
RESEARCH METHODS IN SOCIAL SCIENCES

Research methods in social sciences are defined procedures that are used in order to 
develop scientific knowledge of human phenomena. The methodology of social sciences is 
the study of these procedures.

Scientific knowledge is characterized by the rigor of the reasonings - mathematical or logical –
and by the precision of empiric observations. The methodology plays a big role in science (as 
much in social sciences as in social sciences as in pure sciences), because it is the fruit of a 
long tradition of research and it defines the scientific way to study phenomena.

The doubt and uncertainty that questions may arise create an unease that the human being 
tries to overcome with the belief. We  generally settle for the answers that are provided by the
tradition, in particular the religious one, by people more experienced than us or by experts in 
a given field. Sometimes, we think about our own experiences, to draw personal conclusions.
Other times, we consult scholarly books such as encyclopedias or monographs, and we 
consider experts conclusions to be truths. This way doubt and uncertainty calm down.

However, these methods to establish our belief in something are often faulty, incomplete or 
flawed. It may turn out that the means we have adopted to find an answer were inadequate.
Hence, the Ancient Greeks thought that thunder was the anger of Zeus; today meteorologists 
teach us that it is more about electrical phenomena  born from colluding clouds.
The catholic church has condemned Galileo because he was claiming that the Earth was 
round and was revolving around the Sun; today we know that Galileo was right, that the Earth
has never been flat and that it has never been the center of the universe.
People who believed these things were wrong.

Scientific methods: why?

The  usual methods we use to base our beliefs are little convincing. The tradition may be 
right, but it may also be based on a long series of errors and repeated illusions from one 
generation to the next. Even experienced people can make mistakes or be limited by their 
prejudices, their values or their subjectivity. People who were opposed to Galileo were great 
experts and the best scholars of their time; yet they were wrong. As far as personal 
experiences are concerned, you know they are always limited and very subjective, and so 
they are not always reliable. Everything the media and the books convey is not necessarily 
proven and may even turn out to be completely false. One must be suspicious of all those 
different sources of knowledge, even though they are often useful in daily life.
We consider a lot of  doubtful or unlikely things as true: this is the issue that the scientific 
method is trying to solve.

Of course, all the questions cannot be solved scientifically, and it is not a claim real scholars 
make. The metaphysical questions, such as the existence of God in the hereafter or those of 
the nature of the good of the reasons of human suffering, are not subject to scientific 
processing because of their nature itself.
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Scientists leave these questions to philosophers, even though they happen to often make 
interesting observations, in this field of reflection.
However, there is an undefined number of questions that may be tackled with the scientific 
method. This method is characterized by the fact that its results are reproducible, reliable, and
often very informative and very solid. Its power and its usefulness no longer need to be 
proven, we all know many convincing examples of it, the discovery of HIV at the origin of 
AIDS, the study of the negative effects of pollution on our environment, etc. For over a 
century now, the scientific method has been adopted by most researchers in social sciences 
and there are now great discoveries in psychology, in history, in sociology, in linguistics and in
all other branches of social sciences.

The force of the scientific methodology

The power of scientific research relies on its own qualities. There are eight of them.

1. The  exhaustive and rigorous nature of descriptions and classifications. In science, the 
descriptions have to be systematic and complete. The classification of elements has to be 
done on the basis of logic and objectivity.

2. The systematic and exact nature of observations. The observations must leave nothing to 
chance and unfold in a very comprehensive and orderly manner.

3.The reproducibility of experiences. The experiments must be conducted and described in a 
rigorous way so that the highest level of objectivity may be reached. Any experiment must be 
described in a way to allow to be reproduced and verified.

Objectivity is the capacity to recognize what is real, independently of any prejudice and 
personal interpretation. It is the contrary of subjectivity. To be objective, is to stay neutral, 
impartial in front of the facts.

4.The rigor of concepts. The concepts used must be defined in a rigorous manner, 
unequivocally, or at least in the most exact possible way.

5.the logic of the rationales. The rationales, whether being inductive, deductive or 
probabilistic, must be perfectly clear and must obey to the laws of logic (module 12 of the 
manual).
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• An Inductive reasoning is a reasoning based on a very high number of cases or 
observations, which then allows a generalization.

• A deductive reasoning is a logical reasoning by which a conclusion is drawn from the 
premises.

•  A probabilistic reasoning is a reasoning that relies on the probabilities and includes a 
certain degree of measuring error, for instance 5%.

6.  The fallibility of the theories. The theories that explain the phenomena, by bringing in 
particular causes or factors must be fallible, which means they must have concrete 
consequences that may potentially be observed and which will help to confirm or disprove  
the theories in question. The theories that are not compatible with any fact and do not predict 
anything precise are useless.

7. The provisional nature of the conclusions. Any scientific conclusion, however firm it may be,
must be considered as true until the contrary has been proven or a better explanation is 
provided, more exact and complete. There is no definitive nor absolute truth in science.

8. The probity of the researchers. Researchers must never falsify nor modify their results in 
order to make them conform to their theories or their hypothesis. They must submit 
themselves to any external verification if needed.

Whatever its results are – whether the research hypothesis is confirmed, disproved or 
reformulated – any scientific research results in the obligation to conduct new researches.
Is then scientific research by definition an endless cycle, each research triggering one or 
several new questions. This process does not depend on particular individuals. A research 
may lead to a new subject of research which will be studied many years later or  thousands of
kilometers away from the place where the research was initially made. This impersonal 
character of scientific research allows it to progress thanks to the universality of its methods 
across generations of researchers, independently of borders.

