
 
Source URL: http://cnx.org/content/m42982/latest/?collection=col11407/1.7 
Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/courses/soc101/ 

 
Attributed to: Rice University and OpenStax College Saylor.org 
 Page 1 of 30 
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Figure 1: Concertgoers enjoy a show. What makes listening to live music among a crowd of people 

appealing? How are the motivations and behaviors of groups of people at concerts different from those of 
groups in other settings, such as theme parks? These are questions that sociological research can aim to 

answer. (Photo courtesy of Benjamin Cook/flickr) 
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2.1 Introduction to Sociological Research 
         
In the campus cafeteria, you set your lunch tray down at a table, grab a chair, join a 
group of your college classmates, and hear the start of two discussions. One person 
says, “It’s weird how Jimmy Buffett has so many devoted fans.” Another says, “Disney 
World is packed year-round.” Those two seemingly benign statements are claims, or 
opinions, based on everyday observation of human behavior. Perhaps the speakers had 
firsthand experience, talked to experts, conducted online research, or saw news 
segments on TV.  
 
In response, two conversations erupt. 
 
        “I don’t see why anyone would want to go to Disney World and stand in those long 
lines.” 
        “Are you kidding?! Going to Disney World is one of my favorite childhood 
memories.” 
        “It’s the opposite for me with Jimmy Buffett. After seeing one of his shows, I don’t 
need to go again.” 
        “Yet some people make it a lifestyle.” 
        “A theme park is way different than a concert.” 
        “But both are places people go for the same thing: a good time.” 
        “If you call getting lost in a crowd of thousands of strangers fun.” 
 
As your classmates at the lunch table discuss what they know or believe, the two topics 
converge. The conversation becomes a debate. Someone compares Parrotheads to 
Packers fans. Someone else compares Disney World to a cruise. Students take sides, 
agreeing or disagreeing, as the conversation veers to topics such as crowd control, mob 
mentality, political protests, and group dynamics.  
 
If you contributed your expanding knowledge of sociological research to this 
conversation, you might make statements like these:  
 
        “Jimmy Buffett’s fans long for escapism. Parrotheads join together claiming they 
want freedom, except they only want a temporary escape.” 
        And this: “Mickey Mouse is a symbol of America just like the Statue of Liberty. 
Disney World is a place where families go to celebrate what they see as America.” 
 
You finish lunch, clear away your tray, and hurry to your next class. But you are thinking 
of Jimmy Buffett and Disney World. You have a new perspective on human behavior 
and a list of questions that you want answered. That is the purpose of sociological 
research – to investigate and provide insights into how human societies function. 
Although claims and opinions are part of sociology, sociologists use empirical 
evidence (that is, evidence corroborated by direct experience and/or observation) 
combined with the scientific method or an interpretive framework to deliver sound 
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sociological research. They also rely on a theoretical foundation that provides an 
interpretive perspective through which they can make sense of scientific results. 
 
A truly scientific sociological study of the social situations up for discussion in the 
cafeteria would involve these prescribed steps: defining a specific question, gathering 
information and resources through observation, forming a hypothesis, testing the 
hypothesis in a reproducible manner, analyzing and drawing conclusions from the data, 
publishing the results, and anticipating further development when future researchers 
respond to and retest findings. An appropriate starting point in this case might be the 
question "What do fans of Jimmy Buffett seek that drives them to attend his concerts 
faithfully?"  
 
As you begin to think like a sociologist, you may notice that you have tapped into your 
observation skills. You might assume that your observations and insights are valuable 
and accurate. But the results of casual observation are limited by the fact that there is 
no standardization – who is to say one person’s observation of an event is any more 
accurate than another’s? To mediate these concerns, sociologists rely on systematic 
research processes. 
 
Glossary 
 
        empirical evidence: evidence corroborated by direct experience and/or 
observation. 
 
 

2.2 Approaches to Sociological Research 

 
Summary:  

 Define and describe the scientific method  

 Explain how the scientific method is used in sociological research  

 Understand the function and importance of an interpretive framework  

 Define what reliability and validity mean in a research study 
 
When sociologists apply the sociological perspective and begin to ask questions, no 
topic is off limits. Every aspect of human behavior is a source of possible investigation. 
Sociologists question the world that humans have created and live in. They notice 
patterns of behavior as people move through that world. Using sociological methods 
and systematic research within the framework of the scientific method and a scholarly 
interpretive perspective, sociologists have discovered workplace patterns that have 
transformed industries, family patterns that have enlightened parents, and education 
patterns that have aided structural changes in classrooms.  
 
The students at that college cafeteria discussion put forth a few loosely stated opinions. 
If the human behaviors around those claims were tested systematically, a student could 
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write a report and offer the findings to fellow sociologists and the world in general. The 
new perspective could help people understand themselves and their neighbors and help 
people make better decisions about their lives. It might seem strange to use scientific 
practices to study social trends, but, as we shall see, it’s extremely helpful to rely on 
systematic approaches that research methods provide.  
 
Sociologists often begin the research process by asking a question about how or why 
things happen in this world. It might be a unique question about a new trend or an old 
question about a common aspect of life. Once a question is formed, a sociologist 
proceeds through an in-depth process to answer it. In deciding how to design that 
process, the researcher may adopt a scientific approach or an interpretive framework. 
The following sections describe these approaches to knowledge. 
 
The Scientific Method 
 
Sociologists make use of tried and true methods of research, such as experiments, 
surveys, and field research. But humans and their social interactions are so diverse that 
they can seem impossible to chart or explain. It might seem that science is about 
discoveries and chemical reactions or about proving ideas right or wrong rather than 
about exploring the nuances of human behavior. 
 
However, this is exactly why scientific models work for studying human behavior. A 
scientific process of research establishes parameters that help make sure results are 
objective and accurate. Scientific methods provide limitations and boundaries that focus 
a study and organize its results. 
 
The scientific method involves developing and testing theories about the world based on 
empirical evidence. It is defined by its commitment to systematic observation of the 
empirical world and strives to be objective, critical, skeptical, and logical. It involves a 
series of prescribed steps that have been established over centuries of scholarship. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: The scientific method is an essential tool in research. 
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But just because sociological studies use scientific methods does not make the results 
less human. Sociological topics are not reduced to right or wrong facts. In this field, 
results of studies tend to provide people with access to knowledge they did not have 
before – knowledge of other cultures, knowledge of rituals and beliefs, knowledge of 
trends and attitudes. No matter what research approach is used, researchers want to 
maximize the study’s reliability (how likely research results are to be replicated if the 
study is reproduced). Reliability increases the likelihood that what happens to one 
person will happen to all people in a group. Researchers also strive for validity, which 
refers to how well the study measures what it was designed to measure. Returning to 
the Disney World topic, reliability of a study would reflect how well the resulting 
experience represents the average experience of theme park-goers. Validity would 
ensure that the study’s design accurately examined what it was designed to study, so 
an exploration of adults’ interactions with costumed mascots should address that issue 
and not veer into other age groups’ interactions with them or into adult interactions with 
staff or other guests. 
 
