


The Practice  
of Social Research

Copyright 2016 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Writing is my joy, sociology my passion. 
I delight in putting words together in a 

way that makes people learn or laugh or both. 
Sociology shows up as a set of words, also. It repre-
sents our last, best hope for planet-training our race 
and finding ways for us to live together. I feel a 
special excitement at being present when sociology, 
at last, comes into focus as an idea whose time has 
come.

I grew up in small-town Vermont and New 
Hampshire. When I announced I wanted to be an 
auto-body mechanic, like my dad, my teacher told 
me I should go to college instead. When Malcolm 
X announced he wanted to be a lawyer, his teacher 
told him a colored boy should be something more 
like a carpenter. The difference in our experiences 
says something powerful about the idea of a level 
playing field. The inequalities among ethnic groups 
run deep.

I ventured into the outer world by way of 
Harvard, the USMC, U.C. Berkeley, and twelve 

A Note from the Author

years teaching at the University of Hawaii. I resigned 
from teaching in 1980 and wrote full-time for 
seven years, until the call of the classroom became 
too loud to ignore. For me, teaching is like playing 
jazz. Even if you perform the same number over 
and over, it never comes out the same twice and 
you don’t know exactly what it’ll sound like until 
you hear it. Teaching is like writing with your 
voice.

In 2006, I retired from teaching once more, and 
can now devote myself more fully to writing. I’ve 
been writing textbooks for over half my life, and 
it keeps becoming more exciting, rather than less. 
I can’t wait to see what happens next.
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xvii

Preface

A “few” years ago (I hate to tell you how many), 
I began teaching my first course in social re-
search methods. The course focused specifically 
on survey research methods, and I had only six 
students in the class. As the semester progressed, 
I became more relaxed as a teacher. Before long, 
my students and I began meeting in my office, 
where I could grab and lend books from my own 
library as their relevance occurred to me during 
class meetings.

One nagging problem I faced then was the 
lack of a good textbook on survey research. The 
available books fell into one of two groups. Some 
books presented the theoretical logic of research 
methods in such abstract terms that I didn’t think 
students would be able to apply any of the gen-
eral principles to the practical world of “doing” 
research. The other books were just the oppo-
site. Often termed “cookbooks,” they presented 
detailed, step-by-step instructions on how to con-
duct a survey. Unfortunately, this approach only 
prepared students to conduct surveys very much 
like the ones described by the authors. Neither 
the abstract nor the “cookbook” approach seemed 
truly useful to students or their instructors.

One day I found myself jotting down the 
table of contents for my ideal research methods 
textbook. It was organized around three themes:

1. Understanding the theoretical principles on 
which scientific research is based;

2. Seeing how those principles are reflected in 
the established techniques for doing research;

3. Being prepared to make appropriate com-
promises whenever field conditions do not 

permit the routine application of established 
techniques. 

The next day, unexpectedly, Wadsworth called 
and asked me to write a methods text!

Survey Research Methods was published in 1973. 
My editors and I immediately received some good 
news, some bad news, and some additional good 
news. The first good news was that all survey 
research instructors seemed to love the book, and 
it was being used in virtually every survey research 
course in the country. The bad news was that there 
weren’t all that many survey research courses.

The final good news, however, was that 
many instructors who taught general social 
research courses—covering survey research 
alongside other research methods—were inclined 
to use our book and supplement it with other 
books dealing with field research, experiments, 
and so on. While adjusting to our specialized 
book, however, many instructors suggested that 
Wadsworth have “that same guy” write a more 
general social research text.

The preface of the first edition of The Practice 
of Social Research (1975) acknowledged the assis-
tance of a dozen social research instructors from 
California to Florida. The book was a collabora-
tion in a very real sense, even though only my 
name was on the cover and I was ultimately 
responsible for it.

The Practice of Social Research was an immedi-
ate success. Although it was initially written for 
sociology courses, subsequent editions have been 
increasingly used in fields such as psychology, 
public administration, urban studies, education, 
communications, social sciences, and political 
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xviii ■ Preface

science—in some 30 different disciplines, I’m 
told. Moreover, it’s being used by teachers and 
researchers in numerous countries around the 
world, and in 2000 a Beijing publisher released a 
two-volume Chinese edition.

I’ve laid out this lengthy history of the book 
for a couple of reasons. First, when I was a stu-
dent, I suppose I thought of textbooks the same 
way that I thought about government buildings: 
They were just there. I never really thought 
about them as being written by human beings. 
I certainly never thought about textbooks as 
evolving: being updated, getting better, having 
errors corrected. As a student, I would have been 
horrified by the thought that any of my text-
books might contain mistakes!

Second, pointing out the evolution of the book 
sets the stage for a preview of the changes that 
have gone into this 14th edition. As with previous 
revisions, several factors have prompted changes. 
For example, because social research technology 
and practices are continually changing, the book 
must be updated to remain current and useful. 
In my own teaching, I frequently find improved 
ways to present standard materials. Colleagues 
also often share their ideas for ways to teach 
specific topics. Some of these appear as boxed 
inserts in the book. Both students and instructors 
often suggest that various topics be reorganized, 
expanded, clarified, shrunk, or—gasp—deleted.

