 
by explaining how to organize and manage quantitative 
data, and closes with a review of several common statis-
tical tests and ways to interpret their results. The empha-
sis of the chapter is to provide readers with a conceptual 
understanding and to develop their quantitative reasoning 
skills, more than to have them engage in computation. The 
chapter illustrates several concepts or techniques using ac-
tual data or examples from recent studies on the issues of 
cohabitation and teen pregnancy.

Chapter 10 introduces readers to ethnographic field 
research. The sequence of chapter topics follows the chro-
nology of what a person does as he/she conducts a field 
research study. The chapter opens with a study on the con-
cept of “emotion work.” Readers see this concept continued 
in other chapter examples. The goal is to show readers not 
only the specific techniques to use when conducting a field 
research study, but also the ways by which researchers can 
develop or elaborate upon a concept, or engage grounded 
theorizing, during the process of doing field research.

In Chapter 11 readers learn the value of the historical 
comparative approach for answering the “big questions” 
as they used it to study and reveal a great deal about sev-
eral topic through examples taken from the recent litera-
ture on incarnation rates, workplace flexibility, and acts of 
genocide. Since many student readers find this approach 
difficult, the chapter makes it accessible and manageable 
providing them with a step-by-step guide on to how one 
would conduct a historical-comparative study.

Chapter 12 is an overview of how to write research re-
ports and proposals. As in the first edition, readers learn 
many tips about the writing process, but also that writing is 
serious, time-consuming work. Readers see the differences 

controversy a year ago surrounding Facebook mining user 
data, and how this event raised issues of consent and pri-
vacy. The chapter also asks readers to consider the role of 
a whistle-blower in research and pressures on researchers 
from funding organizations or government bodies.

Chapter 4 begins with a study of teens in large urban ar-
eas of the United States, especially those with high concen-
trations of crime and poverty, carrying illegal guns or other 
weapons to raise the question of how a researcher might go 
about drawing a sample of such a group. Throughout the 
chapter, readers learn to distinguish representative from 
non-representative sampling, and the importance of differ-
ent forms of random samples. The emphasis is on master-
ing fundamental sampling concepts, although sampling 
in specialized situations is also discussed. This includes 
cluster sampling, and the chapter uses a recent article on 
whether local beliefs about the law and law enforcement 
influence levels of violence in U.S. urban neighborhoods to 
illustrate how to conduct a cluster sample.

Chapter 5 provides readers with both the general ideas 
of social science measurement and several specific illustra-
tions of central idea that researchers make aspects of the 
social world visible and turn it into research data. Readers 
also learn how the processes of conceptualization and op-
erationalization jointly make this possible. Most of the il-
lustrative examples in the chapter are from recent studies 
of U.S. racial-ethnic relations. In addition to general discus-
sions of reliability and validity, and a review of major scales 
or indexes, readers see how qualitative researchers mea-
sure. The 2012 study by Desmond on evictions of inner-city 
people in Milwaukee illustrates how he used various quan-
titative and qualitative measures. The example of quantita-
tive measurement includes examples of the 2010 index of 
dissimilarity scores for U.S. cities (in which Milwaukee has 
the highest black–white segregation). Readers learn about 
the Guttman scaling pattern and then see an example by 
Xie and Zhou (2012) who measured whites’ preference for 
housing in a racially mixed neighborhood for several large 
U.S. cities. A 2009 study on white Anglo’s social distance 
from Latinos and its connection with their immigration 
views illustrates the Borgadus Social Distance scale.

Chapter 6 is a condensed introduction to survey re-
search. This edition opens with an example of a recent 
survey on same-sex marriage. The chapter uses other re-
cent examples from the research literature as the readers 
learn about various survey issues, such as survey ques-
tion wording, question order effect, and social desirability 
in survey interviewing. The chapter intentionally avoids 
treating the survey technique in isolation from related 
methodology issues. The discussion of the survey is con-
nected to a discussion of correlational versus experimental 
research approaches, the general process of operational-
izing variables, preparing data for analysis, and ethics in-
volved in reporting survey results.
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children is for food. A study (Gantz et al., 2007) reported that 
children ages 2 through 7 see an average of 12 food ads per 
day on TV (30 hours per year), whereas those ages 8 to 12 see 
an average of 21 food ads per day (50 hours per year). Most 
food advertising is for high calorie, low nutrition snacks, 
candy, soda, or fast food. Only 4 percent of ads are for dairy 
products, 1 percent is for fruit juices, and no ads are for fresh 