In general, sociologists tackle questions about the role of social characteristics in 
outcomes. For example, how do different communities fare in terms of psychological 
well-being, community cohesiveness, range of vocation, wealth, crime rates, and so on? 
Are communities functioning smoothly? Sociologists look between the cracks to 
discover obstacles to meeting basic human needs. They might study environmental 
influences and patterns of behavior that lead to crime, substance abuse, divorce, 
poverty, unplanned pregnancies, or illness. And, because sociological studies are not all 
focused on negative behaviors or challenging situations, researchers might study 
vacation trends, healthy eating habits, neighborhood organizations, higher education 
patterns, games, parks, and exercise habits.  
 
Sociologists can use the scientific method not only to collect but to interpret and analyze 
the data. They deliberately apply scientific logic and objectivity. They are interested in 
but not attached to the results. They work outside of their own political or social agenda. 
This doesn’t mean researchers do not have their own personalities, complete with 
preferences and opinions. But sociologists deliberately use the scientific method to 
maintain as much objectivity, focus, and consistency as possible in a particular study. 
 
With its systematic approach, the scientific method has proven useful in shaping 
sociological studies. The scientific method provides a systematic, organized series of 
steps that help ensure objectivity and consistency in exploring a social problem. They 
provide the means for accuracy, reliability, and validity. In the end, the scientific method 
provides a shared basis for discussion and analysis (Merton 1963).Typically, the 
scientific method starts with these steps – 1) ask a question, 2) research existing 
sources, 3) formulate a hypothesis – described below. 
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Ask a Question 
 
The first step of the scientific method is to ask a question, describe a problem, and 
identify the specific area of interest. The topic should be narrow enough to study within 
a geography and timeframe. “Are societies capable of sustained happiness?” would be 
too vague. The question should also be broad enough to have universal merit. “What do 
personal hygiene habits reveal about the values of students at XYZ High School?” 
would be too narrow. That said, happiness and hygiene are worthy topics to study. 
Sociologists do not rule out any topic, but would strive to frame these questions in better 
research terms. 
 
That is why sociologists are careful to define their terms. In a hygiene study, for 
instance, hygiene could be defined as “personal habits to maintain physical appearance 
(as opposed to health),” and a researcher might ask, “How do differing personal hygiene 
habits reflect the cultural value placed on appearance?” When forming these basic 
research questions, sociologists develop an operational definition, that is, they define 
the concept in terms of the physical or concrete steps it takes to objectively measure it. 
The operational definition identifies an observable condition of the concept. By 
operationalizing a variable of the concept, all researchers can collect data in a 
systematic or replicable manner. 
 
The operational definition must be valid, appropriate, and meaningful. And it must be 
reliable, meaning that results will be close to uniform when tested on more than one 
person. For example, “good drivers” might be defined in many ways: those who use 
their turn signals, those who don’t speed, or those who courteously allow others to 
merge. But these driving behaviors could be interpreted differently by different 
researchers and could be difficult to measure. Alternatively, “a driver who has never 
received a traffic violation” is a specific description that will lead researchers to obtain 
the same information, so it is an effective operational definition. 
 
Research Existing Sources 
 
The next step researchers undertake is to conduct background research through a 
literature review, which is a review of any existing similar or related studies. A visit to 
the library and a thorough online search will uncover existing research about the topic of 
study. This step helps researchers gain a broad understanding of work previously 
conducted on the topic at hand and enables them to position their own research to build 
on prior knowledge. Researchers – including student researchers – are responsible for 
correctly citing existing sources they use in a study or that inform their work. While it is 
fine to borrow previously published material (as long as it enhances a unique viewpoint), 
it must be referenced properly and never plagiarized. 
 
To study hygiene and its value in a particular society, a researcher might sort through 
existing research and unearth studies about child-rearing, vanity, obsessive-compulsive 
behaviors, and cultural attitudes toward beauty. It’s important to sift through this 
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information and determine what is relevant. Using existing sources educates a 
researcher and helps refine and improve a study’s design. 
 
Formulate a Hypothesis 
 
A hypothesis is an assumption about how two or more variables are related; it makes a 
conjectural statement about the relationship between those variables. In sociology, the 
hypothesis will often predict how one form of human behavior influences another. In 
research, independent variables are the cause of the change. The dependent 
variable is the effect, or thing that is changed. 
 
For example, in a basic study, the researcher would establish one form of human 
behavior as the independent variable and observe the influence it has on a dependent 
variable. How does gender (the independent variable) affect rate of income (the 
dependent variable)? How does one’s religion (the independent variable) affect family 
size (the dependent variable)? How is social class (the dependent variable) affected by 
level of education (the independent variable)? 
 

 
Table 1: Examples of Dependent and Independent Variables 

Typically, the independent variable causes the dependent variable to change in some way. 

 
At this point, a researcher’s operational definitions help measure the variables. In a 
study asking how tutoring improves grades, for instance, one researcher might define 
“good” grades as a C or better, while another uses a B+ as a starting point for “good.” 
Another operational definition might describe “tutoring” as “one-on-one assistance by an 
expert in the field, hired by an educational institution.” Those definitions set limits and 
establish cut-off points, ensuring consistency and replicability in a study.  
 
As the chart shows, an independent variable is the one that causes a dependent 
variable to change. For example, a researcher might hypothesize that teaching children 
proper hygiene (the independent variable) will boost their sense of self-esteem (the 
dependent variable). Or rephrased, a child’s sense of self-esteem depends, in part, on 
the quality and availability of hygienic resources. 
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Of course, this hypothesis can also work the other way around. Perhaps a sociologist 
believes that increasing a child’s sense of self-esteem (the independent variable) will 
automatically increase or improve habits of hygiene (now the dependent variable). 
Identifying the independent and dependent variables is very important. As the hygiene 
example shows, simply identifying two topics, or variables, is not enough: Their 
prospective relationship must be part of the hypothesis.  
 
Just because a sociologist forms an educated prediction of a study’s outcome doesn’t 
mean data contradicting the hypothesis aren’t welcome. Sociologists analyze general 
patterns in response to a study, but they are equally interested in exceptions to 
patterns. In a study of education, a researcher might predict that high school dropouts 
have a hard time finding a rewarding career. While it has become at least a cultural 
assumption that the higher the education, the higher the salary and degree of career 
happiness, there are certainly exceptions. People with little education have had 
stunning careers, and people with advanced degrees have had trouble finding work. A 
sociologist prepares a hypothesis knowing that results will vary. 
 