New to the 14th edition
In an earlier edition of this book, I said, “Revising 
a textbook such as this is a humbling experience. 
No matter how good it seems to be, there is no 
end of ideas about how it could be improved.” 
That observation still holds true. When we asked 
instructors what could be improved, they once 
again thought of things, and I’ve considered all 
their suggestions, followed many of them, and 
chosen to “think some more” about others. I’ve 
also received numerous comments and sugges-
tions from students who have been assigned the 
book; many of the changes come from them.

General Changes

●● Revised the use of gender and sex for rigor and 
consistency

●● Dropped the box series, “Keeping Humanity 
in Focus,” although I worked most of the 

examples into the text

●● Updated GSS and other data where available 
and appropriate

●● C-O-L-O-R!

Specific Changes

Chapter One

●● Discussed the distinction between sex and 
gender, explaining how the terms will be used 
throughout this book

●● Added a discussion of the Arbesman’s Half-
Life of Facts

●● Added a discussion of probabalistic causation 
in the section on determinism and agency

Chapter Two

●● Have added bibliographic citations for classic 
works, such as Comte and Darwin

●● Revised the introduction to the section, 
Traditional Model of Science

●● Removed references to Chapter 1 discussion 
of postmodernism

●● Added a discussion of big data

●● Added discussion of Karl Popper’s principle of 
falsifiability

●● Expanded the discussion of feminist 
paradigms

Chapter Three

●● Updated the AAPOR Code of Ethics to 2010

●● Expanded discussion of National Commis-
sion for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research

●● Added a comment on the need for spe-
cial care when dealing with vulnerable 
populations

●● Discussed an article about British RECs (aka 
IRBs) and the special problems faced by 
qualitative researchers

●● Added discussion of confidentiality with 
visual images

●● Added a discussion of fraudulent “research”

Chapter Four

●● Referenced Peter Lynn volume on longitudi-
nal studies
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●● New Research in Real Life box reporting a 
graduate student’s research in North Africa

●● New diagram comparing several study types

●● Discussion of how social research can combat 
environmental problems

●● Introduced “panel mortality” and cited 
study using Facebook to track down missing 
subjects

●● More explanation for Figure 4-1

●● Updated dates in Figure 4-5

●● Added a link from cohort to panel studies

●● New section on mixed modes

Chapter Five

●● Revised the introduction to sections on Lev-
els of Measurement and Nominal measures

●● Augmented discussion of measuring quality 
of life at colleges

●● Deleted discussion of sex and gender—
discussed earlier

●● Dropped the Patricia Fisher box on variable 
names

●● Shortened the examples of operationalization

●● Added an example of “Cornish” as an ethnic 
group in some studies

Chapter Six

●● Revised the discussion of Public Health rat-
ings of U.S. states

●● Added a Research in Real Life box, “Indexing 
the World”

●● Updated GSS data on abortion attitudes

●● Expanded the explanation of Guttman scaling

Chapter Seven

●● Moved discussion of cell phones and sam-
pling from Chapter 9

●● Augmented discussion of cell phones and 
sampling with Pew Center results

●● Updated GSS data to 2012 for Guttman scale 
example

●● Added a discussion of “credibility intervals”

●● Introduced the term chain referral

●● Cited Michael Brick’s suggestion of a rebirth 
of quota sampling

●● Revised Tips and Tools box on Using a Table 
of Random Numbers

●● Revised Figure 7-11, referring to new ran-
dom number appendix

●● Streamlined the discussion of sampling 
frames

●● Added discussion of difficulty of sampling for 
Internet surveys

●● Added a section on Factorial Designs

●● Added explanation of FCC rules on calling 
cell phones

Chapter Eight

●● Added suggestions by Horne and Lovaglia for 
using experiments in criminology

●● Added suggestions by Schumann for us-
ing experiments to pretest survey-question 
wording

Chapter Nine

●● Moved discussion of cell phones and sam-
pling to Chapter 7

●● Introduced Mick Couper’s Designing Effective 
Web Surveys

●● Added example of qualitative secondary 
analysis involving gay and lesbian child 
rearing

●● Expanded and updated section on online 
surveys

●● Moved discussion of RDD sampling to 
Chapter 7

●● Added examples for ways of increasing 
response rates

●● Added a section on mixed-mode surveys

●● Expanded on the advantages of online surveys

Chapter Ten

●● Added discussion of the American/European 
cultural roots of interviewing

●● Discussion of the distinctions between jour-
nalistic and social research

●● Added a fuller discussion of the role of the 
literature review in connection with the 
Grounded Theory Method

●● Added caution of picking biased sample of 
cases

Chapter Eleven

●● Added example of climate change and popu-
lation growth
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●● Updated census data on education/gender/
income

●● Discussed Wordscores for analyzing manifest 
content

●● Study analyzing gendered toys offered on 
Disney website

●● Added more-recent study of suicide rates

●● Created a new section on Online Unobtrusive 
Research with a great many examples

●● Introduced the Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey and Census Explorer

