CHAPTER

WHAT IS (AND IS NOT) SOCIAL RESEARCH?

INTRODUCTION

There are many ways to study and tell about social life. Sometimes it is hard to
tell which of these are social research and which are not. Consider a few examples:
Sara Wakefield and Christopher Wildeman wanted to understand how the next
generation was being affected by the huge increase in incarceration, which began
in the 1970s. In their book, Children of the Prison Boom: Mass Incarceration and the
Future of American Inequality, Wakefield-and Wildeman (2014) analyzed data from
families who had been surveyed and interviewed many times over many years. They
found that mass imprisonment increased the black-white racial gap for many child-
related outcomes. For example, the gaps in both infant mortality and childhood
homelessness rates doubled. Their sobering findings suggest that reducing levels
of imprisonment will be insufficient to mitigate the impact of over four decades of
mass incarceration on American society.

To better understand the experiences of newly arrived Latino/a migrants in
the South, Vanesa Ribas spent over 16 months working on a meatpacking process-
ing line in rural North Carolina. Ribas used her observations and experiences as
the basis of her book, On the Line: Slaughterbouse Lives and the Making of the New
South (2016).'She found industry working conditions had changed very little since
Upton Sinclair wrote The Jungle in 1906. The work is still dangerous, physically
demanding, and often inhumane. Ribas also found a complex set of social relation-
ships among the employees informed by race, ethnicity, and organizational bound-
aries. It turned out that a simple story of intergroup competition did not hold up to
careful examination.

Yiiksel Sezgin was interested in the complex relationships between religious
family law, national legal systems, and human rights in postcolonial states. He
focused on three democratic countries: Israel, Egypt, and India. He studied court
records and legal doctrines, observed civil and religious court proceedings, and
conducted interviews with 185 religious leaders, judges, lawyers, politicians, clergy,
and activists across 20 different ethnoreligious groups to build an in-depth account
of each country’s legal practices and institutions. He was seeking to understand
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why and how religious doctrine regarding the family (e.g., marriage, divorce, cus-
tody, inheritance) was being enforced through these countries’ secular courts. He
reported his findings in his book, Human Rights Under State- Enforced Religions Fam-
ily Laws in Israel, Egypt and India (2013).

These three books address important issues. What are the consequences of
America’s extraordinarily high rates of imprisonment, particularly of its young black
men? And, who bears the burden of this mass incarceration? Under what conditions
do oppressed groups choose to compete with each other or join in solidarity against
oppression? How are intergroup relations affected by organizational authority?
Why do democratic countries, with a constitutional commitment to equality, have
laws based on religious doctrine codified within their judicial systems? What is the
appropriate role of religion in secular societies? How do individuals respond to
their rights being compromised by different legal doctrines? These questions and
the studies that address them are as relevant to the concerns of the informed public
as they are to government officials responsible for formulating public policies. The
conclusions from these books could be reported on a news show like Nightline, 60
Minutes, or PBS NewsHour. The impact of parental incarceration or the nature of
race relations in slaughterhouses could even be the basis fora podcast or talk show.

At first glance, it might appear that these three books were written by jour-
nalists or freelance writers. Yet all three were written by social researchers trying
to make sense of different aspects of social life. What distinguishes these works
as social research? More generally, what distinguishes social research from other
ways of gathering and presenting evidence aboutsocial life? All those who write
about society construct representations of social life—descriptions that incorpo-
rate relevant ideas and evidence about social phenomena. Are the representations
constructed by social researchers distinctive in any way from those constructed by
nonsocial scientists and, if so, how?

At the most general level, social research includes everything involved in the
efforts of social scientists to “tell about society” (Becker 2007). Both aspects of social
research—that it involves a social scientific way of telling about society—are important.
"Telling about society has special features and some special problems. These problems
affect the work of all those who tell about society, from social researchers to novelists
to documentary filmmakers, and separate those who tell about society and social life
from those who tell about other things. Social researchers, like others who tell about
society, are.members of society. They study members of society, and they present
the results of their work to members of society. Thus, at a very general level, social
researchers overlap with those whom they study and with the audiences for their work,
and those they study—other members of society—also overlaps with their audiences.