Perhaps you have young children, or siblings or nieces/neph-
ews, or maybe you will have children of your own in the 
future. Any parent will tell you that a child’s eating habits are 
a major concern. In the United States, a rapid increase in 
childhood obesity and diabetes over the past decade has 
become a serious public health issue. Advertising greatly 
influences children, and one-half of all advertising targeted at 

	 1.4	 Examine how the purpose of research 
depends upon the outcome that the 
researcher is trying to accomplish

	 1.5	 List the seven steps in the research  
process

	 1.1	 Describe the role of research as one of 
the foundations of decision making

	 1.2	 Explain why empirical social research is more 
than gathering information and the role of 
critical thinking in the research process

	 1.3	 Summarize quantitative and qualitative 
data collection techniques

	 Learning Objectives

Chapter 1 

Why Do Research?
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fruits or vegetables. This is why several nations ban television 
advertising that targets children. Norway, Quebec (Canada), 
and Sweden ban all advertisements during children’s televi-
sion programs, and 30 countries put limits on advertising.

Like other companies, fast food chains use branding to 
attract children (or their parents) as customers. “Branding” 
is when a company attaches its name and logo to products 
or services and promotes them in ways to create a strong 
mental and emotional connection within potential con-
sumers. An example of branding is McDonald’s, which has 
more than 31,000 restaurants serving 60 million people 
worldwide each day. Researchers (Robinson et al., 2007) 
wanted to learn whether McDonald’s branding affected 
the food choices of young children (ages 3 to 5). They 
placed two sets of food items in front of the children—one 
food item (milk, French fries, hamburger, chicken nuggets, 
and baby carrots) was in a McDonald’s wrapper, and the 
other was not. They asked, “Can you tell me which is from 
McDonald’s?” to make certain the children saw the differ-
ence. They next asked the children to take one bite and 
taste each food item, then tell the researchers whether the 
food was the same or one tasted better than the other did. 
In fact, the food was identical. They also asked parents 
about television viewing habits and fast food restaurant 
visits. Results (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2) showed that more 
children said that the item in the McDonald’s package 
tasted better for all five food items.
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Figure 1.1  Number of Televisions in Households as a 
Moderator of Taste Preferences

Total preference scores may range from –1 (preferred the unbranded 
food in all comparisons) to 1 (preferred the McDonald’s branded 
food in all comparisons).
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Figure 1.2  Frequency of Eating at McDonald’s as a Moderator of Taste Preferences

Total preference scores may range from –1 (preferred the unbranded food in all comparisons) 
to 1 (preferred the McDonald’s branded food in all comparisons).
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for personal and family life, the community, or a career. 
Most of us make decisions using a mix of common sense; 
advice from experts, friends, and family; past experiences; 
cultural literacy; and school knowledge. Some of us also 
use religious faith, personal prejudice and values, horo-
scopes and lucky numbers, guesswork, or folklore. Few of 
us turn to research, so you might ask, how will a book on 
social research help me make decisions?

Social research does not offer all the answers, but it can 
help you do the following:

•	 Make better decisions about your daily life (What type 
of person should I marry to reduce the odds a divorce? 
How should I raise my child to be healthy and happy? 
Which college major will help me advance in a career 
and earn a good income 10 years from now?).

•	 Understand events in the larger world around you (Why 
are many people getting divorced? Do racially inte-
grated schools really reduce inter-racial tension? What 
community development plans will reduce traffic con-
gestion and improve the environment in the future?).

•	 Decide professional issues (Which product is likely to 
sell the most? How do I find out whether my employ-
ees are happy? Which children’s reading program is 
most effective?).

You undoubtedly have heard of people doing research, or 
you may have read research findings or done some research. 
We use the word “research” in multiple ways. It is a process 
in which we apply specific principles and techniques to cre-
ate high-quality knowledge; it is a body of knowledge (i.e., 
information, ideas, or theories) built up over time, and it is 
an orientation or frame of mind to apply when looking at 
and thinking about information, questions, or issues.

Note that McDonald’s did not sell baby carrots at the 
time of this study. In addition, children whose parents had 
taken them to McDonald’s were most likely to prefer 
McDonald’s. The researchers concluded that by the age of 
five the children had internalized the McDonald’s brand as 
indicating superior food taste. Studies such as these help 
parents, citizens, and public officials understand how 
young children make food choices.