●● Expanded on the concept of big data

Chapter Twelve

●● New Tips and Tools box introducing the con-
cept of Positive Deviance

●● New Research in Real Life box discussing so-
cial research in China with a special focus on 
the Canton Public Opinion Research Center

●● Expanded the text explanation of Figure 12-2

Chapter Thirteen

●● Completely revamped the QDA example, 
introducing NVivo 9 and Qualrus

●● Added another example of understanding 
quantitative data in a qualitative format 
(2012 election returns)

Chapter Fourteen

●● Clarified the discussion of measures of cen-
tral tendency

●● Added to the discussion of interpreting rela-
tionships between two variables

●● Moved Sociological Diagnostics to Chapter 15

Chapter Fifteen

●● Deleted the tables from The American Soldier

●● Moved Sociological Diagnostics from Chapter 14

●● Related attitudes toward Medicare to atti-
tudes toward Obamacare

●● Added new and updated variables to gender/
income analysis

Chapter Sixteen

●● Introduced Logit and Probit regression 
models

●● Expanded section on GIS, including a graphic 
example

●● Added a discussion of computer packages 
commonly used for statistical analyses

Chapter Seventeen

●● Expanded the discussion of the peer-review 
process

●● Introduced the Digital Object Identifier as an 
attempt to make web materials available in 
the long run

As always, I’ve updated materials through-
out the book. As an instructor, I’m constantly 
searching for new and more-effective ways of 
explaining social research to my own students; 
many of those new explanations take the form 
of diagrams. You’ll find several new graphi-
cal illustrations in this edition. Once again, I’ve 
sought to replace aging research examples (ex-
cept for the classics) with more-recent ones. I’ve 
also dropped some sections that I don’t think do 
much for students anymore.

As with each new edition, I would appreci-
ate any comments you have about how the book 
can be improved. Its evolution over the past 
years has reflected countless comments from 
students and others.

pedagogical Features
Although students and instructors both have 
told me that the past editions of this book were 
effective tools for learning research methods, 
I have used this revision as an opportunity to 
review the book from a pedagogical standpoint, 
fine-tuning some elements, adding others. Here’s 
the package we assembled for the 14th edition.

Chapter Overview Each chapter is preceded 
with a pithy focus paragraph that highlights 
the principal content of the chapter.

Chapter Introduction Each chapter opens 
with an introduction that lays out the main 
ideas in that chapter and, importantly, relates 
them to the content of other chapters in 
the book.

Clear and provocative examples Students 
often tell me they find the research examples 
help to clarify difficult and/or abstract ideas, 
and this edition has many new examples as 
well as some that have proven particularly 
valuable in earlier editions.
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Graphics From the first time I took a 
course in research methods, most of the key 
concepts have made sense to me in graphi-
cal form. Whereas my task here has been to 
translate those mental pictures into words, 
I’ve also included some graphical illustrations 
in the book. 

Boxed examples and discussions Students 
tell me they like the boxed materials that 
highlight particular ideas and studies, and 
these features add variety to the format. Be-
ginning in the tenth edition, I’ve added boxes 
showing the ways the mass media use and 
misuse social research.

Running glossary Key terms are highlighted 
in the text, and definitions for each term are 
listed at the bottom of the page. This will 
help students learn the definitions of these 
terms and locate them in each chapter to 
review them in context.

Main Points At the end of each chapter, a 
concise list of main points provides both a brief 
chapter summary and a useful review. The 
main points let students know exactly what 
ideas they should focus on in each chapter.

Key Terms A list of key terms follows the 
main points. These lists reinforce the stu-
dents’ acquisition of necessary vocabulary. 
The new vocabulary in these lists is defined 
in context in the chapters. The terms are 
boldfaced in the text, defined in the running 
glossary that appears at the bottom of the 
page throughout the text, and included in 
the glossary at the back of the book.

Appendices As in previous editions, a set 
of appendices provides students with some 
research tools, such as a guide to the library, 
a table of random numbers, and so forth. 

Clear and accessible writing This is perhaps 
the most important “pedagogical aid” of all. 
I know that all authors strive to write texts 
that are clear and accessible, and I take some 
pride in the fact that this “feature” of the 
book has been one of its most highly praised 
attributes through its 13 previous editions. 
It is the one thing students write most often 
about. Whether you’re new to this book or 
intimately familiar with previous editions, I 
invite you to open to any chapter and evalu-
ate the writing for yourself.

MindTap™: The Personal Learning 
Experience
MindTap Sociology for Babbie’s The Practice of 
Social Research from Cengage Learning represents 
a new approach to a highly personalized, online 
learning platform. MindTap combines all of a 
student’s learning tools—the chapter reading, 
review questions, and Research Tutor modules—
into a Learning Path that guides the student 
through the research methods course. Instruc-
tors personalize the experience by customizing 
the presentation of these learning tools to their 
students, even seamlessly introducing their own 
content into the Learning Path. Learn more at 
www.cengage.com/mindtap.