The research in social sciences

The research in social sciences takes different forms. Depending on the purpose, the 
acquired knowledge in a certain field, the studied subject, a research will take a more 
rhetorical or applied form, it will use a historic method or will turn to laboratory experiment, 
etc. A real research often combines several of these forms. However, a few distinctions may 
be made which allow to define the different approaches.

Fundamental research or applied research. The fundamental research has the purpose of 
advancing knowledge, independently of any practical benefit. The applied research
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has the purpose of elaborating practical applications on the basis of current scientific 
knowledge. Action research is a form of applied research of which the objective is to 
understand and to intervene in a certain social environment.

Conceptual or theoretical research or empirical research. Conceptual and theoretical research
is the study of different theories in order to define or clarify a concept, to propose new 
concepts or to amend these theories from the same data that have been used to elaborate 
them. The empirical research consists rather in gathering new data, collecting new facts that 
have the purpose of providing an answer to a specific research question.

Quantitative research or qualitative research. Quantitative research tackles phenomena by 
means of quantitative tools and processes obtained figures by means of statistical models. 
Qualitative research tackles the phenomena in a systematic but non quantitative way. It uses 
specific techniques of cherry picking and processing of the data, such as the interview, the 
case analysis or participatory observation.

Descriptive or explanatory research. Descriptive research has the purpose of indexing and 
systematically describing a certain category of phenomena, of establishing aggregations of 
data and classifications. Explanatory research has the purpose of researching  causes, 
principles or laws that allow to account the phenomena.

Terrain research or laboratory research. The terrain research takes place in a normal social 
environment, in a given institution or territory where researchers do not control the involved 
variables. The laboratory research takes place in an artificial environment where researchers 
can control a certain amount of variables.

The protocols

1. Once your subject is chosen, define your research project.

2. Formulate your question and the hypothesis (presumed solution to the research problem).

3. Chose the instruments and define the experiment plan.(We will consider equivalent 
expressions such as “experimental design’’ and ‘’research estimate”, even if in fact, all the 
research estimates do not necessarily involve an experiment in the strict sense of the term. 
This way, the term “experiment” in the expression ‘’experimental design’’ must be understood 
as including  the observations, the experiments, the historical investigations, the corpus 
analysis, etc. To simplify the presentation, we will mean by experimental design the specific 
and structured manner by which the reality will be studied. This is a generic expression which 
does not exclusively refer to experiments.)

4. Proceed with the observations, with the experiment or other planned forms of investigation.

5. Record the results.

6. Analyse the results.
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7. Interpret the results.

8. Write  your research paper.

Exercise

1. Imagine a given research subject and formulate a research hypothesis.
Let’s suppose that the hypothesis you make is confirmed.

2. Imagine now  a new research project that would be based on these results.
Repeat this operation three times.

3. What do you observe regarding these subjects sequencing?

Even more!

Can one be really scientific in social sciences?

The scientific rigor is an ideal that is very difficult to achieve. This is true in natural sciences, 
but it is even more real in social sciences. There are different reasons for that. Firstly, there 
are ethical limits to what researches can be undertaken with human subjects. We cannot do 
harm to human beings in any way, nor mislead them. Then, you must consider the fact that 
the human being is certainly the most complex object in nature, and thus the most difficult one
to study. Thirdly, you must consider the fact that human beings are not transparent: their 
intimate thoughts cannot be studied, for instance. 
Furthermore, they attribute meanings to their actions, different from those that scientists could
propose.
Fourth, researchers are human themselves and thus have interests and personal biases 
linked to their study subject. Finally, it must not be forgotten that social sciences are relatively 
young compared to natural sciences.

For all these reasons, social sciences are complex disciplines and researches conducted are 
very demanding. It is thus essential for a researcher in social sciences to have an in-depth 
knowledge of the rules of the scientific method, and to aim to apply them with as much rigor 
as possible.

How to avoid certain bias?

The principle of the single-blind trial aims to protect researchers against certain bias during a 
research. This principle dictates that the experimental subjects do not know whether or not 
they are being treated: for instance, if they receive a given drug or if it is a placebo.
Furthermore, it is best that the subjects do not exactly know what the researchers are trying to
determine, that they do not precisely know their working hypothesis nor their expectations, 
because they might be tempted to respond to that with artificial behaviours.
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The double-blind principle implies that nor the subjects nor the experimenter (the person in 
charge of applying the procedure and of analysing the result) do know who has received a 
treatment and who has received a placebo, for instance: this is there the classic form of the 
principle.
More generally, the double-blind principle applies each time that the expectations of the 
subjects or the researchers can influence the results. For instance, if the research implies the 
correction of a test, the subjects must not know what are the expected results, nor even the  
exact subject of the test; and the corrector of the test must not know nor the research 
hypothesis, nor the identity of the subjects, nor the origin of the tests to be corrected: his 
judgement cannot then be biased by his expectations. It happens frequently that an 
experiment conducted without precaution does not give the same results as when the 
double- blind principle is applied, because in the latter case, any possibility that the 
researcher may bias the results is neutralized.

Complement to the book Know more, 2nd edition.
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