Among those who consider themselves scientists, this three-way mixing of
researcher, subject, and audience exists only in the social and behavioral sciences
(anthropology, sociology, political science, and so on) and has an important impact
on the nature and conduct of research. For example, it is very difficult to conduct
social research without also addressing questions that are fundamentally interpre-
tive or historical in nature—who we are and how we came to be who we are. It is
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SOCIAL RESEARCH DEFINED

Social research is one among many ways of constructing representations of
social life—of telling about society. It is the product of the efforts of an individual
(or group of individuals) that addresses socially significant phenomena, engages

directly or indirectly with ideas or social theory, incorporates large amounts of
appropriate evidence that has been purposefully collected, and results from
systematic analysis of this evidence.

very difficult to neutralize social science in some way and see studying people the
same as studying molecules or ants.

The importance of the other part of the definiion—that there is a specifically
social scientific way of telling—stems from the fact already noted, that there are
lots of people who tell about society. Journalists, for example, do most of the things
that social scientists do. They try to collect accurate information (data), they try to
organize and analyze the information they gather so that it all makes sense, and they
report their conclusions in writing to an audience (typically, the general public). Do
journalists conduct social research? Yes, they often do, but they are not considered
social scientists. It is important to contrast social research with a variety of other
activities so that the special features of the social scientific way of representing social
life are clear.

The main concern of this chapter is what is and what is not social research.
We first examine conventional answers to the question of the distinctiveness of
social research. Most of these conventional answers are too restrictive—too many
social researchers are excluded by these answers. Next, we compare social research
to some other ways of telling about society to illustrate important similarities and
differences. Too often, social researchers are portrayed as ivory tower academics
poring over their facts and figures. In fact, social researchers are quite diverse. Some
have a lot in common with freelance writers; others are more like laboratory sci-
entists. Finally, we argue that it is important to focus on how social researchers
construct their representations of social life for their audiences, especially for other
social scientists. By examining the nature of the representations that social research-
ers construct, it is possible to see the distinctive features of social research—the
social scientific way of representing social life.

SOME CONVENTIONAL VIEWS OF SOCIAL RESEARCH

There are three conventional answers to the question “Does social research consti-
tute a distinctive way of telling about society?” The first argues that social scientists
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have a special way of defining society, and this makes social research distinctive. The
second asserts that social research relies heavily on the language of variables and
relationships among variables and that this special language sets social scientists apart.
The third emphasizes the use of the scientific method and the consequent similarities
between the social sciences and natural sciences like physics and chemistry. All three
conventional answers offer interesting insights into how social scientists construct
social research, yet none of these answers sets social research apart from other ways
of telling about society.

Do Social Researchers Have a Special Way of Defining Society?

One reason social research has so many close relatives, like journalismand
documentary filmmaking, is that many different kinds of work involve telling about
society. Can we distinguish social researchers from others who tell aboutsocial life
and social events by giving the term society a special meaning for social research-
ers? Or can we do so by showing that social scientists all use the term sociery in a
special way?

Society could be used to refer to all inhabitants of a nation (for example, all
people living in Peru). Social research would then involve making statements about
whole countries. For example, a social researcher might show that Peruvians are
more acquisitive or more tolerant than people in other countries. Another might
show that the occupational rewards for educational ‘achievement are better in
Germany than in other countries. To understand social research in this way is to see
countries as the fundamental unit of social scientific knowledge.

The problem with this way of restricting the definition of social research is that
very few of the people who call themselves social researchers make statements that
are so broad. Some social researchers study the social relations of a single individual.
For example, in Working Knowledge, Douglas Harper (1987) examined the social
world of a single rural handyman. Some social researchers use their lives as the basis
for their analysis of social relationships, such as Betsy Lucal (1999) in her work on
the implications of gender misattribution during social interactions (see also Shaw
1930). Even those who examine whole countries readily admit that in every country,
there is great social diversity—that many different “social worlds” exist side by side,
entwined and overlapping.