We do not have to send children to a research labora-
tory to study food choices. At times we can study changes 
in a local setting. Studies (Bernhardt et al., 2013) found fast 
food advertising that targets at children emphasizes givea-
ways, games, and fun to entice the children. In 2010, Santa 
Clara County, California, banned restaurants from giving 
away toys with fast food meals if the meals failed to meet 
certain nutritional standards. Before the ban, only five of 
120 children’s meal combinations (4 percent) at fast food 
restaurants met the standards. Under the ban, a restaurant 
could continue to give away toys as a sales promotion, but 
only for healthy meals that met the standards. A team of 
researchers (Otten et al., 2012) compared pre-ban versus 
post-ban meal sales at four restaurants within the ban area 
and at four restaurants several miles outside of it. They 
found dramatic changes in the ban area, with a two- to 
three-fold increase in the sales of healthy meals over pre-
ban period, but no change in healthy meal sales outside the 
ban area. Other communities have required fast food res-
taurants to include calorie and nutritional information on 
menus, but studies found that changes to menu labels 
alone do not increase healthy eating.1

Researchers conduct studies on topics such as chil-
dren’s food choices or fast food sales to understand what is 
actually occurring in the social world. We can use the 
study’s findings to make decisions that affect our own 
lives, our families, and our communities. Once you learn 
how researchers conduct studies, you will be in a better 
position to make decisions and choices.

1.1:  On What Basis Do 
We Make Decisions?
1.1	 Describe the role of research as one of the 

foundations of decision making

Each day you make thousands of choices and decisions. 
Most are trivial, such as what to have for breakfast; whether 
to text a friend; whether to purchase pink, white, or blue 
facial tissue; and which TV show to watch. Others are 
important, such as monitoring your child’s TV watching 
and eating habits. Many decisions have real consequences 

1 On fast food restaurant labels and healthy eating, see Elbel, Gyamfi, and 
Kersh (2011), Stutts et al. (2011), and Tandon et al. (2011).

Table 1.1  Responses to the Question: What Is Research?

Response to 
question Evaluation of response

It is fun and 
exciting.

Usually, research allows you to exercise your creativity 
and discover new things that are almost always fun.

It is difficult and 
mysterious.

Often, research has some difficult parts that may seem 
mysterious until you learn about them, but most 
aspects of research are easy to grasp.

It is practical 
and relevant.

Usually, it yields results you can use to make a difference 
in real life.

It is valuable 
and rewarding.

Most of the time. Properly conducted research can 
have a big payoff for life decisions you make, workplace 
effectiveness, and job prospects.

It is a waste of 
time and effort.

Not exactly. Research can take time and effort, but it is 
rarely a waste if done properly.

It is always 
correct.

No, it is not always right. Nonetheless, it is more likely to 
be right than the alternatives, such as relying on tradition, 
authority, or your personal experience. It is also useful to 
distinguish between better and worse research.

What do you think of when you hear the word “research”?

Compare Your Thoughts
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machine” jumbles together many different types of state-
ments. It is little wonder that many people are skeptical of 
research. Media distortion of research or social issues cre-
ates confusion. You may hear of a terrible social problem in 
the mass media, but closer inspection may reveal that it was 
seriously distorted. Real knowledge grows from the out-
comes of many well-conducted research studies, not a sin-
gle isolated study.

A study by Heneghan et al. (2012) examined the 
advertising claims of 100 such products of this multi-bil-
lion dollar industry in magazines and on the web. The 
authors viewed 1,035 web pages and 615 advertisements 
for such products in 110 magazines in the United States 
and the United Kingdom in March 2012. When the adver-
tisements provided no solid evidence for claims, study 
authors contacted the companies requesting any research 
to back the claims. They concluded, “There is a striking 
lack of evidence to support the vast majority of sports-
related products that make claims related to enhanced 
performance or recovery, including drinks, supplements 
and footwear.” They found no evidence at all for over one-
half the products, and of those with evidence, for one-half 
it was too vague and uninformative to allow an evalua-
tion. This left 74 studies to back product claims. The 
authors concluded that of the 74 studies that did contain 
sufficient information to allow an appraisal, only 3 percent 
to 4 percent, were quality, serious studies. Thus, little solid 
evidence supports claims of most products to enhance 
health or sports performance that they actually can do 
what they promise.