MindTap Sociology for Babbie’s The Practice of 
Social Research is easy to use and saves instructors 
time by allowing them to

●● Customize the course—from tools to text—
and make adjustments “on the fly,” making 
it possible to intertwine breaking news into 
their lessons and incorporate today’s teach-
able moments;

●● Promote personalization by segmenting 
course content into movable objects, en-
courage interactivity, and ensure student 
engagement;

●● Integrate multimedia assets, in-context 
exercises, and supplements; student engage-
ment will increase leading to better student 
outcomes;

●● Track students’ use, activities, and compre-
hension in real-time, providing opportunities 
for early intervention to influence progress 
and outcomes;

●● Assess knowledge throughout each section: 
after readings, in activities, homework, and 
quizzes; and

●● Automatically grade homework and quizzes.

Supplements
The Practice of Social Research, 14th edition, is 
accompanied by a wide array of supplements 
prepared for both the instructor and student. All 
the continuing supplements for The Practice of So-
cial Research, 14th edition, have been thoroughly 
revised and updated. I invite you to examine and 
take full advantage of the teaching and learning 
tools provided.
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Guided Activities for The Practice  
of Social Research, 14th Edition
The student study guide and workbook Ted 
Wagenaar and I have prepared continues to be a 
mainstay of my own teaching. Students tell me 
they use it heavily as a review of the text, and 
I count the exercises as half their grade in the 
course.

In this edition, Ted and I have once again 
sorted through the exercises and added new 
ones we’ve created in our own teaching or heard 
about from colleagues. These include match-
ing, multiple-choice, and open-ended discussion 
questions for each chapter, along with four to six 
exercises that use examples from everyday life to 
reinforce the material learned in the text. 

Readings in Social Research, 3rd Edition
The concepts and methodologies of social re-
search come to life in this interesting collection 
of articles specifically designed to accompany The 
Practice of Social Research. Diane Kholos Wysocki 
includes an interdisciplinary range of readings 
from the fields of psychology, sociology, social 
work, criminal justice, and political science. The 
articles focus on the important methods and 
concepts typically covered in the social research 
course and provide an illustrative advantage. 
Organized by key concepts, each of the reader’s 
11 chapters begins with an introduction high-
lighting and explaining the research concept that 
each chapter’s readings elucidate.

Online SPSS Practice Workbook
This handy guide is coordinated with the text  
to help students learn basic navigation in SPSS, 
including how to enter their own data; create, 
save, and retrieve files; produce and interpret 
data summaries; and more. Also included are 
SPSS practice exercises correlated with each 
chapter. Instructors can access this resource at 
https://login.cengage.com/cb/ to distribute to 
their students. 

Online 2014 GSS Data Sets to accompany 
The Practice of Social Research
Over the years, the publisher and I have sought 
to provide up-to-date personal computer sup-
port for students and instructors. Because there 
are now many excellent programs for analyzing 
data, we’ve provided data to be used with them. 
With this edition, the data sets will be updated to 
include the 2014 GSS data. Instructors can access 
this resource at https://login.cengage.com/cb/ to 
distribute to their students.

Instructor’s Manual with Test Bank 
This supplement offers the instructor brief chapter 
outlines, detailed chapter outlines, behavioral 
objectives, teaching suggestions and resources, 
Internet exercises, and possible study guide 
answers. In addition, for each chapter of the 
text, the Test Bank has 45–50 multiple-choice 
questions, 15–20 true-false questions, and 5 or 
more essay questions. All multiple choice and 
true-false questions have answers and page refer-
ences, and are labeled as new, modified, or pickup 
so instructors know if the question is new to this 
edition of the Test Bank, picked up but modified 
from the previous edition of the Test Bank, or 
picked up straight from the previous edition.

Cengage Learning Testing Powered 
by Cognero® 
Cengage Learning Testing powered by Cognero is 
a flexible online system that allows instructors to 
author, edit, and manage Test Bank content and 
quickly create multiple test versions. You can 
deliver tests from your LMS, your classroom—or 
wherever you want. 

PowerPoint® Lecture Slides 
Helping make your lectures more engaging, these 
handy Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides outline the 
chapters of the main text in a classroom-ready 
presentation, making it easy for instructors to as-
semble, edit, publish, and present custom lectures.
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 1 Human Inquiry  
and Science

 2 Paradigms, Theory,  
and Social Research

 3 The Ethics and Politics  
of Social Research

S
cience  is a familiar word; everyone uses it. 
Yet, images of science differ greatly. For some, 
science is mathematics; for others, it’s white 
coats and laboratories. It’s often confused 

with technology or equated with tough high school or 
college courses.

Science is, of course, none of these things per se. 
It is difficult, however, to specify exactly what  science is. 
Scientists themselves disagree on the proper  definition. 
For the purposes of this book, we look at science as a 
method of inquiry—a way of learning and knowing 
things about the world around us. Contrasted with 
other ways of learning and knowing about the world, 
science has some special characteristics. It is a conscious, 
deliberate, and rigorous undertaking.  Sometimes it uses 
statistical analyses, but often it does not. We’ll examine 
these and other traits in this opening set of chapters.