Social researchers also acknowledge that they don’t have a good working
definition of the term sociery. When U.S. citizens visit Canada for an extended
period, are they no longer members of “U.S.” society? Is there a separate Canadian
society or only a single American society, embracing both Canada and the United
States? What about Native Americans or the Amish? And what about Mexico or
Quebec? While it is tempting to equate nation-states and societies—and many
social scientists routinely do this—it is a hazardous practice. Most of the entities
that might be called societies transcend national boundaries.

Alternatively, society might be restricted to formal properties of human organi-
zation and interaction. A formal property is a generic feature or pattern that can
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exist in many different settings. When only two people interact, they form a dyad;
when three people interact, they form a triad; and so on. As the sociologist Georg
Simmel (1950) noted a long time ago, dyads and other basic forms of association
have special features regardless of where they are found. This is what makes them
“formal” or “generic” properties.

For example, forming a business partnership with another person, a dyad, has
a lot of the same qualities as getting married, another dyad. The relationship is
both intense and fragile, and typically involves many mutual obligations and rights.
Thus, group size is a formal property. Interaction patterns are different in small and
large groups, regardless of setting. Degree of hierarchy is also a formal property of
human organization. Hierarchy—the regulation, management, or domination of
many by a few—is another key feature of human social life (Michels 1959). Organi-
zations and groups that are more hierarchical differ systematically from those that
are “flatter”—again, regardless of setting.

While formal properties are important, and almost no one other than social
researchers studies them in depth, the investigation of formal properties today
constitutes only a relatively small portion of all social research. Many of the things
that interest social researchers and their audiences are important, not because of
their generic features like their size or their degree of hierarchy but because of their
historical or cultural significance.

It is of special importance to Americans, for example, that some hierarchies
overlap with racial differences. One overlap is in education: Schools with a larger
percentage of nonwhite students have significantly fewer resources, ranging from
larger class sizes to less qualified teachers to fewer college preparatory courses
(such as calculus), than schools with predominantly white students. Such over-
lapping hierarchies are historically rooted, and they are the focus of frequent and
intense political debate. These and many other topics of great importance to social
researchers and their audiences cannot be addressed as generic features of human
social organization. Itis difficult to neutralize their social and political significance,
sanitize them; and treat them as abstract, formal properties. If one did succeed in this
type of exercise in abstraction, important information would be lost in the process.

What Is Society?

Society is best understood as social life, which, in turn, can be understood in
simple and conventional terms as people doing things together (Becker 2007). Telling
about society basically involves studying how and why people do things together.
They make and unmake families and firms; they join and leave neighborhoods
and religious congregations; they resist authority; they form political parties and
factions within them; they go on strike; they organize revolutions; they make
peace, they have fun, and they rob gas stations. Historical events and trends (for
example, the Islamic revolutions in West Africa or declining rates of childbearing
in 19th-century France) are examples of people doing things together. The list is
endless. People doing things together is sometimes history making; more often, it
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is ordinary, everyday, unrecorded social life. Social scientists study all kinds of social
activity. Some prefer to study the ordinary; others prefer to study the momentous.

While it may seem contradictory, the category “people doing things together”
also includes people refusing to do things together (see Scott 1990). For example,
when someone decides not to vote in an election because she dislikes all the candi-
dates or is disillusioned with the whole electoral process, a nonaction (that is, not
voting) has a social character. Not voting, in this light, is intentional and thus can
be viewed as an accomplishment. It has a clear and interpretable basis and meaning
in everyday social life.

Many refusals are clear acts of defiance (Scott 1976, 1990). Prison inmates who
starve themselves to protest inhumane conditions may seem contradictory or self-
destructive, but their bodies may be their only possible arena for self-assertion in a
setting that imposes such severe restrictions. An apolitical act of suicide, which at
first glance seems very personal and individual, is the ultimate refusal to do things
together and thus falls well within the purview of social research. Emile Durkheim
(1951), an early French sociologist, was one of the very first social scientists to argue
that such refusals are inherently social. They have social causes, social consequences,
and social meaning.

The category “people doing things together” and its companion category
“refusals” encompass a broad range of phenomena. This breadth is necessary
because a close examination of the work of social researchers shows that their topics
are diverse and almost unbounded. This working definition of society does little,
however, to distinguish social research from other ways of telling about society.