Do You Have Research Phobia?  By the time you 
read this, you have heard about research and science as 
you sat in classrooms, did homework, and read textbooks. 
Unless you had talented, enthusiastic teachers, you might 
have had an unpleasant experience or developed 
“research phobia.” Maybe it was smelly science labs or 

1.1.1:  Alternatives to Research
We make most everyday decisions without doing research, 
checking on research findings, or using a research orienta-
tion. Most of the time, this works just fine, especially for 
trivial decisions. Unfortunately, studies suggest that few of 
us are great decision makers. Often we rely on distorted 
thinking and are unaware of misjudgments or bias. This is 
where a reliance on research helps; it reduces misjudg-
ment, bias, and distorted thinking.

Even though research produces valuable information 
and expands understanding, it is not 100 percent foolproof. 
It does not guarantee perfect results every time or yield 
“absolute truth.” Don’t be discouraged. In a head-to-head 
comparison with all the other ways we reach decisions, 
research wins easily. This is why professional organiza-
tions, well-educated people, and most leaders rely on 
research when they make important decisions. Centuries 
ago, people went to oracles, looked at the leaves at bottom 
of a teacup, or consulted the stars to make major decisions. 
Today, people in all fields—medicine, business, education, 
law enforcement, public policy—look to research publica-
tions or study research findings for guidance.

Relying on social research for decisions is not always 
simple. You may have heard the dozens of contradictory 
and confusing research-based recommendations about 
health and diet in the mass media.

What is so great about research if there is so much 
disagreement?

Compare Your Thoughts

A lot of what fills the mass media using the terms research 
or scientific does not actually involve scientific research. 
Unfortunately, people use the word “research” in the media 
when no real research backs a statement. Some of what 
you hear may be research backed, but it could be selective 
or incomplete, overstated, or distorted. The media “noise 

Do you use “performance-enhancing” drinks, footwear, supplements 
or use special devices clothing and devices like wrist bands and 
compression stockings that guarantee health or improved sports 
performance?

Some people become intimidated by scientific research, or fear being 
labeled a geek or nerd, or imagine the fictional mad scientist from 
fiction stories or horror movies.
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applying the knowledge and thinking skills acquired in 
their school years later in their daily life or job decisions. 
Another part of the answer is a simple matter of numbers. 
Imagine that 25,000 educated people want to be better 
informed. They read a book written by an expert who has 
researched a topic for six years. At the same time, 100 mil-
lion people, who are just a little lazy, go out to watch an 
entertaining, glitzy 90-minute movie on the same topic. 
Like most movies, it contains a lot of inaccurate and dis-
torted information. More people’s views and thinking will 
be shaped by the inaccurate and distorted information from 
the movie than an expert’s book. It is easy to be swayed if a 
large number of people agree. Just because most people 
believe something to be true does not make it true.

challenging math tests without enough preparation time. 
In many schools, only about 10 percent of students really 
“get into” research. Many others see it as being irrelevant 
or strange at best.

Some people believe that only college professors, peo-
ple with medical or Ph.D. degrees, and high-powered pro-
fessional scientists can do research. Maybe you watched a 
famous researcher being interviewed on television or have 
picked up an obscure research publication filled with incom-
prehensible jargon, statistics, and exotic formulas. You may 
feel that research is beyond you and has little relevance for 
your daily life or career. Don’t be turned off by research, 
after just one class on social research, millions of students 
improved their decision making by using the techniques, 
insights, and information-gathering skills of research.

One purpose of this book is to demonstrate that empiri-
cal social research is not frightening and beyond your ability, 
nor is it irrelevant. I won’t lie, doing research can be hard 
work. It allows little room for being sloppy, lazy, “spaced 
out,” or careless. Research takes concentration, serious think-
ing, rigor, and self-discipline. In this respect, it is not special. 
Making quality music or art, cooking fantastic food, growing 
an outstanding garden, starting up a new business, being a 
star athlete, or repairing complex machinery also take con-
centration, serious thinking, rigor, and self-discipline. How-
ever, doing research is also creative, exciting, and fun.

Learning to Do Research and Using It in 
“Real” Life  Why don’t more people learn to do research 
and use it in their lives? A simple answer is ignorance. If 
you do not know it, you cannot use it. However, some peo-
ple reject the results or method of research not from igno-
rance, but because the results contradict an intensely held 
belief, a traditional way of doing things, or because it runs 
counter to “what everybody knows.”