Dr. Benjamin Spock, the renowned author and 
pediatrician, began his books on child care by assur
ing new parents that they already know more about 
child care than they think they do. I want to begin this 
book on a similar note. Before you’ve read very far, you 
will realize that you already know a great deal about 
the practice of social research. In fact, you’ve been 
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3

An Introduction 
to Inquiry

 conducting research all your life. From that perspective, 
the purpose of this book is to help you sharpen skills you 
already have and perhaps to show you some tricks that 
may not have occurred to you.

Part 1 of this book lays the groundwork for the 
rest of the book by examining the fundamental 
 characteristics and issues that make science different 
from other ways of knowing things. In Chapter 1, we’ll 
begin with a look at native human inquiry, the sort of 
thing you’ve been doing all your life. In the course of 
that examination, we’ll see some of the ways people go 
astray in trying to understand the world around them, 
and I’ll summarize the primary characteristics of scien
tific inquiry that guard against those errors.

Chapter 2 deals with social theories and the links 
between theory and research. We’ll look at some of the 
theoretical paradigms that shape the nature of inquiry 

and that largely determine what scientists look for and 
how they interpret what they see.

Whereas most of this book deals with the scientific 
concerns of social research, Chapter 3 introduces two 
other important concerns: the ethics and politics of 
research. Researchers are governed by a set of ethical 
constraints that reflect ideals and values aimed at help
ing, not harming, people. Social research is also shaped 
by the fact that it operates within the political codes 
and systems of the societies it seeks to study and under
stand. These two topics appear throughout the book as 
critical components of social research.

The overall purpose of Part 1 is to construct a back
drop against which to view the specifics of research 
design and execution. After completing Part 1, you’ll be 
ready to look at some of the more concrete aspects of 
social research.
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C H A P T E R  1

Human Inquiry and Science

C H A P T E R  1

Human Inquiry and Science

All of us try to understand and 

predict the social world. Scientific 

inquiries—and social research in 

particular—are designed to avoid 

the pitfalls of ordinary human 

inquiry.

C H A P T E R  o v E R v i E w

Introduction

Looking for Reality
Knowledge from Agreement 

Reality
Errors in Inquiry, and Some 

Solutions

The Foundations  
of Social Science

Theory, Not Philosophy  
or Belief

Social Regularities
Aggregates, Not Individuals
Concepts and Variables

The Purposes of Social Research

Some Dialectics of Social 
Research

Idiographic and Nomothetic 
Explanation

Inductive and Deductive 
Theory

Determinism versus Agency
Qualitative and Quantitative 

Data

The Research Proposal
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from “experts.” I’m not saying you should never 
question this received knowledge; I’m just draw-
ing your attention to the way you and society 
normally get along regarding what is so.

There are other ways of knowing things, 
however. In contrast to knowing things through 
agreement, we can know them through direct 
experience—through observation. If you dive 
into a glacial stream flowing through the Cana-
dian Rockies, you don’t need anyone to tell you 
it’s cold. The first time you stepped on a thorn, 
you knew it hurt before anyone told you.

When our experience conflicts with what 
everyone else knows, though, there’s a good 
chance we’ll surrender our experience in favor of 
the agreement.

Let’s take an example. Imagine you’ve come 
to a party at my house. It’s a high-class affair, and 
the drinks and food are excellent. In particular, 
you’re taken by one of the appetizers I bring 
around on a tray: a breaded, deep-fried appetizer 
that’s especially zesty. You have a couple—they’re 
so delicious! You have more. Soon you’re subtly 
moving around the room to be wherever I am 
when I arrive with a tray of these nibblies.

Finally, you can’t contain yourself any more. 
“What are they?” you ask. “How can I get the 
recipe?” And I let you in on the secret: “You’ve 
been eating breaded, deep-fried worms!” Your 
response is dramatic: Your stomach rebels, and 
you throw up all over the living-room rug. Argh! 
What a terrible thing to serve guests!

The point of the story is that both of your 
feelings about the appetizer were quite real. 
Your initial liking for them, based on your own 
direct experience, was certainly real. But so was 
your feeling of disgust when you found out that 
you’d been eating worms. It should be evident, 
however, that this feeling of disgust was strictly a 
product of the agreements you have with those 
around you that worms aren’t fit to eat. That’s an 
agreement you entered into the first time your 
parents found you sitting in a pile of dirt with 
half of a wriggling worm dangling from your lips. 
When they pried your mouth open and reached 
down your throat in search of the other half 
of the worm, you learned that worms are not 
acceptable food in our society.

Introduction
This book is about knowing things—not so much 
what we know as how we know it. Let’s start by 
examining a few things you probably know already.

You know the world is round. You probably 
also know it’s cold on the dark side of the moon 
(the side facing away from the sun), and you 
know people speak Chinese in China. You know 
that vitamin C can prevent colds and that unpro-
tected sex can result in AIDS.

How do you know? Unless you’ve been to 
the dark side of the moon lately or done experi-
mental research on the virtues of vitamin C, 
you know these things because somebody told 
them to you, and you believed what you were 
told. You may have read in National Geographic 
that people speak Chinese languages in China, 
and because that made sense to you, you didn’t 
question it. Perhaps your physics or astronomy 
instructor told you it was cold on the dark side of 
the moon, or maybe you heard it on the news. 