Do Social Researchers Use a Special Language?

Alternatively, it might be possible to distinguish social research from other
ways of telling about society by the /language that social researchers use when they
tell about society (Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg 1955). Some social researchers argue
that when they tell about society, they use the language of variables and relation-
ships among variables to describe patterns, and that this language distinguishes
social research from other ways of telling about society. (This general approach is
discussed in detail in Chapter 7.)

For example, a social researcher might argue that the most racially segregated
cities in.the United States have the worst public schools (or, conversely, that the
least racially segregated cites have the best public schools). This statement expresses
arelationship between two variables, degree of racial segregation and quality of
public schools. Both of these variables are attributes of cities in the United States.

More generally, a variable is some general feature or aspect (like degree of
racial segregation) that differs from one case to the next within a particular set (like
cities in the United States). Variables link abstract concepts with specific measures. In
the example, the researcher might believe that the key to having good public schools
in racially mixed cities is a high level of intervacial interaction. The concept of inter-
racial interaction, like most concepts, is very general and can be applied in a variety
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of ways to very different settings (for example, countries, cities, shopping malls, bus
stops, high schools, and so on). One way to apply this concept to racially mixed cities
is through the variable racial segregation (the degree to which different races live in
their own, separate neighborhoods).

A measure is a specific implementation of a variable with relevant data. The
measure “percentage of a city’s population living in racially homogeneous neighbor-
hoods” is one possible measure of racial segregation. The higher this percentage,
the greater the segregation. There are many other, more sophisticated measures of
racial segregation (see Massey and Denton 1993).

To see if it is true that the most racially segregated cities have the worst pub-
lic schools, it would be necessary to measure both variables, the degree of racial
segregation and the quality of the public schools, in each city. The quality of pub-
lic schools might be measured by average scores on standardized tests, graduation
rates, or some other measure. Once the two variables are measured, it would be pos-
sible to assess the link between them—these two attributes of cities in the United
States. Is there a correspondence? Is it true that the cities that are more racially
integrated have better public schools? Is it true that the worst public schools are in
the most racially segregated cities? In other words, do these two features of cities
vary together or “covary”? Social researchers use the term covariation to describe
a general pattern of correspondence.

Examining the covariation between two features across a set of cases (racial seg-
regation and quality of public schools across U.S. cities) is the most common way of
assessing the relationship between two variables. When we say that two variables are
related, we are asserting that there is some pattern of covariation. If we found the
expected pattern of covariation across U.S. cities (high levels of racial segregation
paired with poor public schools and low levels of racial segregation paired with good
public schools), then we could say that these two variables covary and we would use
quantitative methods (see Chapter 7) to assess the strength of their correspondence.
Social researchers calculate correlations to assess the strength of a pattern of covariation.

Just because two variables covary across a set of cases does not necessarily mean
that one is'the cause of the other. However, a pattern of systematic covariation can
be offered as evidence in support of the idea or proposition that there is some sort
of causal connection between them. The language of variables and relationships
among variables provides a powerful shorthand for describing general patterns of
correspondence. In this example, evidence on many cities can be condensed into a
single number, a correlation, describing the strength of the covariation between
two measures (see Chapter 7).

It is true that the language of variables and relationships among variables
peppers the discourse of most social research. However, there are many who do not
use this language. For example, a researcher might chart the history of a declining
public school system and include consideration of the impact of racial segregation
and other racial factors without resorting directly to the language of variables and
relationships. This examination would focus on the unfolding of events—who did
what, when, why, and how.
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Similarly, systematic observation (that is, fieldwork) in a single, failing school
might be the focus of another social researcher’s investigation. This work, like the
historical study, might not entail explicit use of the language of variables and rela-
tionships. Instead, it might center on an effort to uncover and represent “what it’s
like” to be a student or a teacher at this school. This understanding, in turn, might
help determine whether there is a link between racial segregation and the quality
of public schools.

Some social researchers try to avoid using the language of variables and rela-
tionships among variables altogether. They believe that this language interferes
with their attempts to make sense of social life, especially when the goal of the
research is to understand how something came to be the way it is (that is, conduct
research on historical origins) or to understand something as an experience (thatis,
conduct research on how people view their lives and their social worlds).