Large numbers of people, even in the United States in 
the twenty-first century,2 continue to believe in things 
that research repeatedly demonstrates to be false, such as 
the following:

•	 UFOs and ESP (extrasensory perception)

•	 Horoscopes and astrology

•	 Unscientific thinking about age of the earth or basic 
forces of nature

•	 Goblins, demons, witches, evil spirits, and devils

Although the average level of schooling has risen, many 
people cling to magical-fantasy thinking. National averages 
in reading comprehension, critical thinking skills, basic 
social-geographic knowledge, and understanding of scien-
tific research have changed little over the past decades.3 
Part of the answer is that many people stop practicing and 

2 See Harris Interactive (2009). King Burton, Hicks, and Drigotav (2007).
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Making Decisions

What approach do you use to make a major purchase or life decision 
(e.g., which college to attend)? What factors do you rely on to inform 
your decision?

1.1.2:  Frustrations and 
Misunderstandings  
about Research
Three features of social science research can create frustra-
tion. Some people turn away from research because they 
misunderstand the significance of such features. One fea-
ture is that research does not deliver immediate answers; 
rather, research knowledge accumulates slowly over time.

What is the use of doing research if it cannot give me an 
answer right now?

It may give an answer, but a provisional one. We rely on 
research because it is better than the alternatives, and its 
answers tend to improve over time. What we, as a society or 
all humanity, knew last year may differ little from this year; 
however, what research tells us today differs significantly 
from what we knew 20 years ago regarding many issues.

A second feature that causes frustration is that research 
findings are not fixed and unchanging. Its statements or 
theories4 about events change if there is new or better evi-
dence. Research-based statements, findings, or theories are 
provisional, not 100 percent absolute and fixed for all time. 

4 Theories are systematic, abstract, general explanations about why events 
occur or how some aspect of the world operates. They contain assumptions, 
arguments, and a set of interconnected ideas.3 See Pew Research Report (2007, 2009).
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1.2:  What Is Empirical 
Social Research and Why  
Is It Respected?
1.2	 Explain why empirical social research is more than 

gathering information and the role of critical 
thinking in the research process

Research takes many forms. Let us say, I want to purchase 
a new car so I do “research” by reading websites about car 
features, by visiting showrooms and test driving cars, by 
examining reports on crash test, safety and mechanical 
reliability, and by comparing specifications such as leg-
room length or tire size. Doing empirical social research 
also involves gathering information, but it is much more 
than that.

We use the word “research” in the multiple ways, such 
as the following four:

1.	 Research is gathering existing reports or findings from 
respected sources (i.e., academic journals or official 
government reports) and making sense of it. You first 
search for and collect information, next evaluate what 
you found, and finally synthesize the findings. In the 
process, you may weigh some evidence (your friend 
says a car looks cool) differently than other evidence 
(test driving the car or reading about its mechanical 
failure rate).

2.	 Research is examining and carefully inspecting a 
“body of evidence” or data. The evidence may be in 
the form of numbers, charts, tables, graphs, and statis-
tics, or it can be specific documents (such as interview 
transcripts, religious texts such as the Bible or Koran, 
legal texts such as the Constitution or court decisions, 
historical texts, or even paintings or music scores). 
Doing research, a person carefully examines, evalu-
ates, and re-examines the evidence to attain a deeper 
understanding, to reveal patterns and themes, or to 
find the “truth.”

3.	 Research is a process of applying accepted techniques 
and principles. The process is to ask questions in cer-
tain ways, gather information systematically, observe 
in detail, measure precisely, draw a sample, analyze 
using statistics, or perform experiments.

4.	 Research is a way of thinking and making arguments. 
It means applying critical thinking (discussed next) 
and adopting a critical orientation and skeptical per-
spective. You examine assumptions, consider alterna-
tives, and do not accept what you see at face value. 
You reflect on how you and others arrived at decisions.

Empirical social research can involve all four of these 
activities. It is also an ongoing process of accumulating 

They only stand as long as most of the evidence backs 
them. Moreover, the quality and amount of evidence deter-
mine the amount of confidence we place in a statement, 
idea, or theory.

A related third feature that causes frustration is that 
research findings are usually in the form of chance-like state-
ments, such as the following statements, “teacher attention is 
likely to affect a child’s learning,” “providing flexible bene-
fits or work hours increases the likelihood of high employee 
satisfaction,” or “being overweight increases the chances you 
will develop diabetes.” Few of us accurately evaluate the 
risks and probabilities of things we do every day: the risk of 
being injured or killed, the probability of winning the lottery, 
the likelihood that we will make a profit in the stock market, 
and so forth, and we are slow to learn from our misjudg-
ments (Mills and Keil, 2004). By contrast, most research care-
fully estimates the odds that events will occur. So, while 
people like 100 percent certainty, research findings are stated 
as the chances or odds of being true.