Once the preliminary work is done, it’s time for the next research steps: designing and 
conducting a study, and drawing conclusions. These research methods are discussed 
below. 
 
Summary 
 
Using the scientific method, a researcher conducts a study in five phases: asking a 
question, researching existing sources, formulating a hypothesis, conducting a study, 
and drawing conclusions. The scientific method is useful in that it provides a clear 
method of organizing a study. Some sociologists conduct research through an 
interpretive framework rather than employing the scientific method.Scientific sociological 
studies often observe relationships between variables. Researchers study how one 
variable changes another. Prior to conducting a study, researchers are careful to apply 
operational definitions to their terms and to establish dependent and independent 
variables. 
 
Further Research 
 
For a historical perspective on the scientific method in sociology, read “The Elements of 
Scientific Method in Sociology” by F. Stuart Chapin (1914) in the American Journal of 
Sociology: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2763363 
 
References 
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Glossary 
 
        dependent variables: changed by other variables 
        hypothesis: an educated guess with predicted outcomes about the relationship 
between two or more variables 
        independent variables: cause changes in dependent variables 
        interpretive framework: a sociological research approach that seeks in-depth 
understanding of a topic or subject through observation or interaction; this approach is 
not based on hypothesis testing 
        literature review: a scholarly research step that entails identifying and studying all 
existing studies on a topic to create a basis for new research 
        operational definitions: specific explanations of abstract concepts that a 
researcher plans to study 
        reliability: a measure of a study’s consistency that considers how likely results are 
to be replicated if a study is reproduced 
        scientific method: an established scholarly research method that involves asking 
a question, researching existing sources, forming a hypothesis, designing and 
conducting a study, and drawing conclusions 
        validity: the degree to which a sociological measure accurately reflects the topic of 
study 
 
 

2.3 Research Methods 
 
Summary:  

 Differentiate between four kinds of research methods: surveys, field research, 
experiments, and secondary data analysis  

 Understand why different topics are better suited to different research 
approaches 

 
Sociologists examine the world, see a problem or interesting pattern, and set out to 
study it. They use research methods to design a study – perhaps a detailed, systematic, 
scientific method for conducting research and obtaining data, or perhaps an 
ethnographic study utilizing an interpretive framework. Planning the research design is a 
key step in any sociological study. 
 
When entering a particular social environment, a researcher must be careful. There are 
times to remain anonymous and times to be overt. There are times to conduct 
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interviews and times to simply observe. Some participants need to be thoroughly 
informed; others should not know they are being observed. A researcher wouldn’t stroll 
into a crime-ridden neighborhood at midnight, calling out, “Any gang members around?” 
And if a researcher walked into a coffee shop and told the employees they would be 
observed as part of a study on work efficiency, the self-conscious, intimidated baristas 
might not behave naturally. 
 
In the 1920s, leaders of a Chicago factory called Hawthorne Works commissioned a 
study to determine whether or not lighting could increase or decrease worker 
productivity. Sociologists were brought in. Changes were made. Productivity increased. 
Results were published. 
     
But when the study was over, productivity dropped again. Why did this happen? In 
1953, Henry A. Landsberger analyzed the study results to answer this question. He 
realized that employee productivity increased because sociologists were paying 
attention to them. The sociologists’ presence influenced the study results. Worker 
behaviors were altered not by the lighting but by the study itself. From this, sociologists 
learned the importance of carefully planning their roles as part of their research design 
(Franke and Kaul 1978). 
     
Landsberger called the workers’ response the Hawthorne effect – people changing 
their behavior because they know they are being watched as part of a study. The 
Hawthorne effect is unavoidable in some research. In many cases, sociologists have to 
make the purpose of the study known. Subjects must be aware that they are being 
observed, and a certain amount of artificiality may result (Sonnenfeld 1985). 
     
Making sociologists’ presence invisible is not always realistic for other reasons. That 
option is not available to a researcher studying prison behaviors, early education, or the 
Ku Klux Klan. Researchers can’t just stroll into prisons, kindergarten classrooms, or 
Klan meetings and unobtrusively observe behaviors. In situations like these, other 
methods are needed. All studies shape the research design, while research design 
simultaneously shapes the study. Researchers choose methods that best suit their 
study topic and that fit with their overall approach to research.  
     
In planning a study’s design, sociologists generally choose from four widely used 
methods of social investigation: survey, field research, experiment, and secondary data 
analysis (or use of existing sources). Every research method comes with plusses and 
minuses, and the topic of study strongly influences which method or methods are put to 
use. 
 
Surveys 
 
As a research method, a survey collects data from subjects who respond to a series of 
questions about behaviors and opinions, often in the form of a questionnaire. The 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


 
Source URL: http://cnx.org/content/m42982/latest/?collection=col11407/1.7 
Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/courses/soc101/ 

 
Attributed to: Rice University and OpenStax College Saylor.org 
 Page 11 of 30 

survey is one of the most widely used scientific research methods. The standard survey 
format allows individuals a level of anonymity in which they can express personal ideas. 
 

 
Figure 3: Questionnaires are a common research method; the U.S. Census is a well-known example. 

(Photo courtesy of Karen Horton/flickr) 

 
At some point or another, everyone responds to some type of survey. The United States 
Census is an excellent example of a large-scale survey intended to gather sociological 
data. Customers fill out questionnaires at stores or promotional events, responding to 
questions such as “How did you hear about the event?” and “Were the staff helpful?” 
You’ve probably picked up the phone and heard a caller ask you to participate in a 
political poll or similar type of survey. “Do you eat hot dogs? If yes, how many per 
month?”  
 
Not all surveys would be considered sociological research. Marketing polls help 
companies refine marketing goals and strategies; they are generally not conducted as 
part of a scientific study, meaning they are not designed to test a hypothesis or to 
contribute knowledge to the field of sociology. The results are not published in a 
refereed scholarly journal, where design, methodology, results, and analyses are vetted. 
Often, polls on TV do not reflect a general population, but are merely answers from a 
specific show’s audience. Polls conducted by programs such as American Idol or So 
You Think You Can Dance represent the opinions of fans but are not particularly 
scientific. A good contrast to these are the Nielsen Ratings, which determine the 
popularity of television programming through scientific market research. 
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Figure 4: As part of a malaria pill study, U.S. Navy Hospital personnel complete a questionnaire on health 

issues they experienced in Somalia. Participants submitted a blood sample as part of this study, which 
supported Operation Restore Hope. (Photo courtesy of ExpertInfantry.com/flickr) 

 
Sociologists conduct surveys under controlled conditions for specific purposes. Surveys 
gather different types of information from people. While surveys are not great at 
capturing the ways people really behave in social situations, they are a great method for 
discovering how people feel and think – or at least how they say they feel and think. 
Surveys can track preferences for presidential candidates or reported individual 
behaviors (such as sleeping, driving, or texting habits), or factual information such as 
employment status, income, and education levels.  
 