While some social scientists avoid using the language of variables, many non—
social scientists use it regularly. Social researchers do not have a monopoly on the
understanding of social life through variables and their relations. Many journalists
use this language, for example, when they discuss differences from one situation to
the next or when they talk about social trends and problems: For instance, a jour-
nalist discussing a recent outbreak of violence in a major city might note that cities
with more serious drug problems also have higher rates of violent crime. Policy
makers and others who routinely consume the writing of social scientists also use
this language. Even politicians and ministers use it, especially when they warn of
dark days ahead or the current trends that are ushering in unwanted or dangerous
changes.

In addition, the language of variables and relationships among variables is not
a special language. This way of describing social life crops up often in everyday life.
For example, we may say that we learn more in smaller classes, or that we enjoy
athletic events more when the game is close, or that families living in rural areas
are more closely knit, orthat local politicians address real issues while national
politicians address made-for-TV issues. In each example, two variables are related.
The first, for instance, argues that how much students learn (a variable that can be
quantified with standardized tests) is influenced by another measurable variable,
class size. This way of describing and understanding social life is in no way the
special provinee of social scientists or social research.

Does the Scientific Method Make Social Research Distinctive?

The third conventional answer to the question of what makes social research
distinctive is the idea that social researchers follow the “scientific method,” while
most of the others who tell about society, like journalists, do not. This answer makes
social research seem a lot more like research in the natural sciences such as phys-
ics. Progress in these fields is driven primarily by experiments, often conducted in
laboratories. If social research can claim to follow the same general scientific plan as
these natural sciences, then it gains some of their legitimacy as purveyors of scientific
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truths. At least, this is the thinking of those who argue that the use of the scientific
method distinguishes social research from other ways of telling about society.

The core of the scientific method concerns the formulation and testing of
hypotheses. A hypothesis is best understood as an educated guess about what the
investigator expects to find in a particular set of evidence. Itis an “educated” guess in
the sense that it is based on the investigator’s knowledge of the phenomenon under
study and on the investigator’s understanding of relevant ideas or social theories (see
discussion of social theory below). Social researchers often develop hypotheses by
studying the writings and research of other social scientists. These writings include
not only research on a given topic but also relevant theoretical works. Social scien-
tists use these writings in combination with whatever they know or can learn about
their research subject to formulate hypotheses. These hypotheses are most often
formulated as propositions about the expected relationship between two or more
variables across a particular set or category of cases.

Generally, a hypothesis involves the deduction of a specific proposition or
expectation from a general theoretical argument or perspective. It is a mental act,
based on existing knowledge. For example, a researcher might be interested in the
impact of occupation on voting behavior, especially the political differences between
industrial workers who interact only with machines compared to those who must
interact with other workers to coordinate production. In addition to the many stud-
ies of voting behavior, the researcher might also consult Karl Marx’s (1867/1976)
ideas about work and class consciousness presented in his three-volume work Das
Kapital, Max Weber’s (1922/1978) ideasabout social class in Economy and Society,
and the ideas of contemporary scholars such as Seymour Lipset (1982), Erik Wright
(1985), and Michele Lamont (2002). After consulting all the relevant studies and
theoretical writings, the researcher might derive a specific hypothesis: that indus-
trial workers who interact more with machines vote less often than industrial work-
ers who interact with other workers on the job, but when they do vote, they vote
more consistently for the Democratic Party.

After formulating a hypothesis, social researchers collect relevant data and then
use the gathered data to test the hypothesis. The test usually involves an examina-
tion of patterns in the data to see if they match up well with the patterns predicted
by the hypothesis. Analysis of the data may refute or support the hypothesis. Typi-
cally, analysis of the data also suggests revisions of the hypothesis that could be
explored in a future study.

Information to test the hypothesis just described could be collected in a variety
of ways (for example, via telephone interviews, mailed questionnaires, and so on).
Once collected, the researcher could use statistical methods to test the hypothesis.
The researcher would compare the two categories of industrial workers with respect
to their different voting histories—how often they voted and who they voted for—
to see if there are substantial differences between the two groups in the ways pre-
dicted by the hypothesis.