Despite the comfort of simple, fixed answers, you prob-
ably already learned that such answers are very rare for com-
plex issues in the real world. Research is an ongoing process 
of searching and working toward the truth. Its knowledge 
accumulates over time. Research may not offer us 100 percent 
certainty, but it is the best available human knowledge, better 
than the alternatives; plus, it improves over time.

In the media, in public debates over issues, and in face-
to-face discussions about how things are now, why events or 
behaviors occur as they do, and what might be the best way 
to resolve an issue, people “make arguments.” The word 
“argument” as it is being used here does not mean the type 
where someone gets angry and shouts down another per-
son. Rather, it means building up a set of logically connected 
statements that start simple and move toward a clear gen-
eral conclusion that pulls everything together. My students 
and much of the public confuse two types of argument—the 
scientific or research-based argument and arguments that 
rely on a moral position, religious doctrine, or ideological 
belief. The latter builds on moral, religious, or ideological 
forms of reasoning. By contrast, research arguments use crit-
ical thinking that rests on systematic empirical evidence. We 
examine the bases of research arguments in the next section.
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Explain your experience with one of the frustrations of research. 
Describe the level of frustration you felt when trying to make 
decisions.
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information, with results stated in terms of likelihood or 
probabilities and not as fixed absolutes. Because it is evi-
dence based, findings can change as the accumulated evi-
dence reveals new insights and understandings. The 
findings from empirical research might differ from what 
some religious doctrines or leaders say.

Science-based research may be better than religion at 
providing answers for some types of questions. Science can-
not tell moral right from wrong, whether there is a God, whether 
we have a soul, or what happens to us after death. In the past, 
religious authorities made rather foolish statements about 
astronomy, biology, and many social issues (such as support-
ing slavery). The line between what belongs to religion or to 
science is always shifting. At one time, science only dealt with 
the physical world (planets, chemistry, or plants) and religious 
thinking dominated all social issues. As research techniques 
and scientific thinking advanced, people applied them to social 
issues—such as why crime rates rise and whether children 
raised in certain ways are better adjusted. Over time, people 
turned from the old answers, such as the devil or evil spirits 
caused errant behavior, and increasingly looked to research-
based that identified causes such as increased economic dis-
tress, child rearing without strong, clear values, or a weakening 
of community ties.

Research can answer many questions that overlap with reli-
gious–moral issues but cannot answer questions, such as: Should 
I marry John? Is abortion immoral? Is the death penalty right or 
wrong? Will prayer cure my mother’s cancer? Nevertheless, 
research can answer related questions, such as: If one marries 
someone with a background of emotional instability and excessive 
alcohol or illegal drug use, is one likely to experience physical 
abuse and divorce? Do women who have an abortion experience 
less or more social, educational, and economic success? Does 
having a death penalty lower murder rates? Does praying for a 
person reduce the spread of cancer? Answers to these questions 
may help us make decisions about moral and religious concerns 
even if they do not provide simple, fixed answers. 

For example, suppose research showed that the death 
penalty has no effect on reducing murder rates. You may still 
favor it for other reasons (e.g., lower costs, revenge, or religious 
beliefs). At least if you know the research findings, you can con-
sciously make judgments based on the facts or something else 
(e.g., moral or religious belief). Suppose studies showed that 
praying for a seriously ill person has no impact on recovery 
rates. You may still want to pray for other reasons. Perhaps it 
makes you feel better and gives your life a focus, or it gives the 
ill person a feeling of hope and reduces his or her distress. In 
short, research and moral–religious reasoning differ, but they 
can work together and be compatible.

Learning from History
Research and Religion

Galileo Galilei, Italian astronomer (1564–1642)

Research usually wins out over horoscopes, lucky numbers, or 
superstition, but organized religion is a more sensitive subject. 
Most people, especially in the United States, profess a belief in 
God and feel a deep attachment to a specific religion (usually 
Judeo-Christian). Scientific research and religion, including 
non-Judeo-Christian religious beliefs, like Islam and Buddhism, 
can disagree. This is nothing new. It has been going on at least 
since Galileo Galilei (1564–1642). Although he remained loyal to 
his religion, Galileo was also committed to scientific research, 
honesty, and truth. He rejected a blind allegiance to philosoph-
ical and religious authority. Based on careful research and sys-
tematic empirical evidence, his views on how the world works 
changed. He insisted the earth went around the sun and not 
vice versa, as held by leading religious authorities at that time. 
Because he opposed established religious doctrine, authorities 
placed him under house arrest and banned his books. Today 
we recognize that Galileo was right, and in time, religious 
authorities relaxed their views and altered their position.