A survey targets a specific population, people who are the focus of a study, such as 
college athletes, international students, or teenagers living with type 1 (juvenile-onset) 
diabetes. Most researchers choose to survey a small sector of the population, or a 
sample: that is, a manageable number of subjects who represent a larger population. 
The success of a study depends on how well a population is represented by the sample. 
In a random sample, every person in a population has the same chance of being 
chosen for the study. According to the laws of probability, random samples represent 
the population as a whole. For instance, a Gallup Poll, if conducted as a nationwide 
random sampling, should be able to provide an accurate estimate of public opinion 
whether it contacts 2,000 or 10,000 people. 
 
After selecting subjects, the researcher develops a specific plan to ask questions and 
record responses. It is important to inform subjects of the nature and purpose of the 
study up front. If they agree to participate, researchers thank subjects and offer them a 
chance to see the results of the study if they are interested. The researcher presents 
the subjects with an instrument, a means of gathering the information. A common 
instrument is a questionnaire, in which subjects answer a series of questions. For some 
topics, the researcher might ask yes-or-no or multiple-choice questions, allowing 
subjects to choose possible responses to each question. This kind of quantitative data 
– research collected in numerical form that can be counted – are easy to tabulate. Just 
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count up the number of “yes” and “no” responses or correct answers and chart them 
into percentages. 
 
Questionnaires can also ask more complex questions with more complex answers – 
beyond “yes,” “no,” or the option next to a checkbox. In those cases, the answers are 
subjective, varying from person to person. How do you plan to use your college 
education? Why do you follow Jimmy Buffett around the country and attend every 
concert? Those types of questions require short essay responses, and participants 
willing to take the time to write those answers will convey personal information about 
religious beliefs, political views, and morals. Some topics that reflect internal thought are 
impossible to observe directly and are difficult to discuss honestly in a public forum. 
People are more likely to share honest answers if they can respond to questions 
anonymously. This type of information is qualitative data – results that are subjective 
and often based on what is seen in a natural setting. Qualitative information is harder to 
organize and tabulate. The researcher will end up with a wide range of responses, 
some of which may be surprising. The benefit of written opinions, though, is the wealth 
of material that they provide. 
 
An interview is a one-on-one conversation between the researcher and the subject, 
and is a way of conducting surveys on a topic. Interviews are similar to the short answer 
questions on surveys in that the researcher asks subjects a series of questions. 
However, participants are free to respond as they wish, without being limited by 
predetermined choices. In the back-and-forth conversation of an interview, a researcher 
can ask for clarification, spend more time on a subtopic, or ask additional questions. In 
an interview, a subject will ideally feel free to open up and answer questions that are 
often complex. There are no right or wrong answers. The subject might not even know 
how to answer the questions honestly.  
 
Questions such as “How did society's view of alcohol consumption influence your 
decision whether or not to take your first sip of alcohol?” or “Did you feel that the divorce 
of your parents would put a social stigma on your family?” involve so many factors that 
the answers are difficult to categorize. A researcher needs to avoid steering or 
prompting the subject to respond in a specific way; otherwise, the results will prove to 
be unreliable. And, obviously, a sociological interview is not an interrogation. The 
researcher will benefit from gaining a subject’s trust, from empathizing or commiserating 
with a subject, and from listening without judgment. 
 
Field Research 
 
The work of sociology rarely happens in limited, confined spaces. Sociologists seldom 
study subjects in their own offices or laboratories. Rather, sociologists go out into the 
world. They meet subjects where they live, work, and play. Field research refers to 
gathering primary data from a natural environment without doing a lab experiment or a 
survey. It is a research method suited to an interpretive framework rather than to the 
scientific method. To conduct field research, the sociologist must be willing to step into 
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new environments and observe, participate, or experience those worlds. In field work, 
the sociologists, rather than the subjects, are the ones out of their element.  
 
The researcher interacts with or observes a person or people, gathering data along the 
way. The key point in field research is that it takes place in the subject’s natural 
environment, whether it’s a coffee shop or tribal village, a homeless shelter or the DMV, 
a hospital, airport, mall, or beach resort. 
 

 
Figure 5: Sociological researchers travel across countries and cultures to interact with and observe 

subjects in their natural environments. (Photo courtesy of IMLS Digital Collections and Content/flickr and 
Olympic National Park) 

 
While field research often begins in a specific setting, the study’s purpose is to observe 
specific behaviors in that setting. Field work is optimal for observing how people 
behave. It is less useful, however, for understanding why they behave that way. You 
can't really narrow down cause and effect when there are so many variables floating 
around in a natural environment. 
 
Much of the data gathered in field research are based not on cause and effect but on 
correlation. And while field research looks for correlation, its small sample size does not 
allow for establishing a causal relationship between two variables. 
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Figure 6: Business suits for the day job are replaced by leis and T-shirts for a Jimmy Buffett concert. 

(Photo courtesy of Sam Howzitt/flickr) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Parrotheads as Sociological Subjects: 
 
Some sociologists study small groups of people who share an identity in one aspect of 
their lives. Almost everyone belongs to a group of like-minded people who share an 
interest or hobby. Scientologists, folk dancers, or members of Mensa (an organization 
for people with exceptionally high IQs) express a specific part of their identity through 
their affiliation with a group. Those groups are often of great interest to sociologists. 
    Jimmy Buffett, an American musician who built a career from his single top-10 song 
“Margaritaville,” has a following of devoted groupies called Parrotheads. Some of them 
have taken fandom to the extreme, making Parrothead culture a lifestyle. In 2005, 
Parrotheads and their subculture caught the attention of researchers John Mihelich and 
John Papineau. The two saw the way Jimmy Buffett fans collectively created an artificial 
reality. They wanted to know how fan groups shape culture. The result was a study and 
resulting article called “Parrotheads in Margaritaville: Fan Practice, Oppositional Culture, 
and Embedded Cultural Resistance in Buffett Fandom.” 
    What Mihelich and Papineau found was that Parrotheads, for the most part, do not 
seek to challenge or even change society, as many sub-groups do. In fact, most 
Parrotheads live successfully within society, holding upper-level jobs in the corporate 
world. What they seek is escape from the stress of daily life. They get it from Jimmy 
Buffett’s concerts and from the public image he projects. Buffett fans collectively keep 
their version of an alternate reality alive. 
    At Jimmy Buffett concerts, Parrotheads engage in a form of role play. They paint their 
faces and dress for the tropics in grass skirts, Hawaiian leis, and Parrot hats. These fans 
don’t generally play the part of Parrotheads outside of these concerts; you are not likely 
to see a lone Parrothead in a bank or library. In that sense, Parrothead culture is less 
about individualism and more about conformity. Being a Parrothead means sharing a 
specific identity. Parrotheads feel connected to each other: it’s a group identity, not an 
individual one. 
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Here, we will look at three types of field research: participant observation, ethnography, 
and the case study.  
 