The examination of the data has important implications for the ideas used to
generate the hypothesis. On the basis of the newly collected evidence, for example,
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the researcher might conclude that these ideas need serious adjustment. The use of
evidence to formulate or reformulate general ideas is called induction. Induction is
a process whereby the implications of evidence, especially new evidence combined
with existing evidence, for general ideas are assessed.

In the scientific method, deduction and induction work together. The hypoth-
esis is derived from theory and from existing knowledge about the research subject.
Data relevant to the hypothesis are assembled or collected, and the correctness of the
hypothesis is assessed. The new knowledge that is generated through these efforts can
then be used, through the process of induction, to extend, refine, or reformulate exist-
ing ideas. In short, deduction starts with general ideas and applies them to evidence;
induction starts with evidence and assesses their implication for general ideas.

Figure 1.1 shows the specific steps dictated by the scientific method. At the end
of a research project, when the data analysis is complete, the data support or refute

Figure 1.1 The Scientific Method

The scientific method is a set of research steps intended to further the
acquisition of knowledge such that researchers can avoid making subjective
conclusions based on biased evidence.The specific steps are represented in
the diagram below.

StUdy the P — Formulate
relevant a hypothesis
literature P
Analyze the st
a research
data i
design

Collect data

In practice, researchers use a range of strategies as they seek to understand
a social phenomenon. An alternative model of the process of social research,
called the interpretive model, is presented in Chapter 3.
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the hypothesis. Then the cycle begins again. The scientific method works best when
different theories can be used to deduce competing hypotheses. When diametrically
opposed hypotheses are deduced from two or more theories, the analysis of relevant
data provides a decisive, or “critical,” test of opposing arguments. Both theories can’t
be supported by the same data if they make opposite predictions.

For example, if one theory predicts that national economies subject to mzore
government regulation (rules and restrictions on what businesses can do) should
have higher economic growth rates when world trade slumps, and a second theory
predicts that national economies subject to /ess government regulation should fare
better under these conditions, then examination of relevant data on national econo-
mies should permit a decisive test of these competing arguments.

While there are many social researchers who use the scientific method as
described here, there are also many who do not. For example, some social scientists
(see, for example, Smith 1987) believe that the most important thing a social
scientist can do is to give voice to marginalized groups—to tell the stories of those
who have been shoved aside by the rest of society (see Chapter 2).

For example, Leila Rupp and Verta Taylor (2003) got to know the drag queens
from a single club in Key West, the 801 Cabaret, over the course of three years
by talking with them, attending their performances, and even participating in the
shows themselves. The greater the role of preexisting theories and ideas in a project
of this sort, the more the voices of the research subjects are blocked by the trappings
of natural science imposed on an elusive social phenomenon. The voices of the sub-
jects are lost as the loudspeaker of social seience theory drowns out all competitors.
"This reasoning is inconsistent with the logic of the scientific method, which empha-
sizes the testing of hypotheses.

It is also worth noting that it is not easy to follow the scientific method in
social research, even when the goal of the researcher is strict adherence to this
framework. Most social scientific theories are abstract, vague, and inconsistent,
and it is difficult to deduce clear hypotheses from them. Sometimes a theory is so
vaguely formulated that it is possible to deduce contradictory arguments from the
same theory.

Furthermore, when analyses of the data used to test a hypothesis do not sup-
portit, most researchers are reluctant to conclude that the theory they are testing is
wrong. Instead, they usually point to inadequacies in the data, to the impossibility
of measuring social phenomena with precision, or to some other practical prob-
lem. Finally, social researchers are often known to search their data for interesting
patterns, regardless of what was hypothesized. This process of discovery gener-
ally makes better use of a data set than strict adherence to the requirements of the
scientific method (Diesing 1971).

Like others who tell about society, most social researchers devote their energies
to trying to make sense of social life using whatever procedures and strategies seem
most useful and appropriate for the questions they address. They worry less about
following the strict dictates of the scientific method in their efforts to construct
well-grounded representations of social life. Thus, there is no single “method” used
by social scientists. In Chapter 3, we discuss an alternative to the scientific method,
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called the interpretive model. This alternative model encompasses a much broader
range of the types of activity researchers engage in when conducting social research.