The science versus religion conflict is easily overdrawn. At 
one extreme are some highly devout people who reject all sci-
ence and believe exclusively in a specific religious faith. Whether 
it is gravity, age of the earth, medical care, or causes of crime, 
they believe that religion alone has the only true answers. At the 
other extreme are nonreligious people who think all religion is 
false and put their faith in science alone. Whether it is social jus-
tice, moral decisions of right or wrong, or life after death, they feel 
that science offers all the correct answers. Most people, includ-
ing most scientists, fall in between the extremes. Religious 
extremists of any religion (Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, or others) 
and science extremists each believe they have all the answers. 
Most people find value in both sides and see each side address-
ing certain types of issues better than other types.
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Research can help provide answers to a great many questions, but 
not every possible question. What are 2–3 questions that social 
research can provide answers to, and 2–3 that are outside the scope 
of research? Explain the key feature separating the answerable 
versus unanswerable questions.
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ways that they can limit choices. If we adopt alternative 
assumptions, the outcome may be very different.

Often debates or disagreements reach an impasse 
because participants are using different assumptions. 
Revealing hidden assumptions can shift the discussion and 
allow a resolution or at least clarify the real issue.

Example 1

Two executives, Mark and Susan, disagree over whether 
to advance product X or product Y. Product X costs less 
to produce, has a three-year life expectancy, and yields a 
$10 profit for each item sold. Product Y has slightly higher 
production costs but is of higher quality. It lasts six years 
and yields an $8 profit per item. Mark favors item X. He 
projects that it will sell 10,000 units to produce $100,000 
in total profits. Susan favors item Y. She projects that it 
will sell 15,000 units for $120,000 in total profits. Their 
disagreement is not over cost or profits, but over time 
horizon and customer loyalty. Mark assumes a two-year 
timeframe and that retaining customers and building 
brand loyalty are minor concerns. Susan assumes a lon-
ger timeframe and that building brand loyalty among cus-
tomers is important.

Example 2

A school district creates two charter schools. New principals 
of each school want to create a high-quality learning environ-
ment. After the schools have been operational for 10 years, 80 
percent of students from both schools enter a 4-year college 
and equal numbers go on to have very successful careers. 
However, the two principals recruited students differently and 
attracted very different student bodies based on their assump-
tions. Principal A assumed that a small sector of society has 
the talents required to succeed and that academics alone are 
important. Principal B assumed that most students are capa-
ble of success if given a chance and that a socially diverse 
classroom and student cooperation skills are equally impor-
tant as academic test scores. Principal A recruited based on 
academic test scores alone, taking top-scoring students. Prin-
cipal B recruited one-third of the students based on academ-
ics and two-thirds based on other talents (art, athletics, drama, 
music, or volunteering) or strong motivation. At Principal A’s 
school, 85 percent of students come from one section of 
town, Eliteville. It is where the high-income, well-educated res-
idents live. Only 25 percent of students at Principal B’s charter 
school come from Eliteville; 75 percent come from all over the 
community. Despite having the identical outcomes in terms of 
student success, different assumptions about students by the 
principals created different student bodies and had divergent 
social consequences.

One feature of critical thinking is to unveil hidden 
assumptions and reveal how assumptions influence 
outcomes. Besides critical thinking, social scientific 
research uses a particular form of argument, one that 

1.2.1:  What Are Critical  
Thinking Skills?
One good reason for you to learn to think critically and to 
conduct research properly is so you do not simply follow 
what most other people think when it is wrong. Some peo-
ple are confused about critical thinking because the word 
“critical” has three meanings:

1.	 being very serious, or being an urgent need, such as 
being critically ill;

2.	 being highly negative or antagonistic and looking for 
flaws, building on the verb to criticize; and

3.	 being very aware, judging carefully, and questioning 
by not accepting anything that happens to come along.

The meaning of “critical” in critical thinking refers to the 
last meaning, although the first one sometimes also fits.

Critical thinking is a way to think and see things. Psy-
chologists and others who study how we think have cata-
loged a long list of common misperceptions or logical 
fallacies. Just as we can be misled when we look into a dis-
torted mirror, we can fall for these fallacies.
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Thinking Critically

Consider what you knew about “critical thinking” prior to completing 
this section. Compare your initial thoughts with how the text defines 
critical thinking. Describe the differences in the definitions.