Participant Observation 
 
In 2000, a comic writer named Rodney Rothman wanted an insider’s view of white-
collar work. He slipped into the sterile, high-rise offices of a New York “dot com” agency. 
Every day for two weeks, he pretended to work there. His main purpose was simply to 
see if anyone would notice him or challenge his presence. No one did. The receptionist 
greeted him. The employees smiled and said good morning. Rothman was accepted as 
part of the team. He even went so far as to claim a desk, inform the receptionist of his 
whereabouts, and attend a meeting. He published an article about his experience in The 

On fan websites, followers conduct polls calling for responses to message-board 
prompts such as “Why are you a Parrothead” and “Where is your Margaritaville?” To the 
latter question, fans define the place as anywhere from a beach to a bar to a peaceful 
state of mind. Ultimately, however, “Margaritaville” is an imaginary place. 
    In their study, Mihelich and Papineau quote from a recent book by sociologist Richard 
Butsch, who writes, “un-self-conscious acts, if done by many people together, can 
produce change, even though the change may be unintended” (2000). Many 
Parrothead fan groups have performed good works in the name of Jimmy Buffett 
culture, donating to charities and volunteering their services. 
    However, the authors suggest that what really drives Parrothead culture is 
commercialism. Jimmy Buffett’s popularity was dying out in the 1980s until being 
reinvigorated after he signed a sponsorship deal with a beer company. These days, his 
concert tours alone generate nearly $30 million a year. Buffett made a lucrative career 
for himself by partnering with product companies and marketing Margaritaville in the 
form of T-shirts, restaurants, casinos, and an expansive line of products. Some fans 
accuse Buffett of selling out, while others admire his financial success. Buffett makes no 
secret of his commercial exploitations; from the stage, he’s been known to tell his fans, 
“Just remember, I am spending your money foolishly.” 
    Mihelich and Papineau gathered much of their information online. Referring to their 
study as a “Web ethnography,” they collected extensive narrative material from fans 
who joined Parrothead clubs and posted their experiences on websites. “We do not 
claim to have conducted a complete ethnography of Parrothead fans, or even of the 
Parrothead Web activity,” state the authors, “but we focused on particular aspects of 
Parrothead practice as revealed through Web research” (2005). Fan narratives gave 
them insight into how individuals identify with Buffett’s world and how fans used popular 
music to cultivate personal and collective meaning. 
    In conducting studies about pockets of culture, most sociologists seek to discover a 
universal appeal. Mihelich and Papineau stated, “Although Parrotheads are a relative 
minority of the contemporary US population, an in-depth look at their practice and 
conditions illuminate [sic] cultural practices and conditions many of us experience and 
participate in” (2005). 
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New Yorker called “My Fake Job” (2000). Later, he was discredited for allegedly 
fabricating some details of the story and The New Yorker issued an apology. However, 
Rothman’s entertaining article still offered fascinating descriptions of the inside workings 
of a “dot com” company and exemplified the lengths to which a sociologist will go to 
uncover material. 
 
Rothman had conducted a form of study called participant observation, in which 
researchers join people and participate in a group’s routine activities for the purpose of 
observing them within that context. This method lets researchers experience a specific 
aspect of social life. A researcher might go to great lengths to get a firsthand look into a 
trend, institution, or behavior. Researchers temporarily put themselves into roles and 
record their observations. A researcher might work as a waitress in a diner, or live as a 
homeless person for several weeks, or ride along with police officers as they patrol their 
regular beat. Often, these researchers try to blend in seamlessly with the population 
they study, and they may not disclose their true identity or purpose if they feel it would 
compromise the results of their research. 
 

 
Figure 7: Is she a working waitress or a sociologist conducting a study using participant observation? 

(Photo courtesy of zoetnet/flickr) 

 
At the beginning of a field study, researchers might have a question: “What really goes 
on in the kitchen of the most popular diner on campus?” or “What is it like to be 
homeless?” Participant observation is a useful method if the researcher wants to 
explore a certain environment from the inside. 
 
Field researchers simply want to observe and learn. In such a setting, the researcher 
will be alert and open minded to whatever happens, recording all observations 
accurately. Soon, as patterns emerge, questions will become more specific, 
observations will lead to hypotheses, and hypotheses will guide the researcher in 
shaping data into results. 
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In a study of small-town America conducted by sociological researchers John S. Lynd 
and Helen Merrell Lynd, the team altered their purpose as they gathered data. They 
initially planned to focus their study on the role of religion in American towns. As they 
gathered observations, they realized that the effect of industrialization and urbanization 
was the more relevant topic of this social group. The Lynds did not change their 
methods, but they revised their purpose. This shaped the structure of Middletown: A 
Study in Modern American Culture, their published results (Lynd and Lynd 1959). 
 
The Lynds were upfront about their mission. The townspeople of Muncie, Indiana, knew 
why the researchers were in their midst. But some sociologists prefer not to alert people 
to their presence. The main advantage of covert participant observation is that it allows 
the researcher access to authentic, natural behaviors of a group’s members. The 
challenge, however, is gaining access to a setting without disrupting the pattern of 
others’ behavior. Becoming an inside member of a group, organization, or subculture 
takes time and effort. Researchers must pretend to be something they are not. The 
process could involve role playing, making contacts, networking, or applying for a job. 
 
Once inside a group, some researchers spend months or even years pretending to be 
one of the people they are observing. However, as observers, they cannot get too 
involved. They must keep their purpose in mind and apply the sociological perspective. 
That way, they illuminate social patterns that are often unrecognized. Because 
information gathered during participant observation is mostly qualitative, rather than 
quantitative, the end results are often descriptive or interpretive. The researcher might 
present findings in an article or book, describing what he or she witnessed and 
experienced. 
 
This type of research is what journalist Barbara Ehrenreich conducted for her book 
Nickel and Dimed. One day over lunch with her editor, as the story goes, Ehrenreich 
mentioned an idea. How can people exist on minimum-wage work? How do low-income 
workers get by? she wondered. Someone should do a study. To her surprise, her editor 
responded, Why don’t you do it? 
 