To summarize the discussion of conventional views of the distinctiveness of
social research, social researchers don’t have one special way of defining society
that they all agree on, nor do they have one special way of telling about it. While
many social researchers respect the scientific method, not all follow its prescribed
steps strictly, and some ignore its steps altogether. It is true that social researchers
have tried harder than others to define society and social life, they do tend to use the
language of variables and relationships among variables more than anyone else, and
many of them do test hypotheses according to systematic rules. But these are not
defining features of social research; they are better seen as tendencies of it.

SOCIAL RESEARCH AND OTHER WAYS
OF REPRESENTING SOCIAL LIFE

Novelists and other writers, journalists, documentary photographers and
filmmakers, and a host of others, in addition to social researchers, construct
representations that “tell about society.” They all address the subtleties of social
life—people doing or refusing to do things together. Is it possible to distinguish
social researchers from these other people who also tell about society?

Consider documentary filmmakers first. In some ways, the makers of documen-
taries seem more concerned than social researchers with constructing valid represen-
tations of social life. When social researchers represent society, they often use tables
and charts that condense and simplify the vastamount of evidence they have collected.
When a researcher states, for example, that people with more education tend to be
more politically tolerant, the conclusion may summarize information on thousands
of people canvassed in a survey. Or social researchers may select a quote or two to
illustrate a conclusion based on an analysis of hundreds of hours of taped, face-to-face
interviews. In almost all social scientific representations of social life, social research-
ers explain in detail theirinterpretation of the evidence used in the representation.

Documentary filmmakers, by contrast, try to present much of their evidence
upfront, often without commenting directly on its meaning or significance. While
it is true that filmmakers select which clips to show and then arrange them in
sequence, the representation itself is made up of actual recordings. Also, many docu-
mentary filmmakers avoid injecting verbal or written interpretations of the evidence
that is presented. Thus, while documentary films, like all representations of social
life, are constructed in ways that reflect the goals and intentions of their makers,
these representations often have less interpretation of the evidence, and in most
instances, they display a higher proportion of all the primary evidence collected
than representations produced by social researchers. Viewers of documentary films
are sometimes left to draw their own conclusions from the representation. Social
researchers, by contrast, usually state their conclusions openly, and they carefully
organize their representations around these clearly stated conclusions.
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At the other extreme, consider the work of novelists. Some novelists strive to
write stories that are as realistic as possible. They create fiction, but their fictions
are believable representations of social life, representations that often strike at the
core of what it means to live in a complex social world. Imagine a novelist concerned
about race in the South. She bases her novel on her experience of race relations as a
child growing up in the Deep South in the 1950s. She wants to capture, as much as
possible, the essence of what it was like. Much of the book might be based on actual
experiences—true events—but much of it might be pure fiction as well—events fab-
ricated by the author. Yet this fictional account might do a much better job of captur-
ing the essence of what it was actually like to live in the South during this period than
a careful recounting of true events. In short, by creating fiction, the novelist might
do a better job of capturing the reality, the true character of race during this period,
than she might if she were to present a straight history of relevantchildhood events.

At one extreme, a documentary film is a representation based on recorded slices
of social life. At the other extreme is the novel, the creation of insightful fiction.
Both ways of representing social life have important strengths that are only rarely
found in social research. In some ways, social research may seem ineffective com-
pared to these other, more dramatic approaches.

But we really don’t expect to find these qualities in social research. We don’t
expect social researchers to present mounds of data. In fact, the social researcher
who simply presents mounds of data is considered a failure because the work is not
complete. Likewise, we do not want social researchers to create deliberate fiction to
enhance the points they want to make. The social researcher who knowingly pres-
ents fiction as truth is considered dishonest and, if discovered, will be charged with
violating professional ethics (see Chapter 4).

From the perspective of most social researchers, the representation of social
life offered in a novel is overprocessed compared to social science because the rep-
resentation goes far beyond the evidence. The representations constructed by social
researchers are more processed and condensed than those offered in documen-
tary films and less processed than those created in novels. At least this is the happy
medium that most social researchers strive for—to go beyond raw data and provide
a clear interpretation of the evidence, but stop well short of fiction.