The Importance of Thinking Critically  Critical 
thinking helps us avoid common fallacies. It also discour-
ages us from rushing to arrive at a fixed, closed, or set 
answer. Many people feel uncomfortable with ambiguity 
or an open-ended process of constant searching. They seek 
an absolute correct answer, here and now. Critical thinking 
warns us that one quick, simple answer is rarely correct 
and it should be distrusted.

It also points to the value of looking at a question, 
issue, or evidence from more than one point of view. It tells 
us that adopting a single point of view often blinds us to 
important aspects of a question, issue, or problem.

Finally, critical thinking leads us to uncover hidden 
assumptions. Assumptions—unstated premises or 
untested starting points—are necessary, and we use them 
all the time. There is nothing wrong with having assump-
tions. However, assumptions may block off certain ave-
nues of inquiry while favoring others. Problems can arise 
when we fail to recognize or examine our assumptions. 
Critical thinking tells us to notice assumptions and see the 
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1.2.2:  What Counts as Evidence?
Social research builds on systematic empirical evidence. 
We use evidence all the time and evaluate it in everyday 
life. Would you accept a third-hand rumor as better evi-
dence than a written statement witnessed and co-signed 
by two neutral observers? Courts of law have rules of 
evidence that outline what is acceptable and what is not. 
In many other areas of life, we also adopt standards of 
what counts as solid, legitimate evidence, and use rules 
about how to interpret or assign meaning to evidence. 
Without shared standards and rules, different people 
might look at the same evidence but arrive at different 
conclusions. For this reason, social research provides 
rules of evidence—how to collect it, what counts as good 
evidence, and how to interpret it. Our confidence in 
research grows when we have a lot of strong evidence 
versus scanty or very weak evidence. Research requires 
you to look at empirical evidence. Moreover, we must 
collect the empirical evidence carefully and systemati-
cally according to rules or standards. The standards of 
evidence are the key.

Summary Review

Critical Thinking Skills
•	 Avoid logical fallacies; practice careful thinking using 

“cold, hard logic.”

•	 Maintain an open mind and look at all aspects of an 
issue; be cautious about simple, fast, and easy solutions 
offered for serious, complex issues.

•	 Do not get locked into a single point of view; constantly 
look at issues from multiple perspectives.

•	 Examine hidden assumptions; be aware of assumptions 
and their implications.

The response entered here will appear in the 
performance dashboard and can be viewed by 
your instructor.

Submit

WRITING PROMPT

Finding Hidden Assumptions

Finding hidden assumptions is the most difficult part of critical think-
ing. Briefly outline a personnel policy or physical arrangement in a 
workplace that contains a hidden assumption about people fulfilling 
traditional gender roles. [Assume the workplace employs an equal 
number of men and women.]

Suppose a person is in a boat going down the Colorado River in the 
Grand Canyon. An artist looks at the rock formations and sees beauty 
based on aesthetic standards. An environmentalist sees serious 
erosion based on standards of water flow and soil/rock removal. A 
geologist sees evidence of ancient geological shifts or volcanic action 
using standards from the field of geology. A Native American sees 
evidence of messages from the Great Spirit based on standards from 
religious beliefs and folklore. Someone else sees evidence of UFO 
visits based on standards from reading lots of science fiction or 
fantasy literature. Besides evidence we need standards for specific 
types of evidence.

Where do the standards for evidence come from?

Compare Your Thoughts

Over several decades, thousands of researchers conducted 
tens of thousands of studies, and other people examined the 
studies searching for flaws. Today’s standards developed 
slowly as people repeatedly evaluated, critiqued, and sug-
gested areas for improvement in studies. A shorthand way to 
summarize the standards-creating process is to say that it 
comes from the scientific community.

Many standards for research evidence follow common 
sense. Suppose you have two samples of all the students at 
a large university. One sample contains 100 students and 
another contains 1,000. Everything else about the samples is 
identical. Common sense says you should use the one with 
1,000 students. Suppose you want to find out a person’s 
attitude about a subject. You can ask that person once in 
one way with a single question, or you can ask him or her in 
more than one way, using multiple questions and at multiple 
time points. Common sense tells you that asking with multi-
ple ways, questions, and times is the better way to learn a 
person’s true attitude. Other standards in research can get 
more technical or differ from common-sense thinking.

builds logically from explicit assumptions and past 
studies, then rests on empirical evidence (discussed in 
next section).