That’s how Ehrenreich found herself joining the ranks of the working class. For several 
months, she left her comfortable home and lived and worked among people who lacked, 
for the most part, higher education and marketable job skills. Undercover, she applied 
for and worked minimum wage jobs as a waitress, a cleaning woman, a nursing home 
aide, and a retail chain employee. During her participant observation, she used only her 
income from those jobs to pay for food, clothing, transportation, and shelter. 
 
She discovered the obvious, that it’s almost impossible to get by on minimum wage 
work. She also experienced and observed attitudes many middle and upper class 
people never think about. She witnessed firsthand the treatment of working class 
employees. She saw the extreme measures people take to make ends meet and to 
survive. She described fellow employees who held two or three jobs, worked seven 
days a week, lived in cars, could not pay to treat chronic health conditions, got randomly 
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fired, submitted to drug tests, and moved in and out of homeless shelters. She brought 
aspects of that life to light, describing difficult working conditions and the poor treatment 
that low-wage workers suffer. 
 
Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America, the book she wrote upon her return 
to her real life as a well-paid writer, has been widely read and used in many college 
classrooms. 
 

 
Figure 8: Field research happens in real locations. What type of environment do work spaces foster? 

What would a sociologist discover after blending in? (Photo courtesy of drewzhrodague/flickr) 

 
Ethnography 
 
Ethnography is the extended observation of the social perspective and cultural values 
of an entire social setting. Ethnographies involve objective observation of an entire 
community.  
 
The heart of an ethnographic study focuses on how subjects view their own social 
standing and how they understand themselves in relation to a community. An 
ethnographic study might observe, for example, a small American fishing town, an Inuit 
community, a village in Thailand, a Buddhist monastery, a private boarding school, or 
Disney World. These places all have borders. People live, work, study, or vacation 
within those borders. People are there for a certain reason and therefore behave in 
certain ways and respect certain cultural norms. An ethnographer would commit to 
spending a determined amount of time studying every aspect of the chosen place, 
taking in as much as possible. 
 
A sociologist studying a tribe in the Amazon might watch the way villagers go about 
their daily lives and then write a paper about it. To observe a spiritual retreat center, an 
ethnographer might sign up for a retreat and attend as a guest for an extended stay, 
observe and record data, and collate the material into results. 
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The Making of Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture:  
   
    In 1924, a young married couple named Robert and Helen Lynd undertook an 
unprecedented ethnography: to apply sociological methods to the study of one US city 
in order to discover what “ordinary” Americans did and believed. Choosing Muncie, 
Indiana (population about 30,000), as their subject, they moved to the small town and 
lived there for eighteen months. 
    Ethnographers had been examining other cultures for decades—groups considered 
minority or outsider—like gangs, immigrants, and the poor. But no one had studied the 
so-called average American. 
    Recording interviews and using surveys to gather data, the Lynds did not sugarcoat 
or idealize American life (PBS). They objectively stated what they observed. 
Researching existing sources, they compared Muncie in 1890 to the Muncie they 
observed in 1924. Most Muncie adults, they found, had grown up on farms but now 
lived in homes inside the city. From that discovery, the Lynds focused their study on the 
impact of industrialization and urbanization. 
    They observed that Muncie was divided into business class and working class 
groups. They defined business class as dealing with abstract concepts and symbols, 
while working class people used tools to create concrete objects. The two classes led 
different lives with different goals and hopes. However, the Lynds observed, mass 
production offered both classes the same amenities. Like wealthy families, the working 
class was now able to own radios, cars, washing machines, telephones, vacuum 
cleaners, and refrigerators. This was an emerging material new reality of the 1920s.  
    As the Lynds worked, they divided their manuscript into six sections: Getting a Living, 
Making a Home, Training the Young, Using Leisure, Engaging in Religious Practices, 
and Engaging in Community Activities. Each chapter included subsections such as “The 
Long Arm of the Job” and “Why Do They Work So Hard?” in the “Getting a Living” 
chapter. 
    When the study was completed, the Lynds encountered a big problem. The 
Rockefeller Foundation, which had commissioned the book, claimed it was useless and 
refused to publish it. The Lynds asked if they could seek a publisher themselves.   
    Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture was not only published in 1929, but 
became an instant bestseller, a status unheard of for a sociological study. The book 
sold out six printings in its first year of publication, and has never gone out of print 
(PBS). 
    Nothing like it had ever been done before. Middletown was reviewed on the front 
page of the New York Times. Readers in the 1920s and 1930s identified with the 
citizens of Muncie, Indiana, but they were equally fascinated by the sociological 
methods and the use of scientific data to define ordinary Americans. The book was 
proof that social data was important – and interesting – to the American public. 
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Figure 9: A classroom in Muncie, Indiana, in 1917, five years before John and Helen Lynd began 

researching this “typical” American community. (Photo courtesy of Don O’Brien/flickr) 

 
Case Study 
 
Sometimes a researcher wants to study one specific person or event. A case study is 
an in-depth analysis of a single event, situation, or individual. To conduct a case study, 
a researcher examines existing sources like documents and archival records, conducts 
interviews, engages in direct observation, and even participant observation, if possible. 
 
Researchers might use this method to study a single case of, for example, a foster 
child, drug lord, cancer patient, criminal, or rape victim. However, a major criticism of 
the case study as a method is that a developed study of a single case, while offering 
depth on a topic, does not provide enough evidence to form a generalized conclusion. 
In other words, it is difficult to make universal claims based on just one person, since 
one person does not verify a pattern. This is why most sociologists do not use case 
studies as a primary research method. 
 
However, case studies are useful when the single case is unique. In these instances, a 
single case study can add tremendous knowledge to a certain discipline. For example, a 
feral child, also called “wild child,” is one who grows up isolated from human beings. 
Feral children grow up without social contact and language, elements crucial to a 
“civilized” child’s development. These children mimic the behaviors and movements of 
animals, and often invent their own language. There are only about one hundred cases 
of “feral children” in the world.  
 
As you may imagine, a feral child is a subject of great interest to researchers. Feral 
children provide unique information about child development because they have grown 
up outside of the parameters of “normal” child development. And since there are very 
few feral children, the case study is the most appropriate method for researchers to use 
in studying the subject.  
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At age 3, a Ukranian girl named Oxana Malaya suffered severe parental neglect. She 
lived in a shed with dogs, eating raw meat and scraps. Five years later, a neighbor 
called authorities and reported seeing a girl who ran on all fours, barking. Officials 
brought Oxana into society, where she was cared for and taught some human 
behaviors, but she never became fully socialized. She has been designated as unable 
to support herself and now lives in a mental institution (Grice 2011). Case studies like 
this offer a way for sociologists to collect data that may not be collectable by any other 
method. 
 