Some of the things you know seem abso-
lutely obvious to you. If someone asked you how 
you know the world is round, you’d probably 
say, “Everybody knows that.” There are a lot of 
things everybody knows. Of course, everyone 
used to “know” that the world was flat.

Most of what you and I know is a matter 
of agreement and belief. Little of it is based on 
personal experience and discovery. A big part of 
growing up in any society, in fact, is the process 
of learning to accept what everybody around 
us “knows” is so. If you don’t know those same 
things, you can’t really be a part of the group. 
If you were to question seriously whether the 
world is really round, you’d quickly find yourself 
set apart from other people.

Although most of what we know is a matter 
of believing what we’ve been told, there’s 
nothing wrong with us in that respect. It’s simply 
the way human societies are structured, and it’s 
a quite useful quality. The basis of knowledge 
is agreement. Because you can’t learn all you 
need to know by means of personal experience 
and discovery alone, things are set up so you can 
simply believe what others tell you. You know 
some things through tradition and some things 
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Aside from these agreements, what’s wrong 
with worms? They are probably high in pro-
tein and low in calories. Bite-sized and easily 
packaged, they are a distributor’s dream. They 
are also a delicacy for some people who live in 
societies that lack our agreement that worms are 
disgusting. Some people might love the worms 
but be turned off by the deep-fried breading.

Here’s another question to consider: “Are 
worms ‘really’ good or ‘really’ bad to eat?” And 
here’s a more interesting question: “How could 
you know which was really so?” This book is 
about answering the second kind of question.

The rest of this chapter looks at how we 
know what is real. We’ll begin by examining in-
quiry as a natural human activity, something we 
all have engaged in every day of our lives. We’ll 
look at the source of everyday knowledge and at 
some kinds of errors we make in normal inquiry. 
We’ll then examine what makes science—in 
particular, social science—different. After con-
sidering some of the underlying ideas of social 
research, we’ll conclude with an initial consider-
ation of issues in social research.

Looking for Reality
Reality is a tricky business. You probably already 
suspect that some of the things you “know” may 
not be true, but how can you really know what’s 
real? People have grappled with this question for 
thousands of years.

Knowledge from Agreement 
Reality
One answer that has arisen out of that grappling 
is science, which offers an approach to both 
agreement reality and experiential reality. 
Scientists have certain criteria that must be met 
before they will accept the reality of something 
they have not personally experienced. In gen-
eral, a scientific assertion must have both logical 
and empirical support: It must make sense, and 
it must not contradict actual observation. Why 

do earthbound scientists accept the assertion that 
the dark side of the moon is cold? First, it makes 
sense, because the moon’s surface heat comes 
from the sun’s rays, and the dark side of the 
moon is dark because it’s always turned away 
from the sun. Second, scientific measurements 
made on the moon’s dark side confirm this logi-
cal expectation. So, scientists accept the reality 
of things they don’t personally experience—they 
accept an agreement reality—but they have 
special standards for doing so.

More to the point of this book, however, 
science offers a special approach to the discovery 
of reality through personal experience. In other 
words, it offers a special approach to the business 
of inquiry. Epistemology is the science of know-
ing; methodology (a subfield of epistemology) 
might be called the science of finding out. This 
book presents and examines social science meth-
odology, or how social scientists find out about 
human social life. 

Why do we need social science to discover 
the reality of social life? To find out, let’s start 
by considering what happens in ordinary, 
nonscientific inquiry.

Ordinary Human Inquiry
Practically all people, and many other animals 
as well, exhibit a desire to predict their future 
circumstances. Humans seem predisposed to 
undertake this task by using causal and probabi-
listic reasoning. First, we generally recognize that 
future circumstances are somehow caused or 
conditioned by present ones. We learn that get-
ting an education will affect how much money 
we earn later in life and that swimming beyond 
the reef may bring an unhappy encounter with 
a shark. Sharks, on the other hand—whether 
or not they reason the matter through—may 
learn that hanging around the reef often brings 
a happy encounter with unhappy swimmers.

Second, we also learn that such patterns 
of cause and effect are probabilistic. That is, 
the effects occur more often when the causes 
occur than when the causes are absent—but 
not always. Thus, students learn that studying 
hard produces good grades in most instances, 
but not every time. We recognize the danger 
of swimming beyond the reef, without believ-
ing that every such swim will be fatal. As we’ll 
see throughout the book, science makes these 

epistemology The science of knowing; systems 
of knowledge.

methodology The science of finding out; 
procedures for scientific investigation.
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concepts of causality and probability more 
explicit and provides techniques for dealing 
with them more rigorously than casual human 
inquiry does. It sharpens the skills we already 
have by making us more conscious, rigorous, and 
explicit in our inquiries.

In looking at ordinary human inquiry, we 
need to distinguish between prediction and un-
derstanding. Often, we can make predictions 
without understanding—perhaps you can predict 
rain when your trick knee aches. And often, 
even if we don’t understand why, we’re willing 
to act on the basis of a demonstrated predictive 
ability. A racetrack buff who discovers that the 
third-ranked horse in the third race of the day 
always seems to win will probably keep betting 
without knowing, or caring, why it works out 
that way. Of course, the drawback in predicting 
without understanding will become powerfully 
evident when one of the other horses wins and 
our buff loses a week’s pay.