Experiments 
 
You’ve probably tested personal social theories. “If I study at night and review in the 
morning, I’ll improve my retention skills.” Or, “If I stop drinking soda, I’ll feel better.” 
Cause and effect. If this, then that. When you test the theory, your results either prove 
or disprove your hypothesis. 
 
One way researchers test social theories is by conducting an experiment, meaning 
they investigate relationships to test a hypothesis – a scientific approach. 
 
There are two main types of experiments: lab-based experiments and natural or field 
experiments. In a lab setting, the research can be controlled so that perhaps more data 
can be recorded in a certain amount of time. In a natural or field-based experiment, the 
generation of data cannot be controlled but the information might be considered more 
accurate since it was collected without interference or intervention by the researcher. 
 
As a research method, either type of sociological experiment is useful for testing if-then 
statements: if a particular thing happens, then another particular thing will result. To set 
up a lab-based experiment, sociologists create artificial situations that allow them to 
manipulate variables. 
 
Classically, the sociologist selects a set of people with similar characteristics, such as 
age, class, race, or education. Those people are divided into two groups. One is the 
experimental group and the other is the control group. The experimental group is 
exposed to the independent variable(s) and the control group is not. To test the benefits 
of tutoring, for example, the sociologist might expose the experimental group of 
students to tutoring but not the control group. Then both groups would be tested for 
differences in performance to see if tutoring had an effect on the experimental group of 
students. As you can imagine, in a case like this, the researcher would not want to 
jeopardize the accomplishments of either group of students, so the setting would be 
somewhat artificial. The test would not be for a grade reflected on their permanent 
record, for example. 
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Figure 10: Sociologist Frances Heussenstamm conducted an experiment to explore the correlation 

between traffic stops and race-based bumper stickers. This issue of racial profiling remains a hot-button 
topic today. (Photo courtesy of dwightsghost/flickr) 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Secondary Data Analysis 
 
While sociologists often engage in original research studies, they also contribute 
knowledge to the discipline through secondary data analysis. Secondary data don’t 
result from firsthand research collected from primary sources, but are the already 
completed work of other researchers. Sociologists might study works written by 

An Experiment in Action: 
 
A real-life example will help illustrate the experiment process. In 1971, Frances 
Heussenstamm, a sociology professor at California State University at Los Angeles, had 
a theory about police prejudice. To test her theory she conducted an experiment. She 
chose fifteen students from three ethnic backgrounds: black, white, and Hispanic. She 
chose students who routinely drove to and from campus along Los Angeles freeway 
routes, and who’d had perfect driving records for longer than a year. Those were her 
independent variables – students, good driving records, same commute route. 
    Next, she placed a Black Panther bumper sticker on each car. That sticker, a 
representation of a social value, was the independent variable. In the 1970s, the Black 
Panthers were a revolutionary group actively fighting racism. Heussenstamm asked the 
students to follow their normal driving patterns. She wanted to see if seeming support of 
the Black Panthers would change how these good drivers were treated by the police 
patrolling the highways. 
    The first arrest, for an incorrect lane change, was made two hours after the experiment 
began. One participant was pulled over three times in three days. He quit the study. After 
seventeen days, the fifteen drivers had collected a total of thirty-three traffic citations. 
The experiment was halted. The funding to pay traffic fines had run out, and so had the 
enthusiasm of the participants (Heussenstamm 1971). 
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historians, economists, teachers, or early sociologists. They might search through 
periodicals, newspapers, or magazines from any period in history. 
 
Using available information not only saves time and money, but it can add depth to a 
study. Sociologists often interpret findings in a new way, a way that was not part of an 
author’s original purpose or intention. To study how women were encouraged to act and 
behave in the 1960s, for example, a researcher might watch movies, televisions shows, 
and situation comedies from that period. Or to research changes in behavior and 
attitudes due to the emergence of television in the late 1950s and early 1960s, a 
sociologist would rely on new interpretations of secondary data. Decades from now, 
researchers will most likely conduct similar studies on the advent of mobile phones, the 
Internet, or Facebook.  
 
Social scientists also learn by analyzing the research of a variety of agencies. 
Governmental departments and global groups, like the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
or the World Health Organization, publish studies with findings that are useful to 
sociologists. A public statistic like the foreclosure rate might be useful for studying the 
effects of the 2008 recession; a racial demographic profile might be compared with data 
on education funding to examine the resources accessible by different groups. 
 
One of the advantages of secondary data is that it is nonreactive (or unobtrusive) 
research, meaning that it does not include direct contact with subjects and will not alter 
or influence people’s behaviors. Unlike studies requiring direct contact with people, 
using previously published data doesn’t require entering a population and the 
investment and risks inherent in that research process.  
 
Using available data does have its challenges. Public records are not always easy to 
access. A researcher will need to do some legwork to track them down and gain access 
to records. To guide the search through a vast library of materials and avoid wasting 
time reading unrelated sources, sociologists employ content analysis, applying a 
systematic approach to record and value information gleaned from secondary data as 
they relate to the study at hand.  
 
But, in some cases, there is no way to verify the accuracy of existing data. It is easy to 
count how many drunk drivers, for example, are pulled over by the police. But how 
many are not? While it’s possible to discover the percentage of teenage students who 
drop out of high school, it might be more challenging to determine the number who 
return to school or get their GED later.  
 
Another problem arises when data are unavailable in the exact form needed or do not 
include the precise angle the researcher seeks. For example, the average salaries paid 
to professors at a public school is public record. But the separate figures don’t 
necessarily reveal how long it took each professor to reach the salary range, what their 
educational backgrounds are, or how long they’ve been teaching. 
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To write some of his books, sociologist Richard Sennett used secondary data to shed 
light on current trends. In The Craftsman (2008), he studied the human desire to 
perform quality work, from carpentry to computer programming. He studied the line 
between craftsmanship and skilled manual labor. He also studied changes in attitudes 
toward craftsmanship that occurred not only during and after the Industrial Revolution, 
but also in ancient times. Obviously, he could not have firsthand knowledge of periods 
of ancient history; he had to rely on secondary data for part of his study. 
 
When conducting content analysis, it is important to consider the date of publication of 
an existing source and to take into account attitudes and common cultural ideals that 
may have influenced the research. For example, Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd 
gathered research for their book Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture in 
the 1920s. Attitudes and cultural norms were vastly different then than they are now. 
Beliefs about gender roles, race, education, and work have changed significantly since 
then. At the time, the study’s purpose was to reveal the truth about small American 
communities. Today, it is an illustration of 1920s attitudes and values. 
 
Summary 
 
Sociological research is a fairly complex process. As you can see, a lot goes into even a 
simple research design. There are many steps and much to consider when collecting 
data on human behavior, as well as in interpreting and analyzing data in order to form 
conclusive results. Sociologists use scientific methods for good reason. The scientific 
method provides a system of organization that helps researchers plan and conduct the 
study while ensuring that data and results are reliable, valid, and objective. 
 
The many methods available to researchers – including experiments, surveys, field 
studies, and secondary data analysis – all come with advantages and disadvantages. 
The strength of a study can depend on the choice and implementation of the 
appropriate method of gathering research. Depending on the topic, a study might use a 
single method or a combination of methods. It is important to plan a research design 
before undertaking a study. The information gathered may in itself be surprising, and 
the study design should provide a solid framework in which to analyze predicted and 
unpredicted data. 
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Table 2: Main Sociological Research Methods 

Sociological research methods have advantages and disadvantages 

 
Further Research 
 
For information on current real-world sociology experiments, visit: 
http://www.everydaysociologyblog.com/ 
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Glossary 
 
    case study: in-depth analysis of a single event, situation, or individual 
    content analysis: applying a systematic approach to record and value information 
gleaned from secondary data as it relates to the study at hand 
    control group: an experimental group that is not exposed to the independent 
variable 
    correlation: when a change in one variable coincides with a change in another 
variable, but does not necessarily indicate causation 
    ethnography: observing a complete social setting and all that it entails 
    experiment: the testing of a hypothesis under controlled conditions 
    field research: gathering data from a natural environment without doing a lab 
experiment or a survey 
    Hawthorne effect: when study subjects behave in a certain manner due to their 
awareness of being observed by a researcher 
    interview: a one-on-one conversation between the researcher and the subject 
    nonreactive research: using secondary data, does not include direct contact with 
subjects and will not alter or influence people’s behaviors 
    participant observation: when a researcher immerses herself in a group or social 
setting in order to make observations from an “insider” perspective 
    population: a defined group serving as the subject of a study 
    primary data: data that are collected directly from firsthand experience 
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    quantitative data: represent research collected in numerical form that can be 
counted 
    qualitative data: comprise information that is subjective and often based on what is 
seen in a natural setting 
    random sample: a study’s participants being randomly selected to serve as a 
representation of a larger population 
    research design: a detailed, systematic method for conducting research and 
obtaining data 
    samples: small, manageable number of subjects that represent the population 
    secondary data analysis: using data collected by others but applying new 
interpretations 
    surveys: collect data from subjects who respond to a series of questions about 
behaviors and opinions, often in the form of a questionnaire 
 
 

2.4 Ethical Concerns 
 
Summary:  

 Understand why ethical standards exist  

 Demonstrate awareness of the American Sociological Association’s Code of 
Ethics  

 Define value neutrality 
 
Sociologists conduct studies to shed light on human behaviors. Knowledge is a powerful 
tool that can be used toward positive change. And while a sociologist’s goal is often 
simply to uncover knowledge rather than to spur action, many people use sociological 
studies to help improve people’s lives. In that sense, conducting a sociological study 
comes with a tremendous amount of responsibility. Like any researchers, sociologists 
must consider their ethical obligation to avoid harming subjects or groups while 
conducting their research. 
 
The American Sociological Association, or ASA, is the major professional organization 
of sociologists in North America. The ASA is a great resource for students of sociology 
as well. The ASA maintains a code of ethics – formal guidelines for conducting 
sociological research – consisting of principles and ethical standards to be used in the 
discipline. It also describes procedures for filing, investigating, and resolving complaints 
of unethical conduct. 
 
Practicing sociologists and sociology students have a lot to consider. Some of the 
guidelines state that researchers must try to be skillful and fair-minded in their work, 
especially as it relates to their human subjects. Researchers must obtain participants’ 
informed consent, and inform subjects of the responsibilities and risks of research 
before they agree to partake. During a study, sociologists must ensure the safety of 
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participants and immediately stop work if a subject becomes potentially endangered on 
any level.  
 
Researchers are required to protect the privacy of research participants whenever 
possible. Even if pressured by authorities, such as police or courts, researchers are not 
ethically allowed to release confidential information. Researchers must make results 
available to other sociologists, must make public all sources of financial support, and 
must not accept funding from any organization that might cause a conflict of interest or 
seek to influence the research results for its own purposes. The ASA’s ethical 
considerations shape not only the study but also the publication of results.  
 
Pioneer German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) identified another crucial ethical 
concern. Weber understood that personal values could distort the framework for 
disclosing study results. While he accepted that some aspects of research design might 
be influenced by personal values, he declared it was entirely inappropriate to allow 
personal values to shape the interpretation of the responses. Sociologists, he stated, 
must establish value neutrality, a practice of remaining impartial, without bias or 
judgment, during the course of a study and in publishing results (1949). Sociologists are 
obligated to disclose research findings without omitting or distorting significant data. 
  
Is value neutrality possible? Many sociologists believe it is impossible to set aside 
personal values and retain complete objectivity. They caution readers, rather, to 
understand that sociological studies may, by necessity, contain a certain amount of 
value bias. It does not discredit the results but allows readers to view them as one form 
of truth rather than a singular fact. Some sociologists attempt to remain uncritical and as 
objective as possible when studying cultural institutions. Value neutrality does not mean 
having no opinions. It means striving to overcome personal biases, particularly 
subconscious biases, when analyzing data. It means avoiding skewing data in order to 
match a predetermined outcome that aligns with a particular agenda, such as a political 
or moral point of view. Investigators are ethically obligated to report results, even when 
they contradict personal views, predicted outcomes, or widely accepted beliefs. 
 
Summary 
 
Sociologists and sociology students must take ethical responsibility for any study they 
conduct. They must first and foremost guarantee the safety of their participants. 
Whenever possible, they must ensure that participants have been fully informed before 
consenting to be part of a study.  
 
The ASA (American Sociological Association) maintains ethical guidelines that 
sociologists must take into account as they conduct research. The guidelines address 
conducting studies, properly using existing sources, accepting funding, and publishing 
results. 
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Sociologists must try to maintain value neutrality. They must gather and analyze data 
objectively, setting aside their personal preferences, beliefs, and opinions. They must 
report findings accurately, even if they contradict personal convictions. 
 
Further Research 
 
Founded in 1905, the ASA is a non-profit organization located in Washington, DC, with 
a membership of 14,000 researchers, faculty members, students, and practitioners of 
sociology. Its mission is “to articulate policy and implement programs likely to have the 
broadest possible impact for sociology now and in the future.” Learn more about this 
organization at http://www.asanet.org/.  
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Glossary 
 
        code of ethics: a set of guidelines that the American Sociological Association has 
established to foster ethical research and professionally responsible scholarship in 
sociology 
        value neutrality: a practice of remaining impartial, without bias or judgment during 
the course of a study and in publishing results 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.asanet.org/
http://www.asanet.org/about/ethics.cfm