Whatever the primitive drives or instincts 
that motivate human beings and other ani-
mals, satisfying these drives depends heavily on 
the ability to predict future circumstances. For 
people, however, the attempt to predict is often 
placed in a context of knowledge and under-
standing. If you can understand why things are 
related to each other, why certain regular pat-
terns occur, you can predict better than if you 
simply observe and remember those patterns. 
Thus, human inquiry aims at answering both 
“what” and “why” questions, and we pursue 
these goals by observing and figuring out.

As I suggested earlier in this chapter, our 
attempts to learn about the world are only partly 
linked to direct personal inquiry or experience. 
Another, much larger, part comes from the 
agreed-on knowledge that others give us, those 
things “everyone knows.” This agreement reality 
both assists and hinders our attempts to find out 
for ourselves. To see how, consider two impor-
tant sources of our secondhand knowledge—
tradition and authority.

Tradition
Each of us inherits a culture made up, in part, 
of firmly accepted knowledge about the work-
ings of the world and the values that guide our 
participation in it. We may learn from others 
that planting corn in the spring will garner the 

greatest assistance from the gods, that eat-
ing too much candy will decay our teeth, that 
the circumference of a circle is approximately 
twenty-two sevenths of its diameter, or that mas-
turbation will make you blind. Ideas about gen-
der, race, religion, and different nations that you 
learned as you were growing up would fit in this 
category. We may test a few of these “truths” on 
our own, but we simply accept the great major-
ity of them. These are the things that “everybody 
knows.”

Tradition, in this sense of the term, offers 
some clear advantages to human inquiry. By 
accepting what everybody knows, we avoid 
the overwhelming task of starting from scratch 
in our search for regularities and understand-
ing. Knowledge is cumulative, and an inherited 
body of information and understanding is the 
jumping-off point for the development of more 
knowledge. We often speak of “standing on the 
shoulders of giants,” that is, on those of previous 
generations.

At the same time, tradition may hinder 
human inquiry. If we seek a fresh understanding 
of something everybody already understands and 
has always understood, we may be marked as 
fools for our efforts. More to the point, however, 
it rarely occurs to most of us to seek a different 
understanding of something we all “know” to 
be true.

Authority
Despite the power of tradition, new knowledge 
appears every day. Quite aside from our own 
personal inquiries, we benefit throughout our 
lives from new discoveries and understandings 
produced by others. Often, acceptance of these 
new acquisitions depends on the status of the 
discoverer. You’re more likely to believe that 
the common cold can be transmitted through 
kissing, for example, when you hear it from 
an epidemiologist than when you hear it from 
your uncle Pete (unless, of course, he’s also an 
epidemiologist).

Like tradition, authority can both assist and 
hinder human inquiry. We do well to trust the 

agreement reality Those things we “know” as 
part and parcel of the culture we share with those 
around us.
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judgment of the person who has special train-
ing, expertise, and credentials in a given matter, 
especially in the face of controversy. At the same 
time, inquiry can be greatly hindered by the 
legitimate authorities who err within their own 
province. Biologists, after all, make their mis-
takes in the field of biology. Moreover, biological 
knowledge changes over time.

Inquiry is also hindered when we depend on 
the authority of experts speaking outside their 
realm of expertise. For example, consider the 
political or religious leader with no medical or 
biochemical expertise who declares that marijuana 
can fry your brain. The advertising industry plays 
heavily on this misuse of authority by, for example, 
having popular athletes discuss the nutritional 
value of breakfast cereals or having movie actors 
evaluate the performance of automobiles.

Both tradition and authority, then, act as 
double-edged swords in the search for knowl-
edge about the world. Simply put, they provide 
us with a starting point for our own inquiry, but 
they can lead us to start at the wrong point and 
push us off in the wrong direction.

Errors in Inquiry, and Some 
Solutions
Besides the potential dangers of tradition and 
authority, other pitfalls often cause us to stumble 
and fall when we set out to learn for ourselves. 
Let’s look at some of the common errors we 
make in our casual inquiries and at the ways 
science guards against those errors.

Inaccurate Observations
Quite frequently, we make mistakes in our ob-
servations. For example, what was your method-
ology instructor wearing on the first day of class? 
If you have to guess, it’s because most of our 
daily observations are casual and semiconscious. 
That’s why we often disagree about what really 
happened.

In contrast to casual human inquiry, scientific 
observation is a conscious activity. Just making 

observation more deliberate helps reduce error. If 
you had to guess what your instructor was wear-
ing on the first day of class, you’d probably make 
a mistake. If you’d gone to the first class with a 
conscious plan to observe and record what your 
instructor was wearing, however, you’d be far 
more likely to be accurate. (You might also need 
a hobby.)

In many cases, both simple and complex mea-
surement devices help guard against inaccurate 
observations. Moreover, they add a degree of pre-
cision well beyond the capacity of the unassisted 
human senses. Suppose, for example, that you’d 
taken color photographs of your instructor that 
day. (See earlier comment about needing a hobby.)

Overgeneralization
When we look for patterns among the specific 
things we observe around us, we often assume 
that a few similar events provide evidence of a 
general pattern. That is, we overgeneralize on 
the basis of limited observations. (Think back to 
our now-broke racetrack buff.)

Probably the tendency to overgeneralize 
peaks when the pressure to arrive at a general 
understanding is high. Yet it also occurs without 
such pressure. Whenever overgeneralization 
does occur, it can misdirect or impede inquiry.

Imagine you are a reporter covering an 
animal-rights demonstration. You have orders 
to turn in your story in just two hours, and you 
need to know why people are demonstrating. 
Rushing to the scene, you start interviewing 
them, asking for their reasons. The first three 
demonstrators you interview give you essentially 
the same reason, so you simply assume that the 
other 3,000 are also there for that reason. Unfor-
tunately, when your story appears, your editor 
gets scores of letters from protesters who were 
there for an entirely different reason.

Realize, of course, that we must generalize 
to some extent to survive. It’s probably not a 
good idea to keep asking whether this rattlesnake 
is poisonous. Assume they all are. At the same 
time, we have a tendency to overgeneralize.

Scientists often guard against overgeneraliza-
tion by committing themselves in advance to a 
sufficiently large and representative sample of 
observations. Another safeguard is provided by 
the replication of inquiry. Basically, replication 

replication Repeating a research study to test 
and either confirm or question the findings of an 
earlier study.
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means repeating a study and checking to see 
whether the same results are produced each 
time. Then, as a further test, the study may be 
repeated again under slightly varied conditions.

Selective Observation
One danger of overgeneralization is that it can 
lead to selective observation. Once we have con-
cluded that a particular pattern exists and have 
developed a general understanding of why it ex-
ists, we tend to focus on future events and situ-
ations that fit the pattern, and we tend to ignore 
those that do not. Racial and ethnic prejudices 
depend heavily on selective observation for their 
persistence.

Sometimes a research design will specify in 
advance the number and kind of observations to 
be made as a basis for reaching a conclusion. If 
we wanted to learn whether women were more 
likely than men to support freedom to choose an 
abortion, we might select a thousand carefully 
chosen people to be interviewed on the issue. 
Alternately, when making direct observations 
of an event, such as attending the animal-rights 
demonstration, we might make a special effort to 
find “deviant cases”—precisely those who do not 
fit into the general pattern. 

Illogical Reasoning
There are other ways in which we often deal 
with observations that contradict our understand-
ing of the way things are in daily life. Surely one 
of the most remarkable creations of the human 
mind is “the exception that proves the rule.” That 
idea doesn’t make any sense at all. An exception 
can draw attention to a rule or to a supposed rule 
(in its original meaning, “prove” meant “test”), 
but in no system of logic can it validate the rule it 
contradicts. Even so, we often use this pithy say-
ing to brush away contradictions with a simple 
stroke of illogic. This is particularly common in 
relation to group stereotypes. When a person 
of color, a woman, or a gay violates the stereo-
type someone holds for that group, it somehow 
“proves” that, aside from this one exception, the 
stereotype remains “valid” for all the rest. For ex-
ample, a woman business executive who is kind 
and feminine is taken as “proof” that all other 
female executives are mean and masculine.

What statisticians have called the gambler’s 
fallacy is another illustration of illogic in day-
to-day reasoning. Often we assume that a 
consistent run of either good or bad luck fore-
shadows its opposite. An evening of bad luck 
at poker may kindle the belief that a winning 
hand is just around the corner. Many a poker 
player has stayed in a game much too long be-
cause of that mistaken belief. (A more reason-
able conclusion is that they are not very good 
at poker.) 

Although all of us sometimes fall into 
embarrassingly illogical reasoning, scientists try 
to avoid this pitfall by using systems of logic 
consciously and explicitly. We’ll examine the 
logic of science more deeply in Chapter 2. For 
now, simply note that logical reasoning is a 
conscious activity for scientists and that other 
scientists are always around to keep them 
honest.

Science, then, attempts to protect us from the 
common pitfalls of ordinary inquiry. Accurately 
observing and understanding reality is not an 
obvious or trivial matter, as we’ll see throughout 
this chapter and this book. 

Before moving on, I should caution you 
that scientific understandings of things are also 
constantly changing. Any review of the history 
of science will provide numerous examples 
of old “knowledge” being supplanted by new 
“knowledge.” It’s easy to feel superior to the 
scientists of a hundred or a thousand years ago, 
but I fear there is a tendency to think those 
changes are all behind us. Now, we know the 
way things are.

In The Half-Life of Facts (2012), Samuel Arbes-
man addresses the question of how long today’s 
scientific “facts” survive reconceptualization, 
retesting, and new discoveries. For example, 
half of what medical science understood about 
hepatitis and cirrhosis of the liver was replaced 
in 45 years.

The fact that scientific knowledge is con-
stantly changing actually points to a strength of 
scientific scholarship. Whereas cultural beliefs 
and superstitions may survive unchallenged for 
centuries, scientists are committed to achieving 
an ever better understanding of the world. My 
purpose in this book is to prepare you to join 
that undertaking.
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