In this respect, social research is a lot like journalism. Journalists process and
condense information about social life, but they also try to avoid manufacturing
fiction. Among the many ways of telling about society that could be compared to
social research, journalism offers the closest and most fruitful comparison.

Journalism and Social Research: The Similarities

Journalists write about what’s going on in society; they represent social life.
Most often they report on current events, but they also write stories that offer
historical perspectives and in-depth interpretations. Journalists also address major
trends and social problems, not just the news of the day, and sometimes these
reports are very similar to the research reports of social scientists. Also like social
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researchers, journalists develop special topic areas: Some focus on political events,
economic trends, or women’s issues; some report on everyday life; some analyze
major international events and issues; and so on. Virtually all aspects of social life
fall within the purview of journalism. If people will read about a topic, journalists
will report on it.

Regardless of topic, journalists all face the same problem regarding “evidence”
or “facts.” This problem parallels that of social researchers facing “data.” Like social
researchers, journalists collect an enormous amount of information that, potentially
at least, might become evidence for a report. They have to decide which of this
information is relevant as evidence and then identify the most pertinent bits. This
process of gathering and selecting evidence goes hand-in-hand with developing the
focus of the investigation and the report. As the report becomes more of a finished
product—as it coalesces in the mind of the journalist as a story—the collection
of evidence becomes more focused and more selective. Initial ideas become leads;
some leads bear fruit and are pursued vigorously, and the story takes shape. In the
process, much potential evidence and many potential stories are left behind.

The same holds true for social research. Social scientists must select from the
vast amount of information that social life offers and construct their representations
from carefully selected bits and slices. Data collection (thatis, the process of gather-
ing evidence) is necessarily selective and becomes much more so as an investigation
progresses. The researcher may start with a few ideas or sensitizing concepts (see
Chapter 5) and maybe a working hypothesis or two. These ideas determine the ini-
tial data collection efforts. As more is learned about the subject, either through data
collection or data analysis, the research becomes more focused and fewer avenues
are kept open. As the results take shape in the mind of the investigator, much of what
was initially thought to be important is cast aside as irrelevant.

Both social researchers and journalists find that, in the end, much of the evi-
dence they collected at the start of the investigation was based on false leads and that
they could have been much more efficient in their collection of evidence if only they
had known at the start what they learned toward the end of the investigation. The
collection of evidence isnecessarily selective because potentially there is an infinite
quantity of evidence. However, both journalists and social researchers find that in
the end, they cannot use all the evidence they have collected.

There is great danger in both journalism and social research that follows from
this need for selective gathering of evidence. Sometimes what may be a false lead is not
recognized as such, and it may become the focus or at least an important part of the
investigation. False leads pose serious problems in both journalism and social research
because they may be biased by accepted knowledge, stereotypes, and common, every-
day understandings of social life. For example, there are two common images of the
African American male—the dangerous, inner-city ghetto teenager and the upwardly
mobile young professional. As Mitchell Duneier (1992) points out in Skinz’s Table, both
of these images are media creations and have little to do with the lives of most African
American men. Research or journalism that uses these images as starting points will
fail to arrive at valid representations of the experiences of African American men.
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Another problem is the simple fact that people questioned or studied by a
journalist or a social researcher may unconsciously or deliberately seek to deceive
those who study them. Both social researchers and journalists strive to get valid evi-
dence. For journalists, this effort is often described as reporting “just the facts” or at
least trying to balance different views of the same facts. Journalists check different
sources against each other and maintain constant vigilance in their efforts to detect
deception. After all, interested parties may have a lot to gain if their version of “the
facts” is accepted by a journalist and then reported as the one true version.

While social researchers are less often the target of outright deception, like
journalists, they must deal with bias, distortion, faulty memories, cover-up, desire
for privacy, and safety concerns. For example, while it might seem a simple matter to
determine the percentage of gay men among adult men in the United States, social
researchers have come up with a range of answers, from less than 2% to about 10%.
(These estimates are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7.) There are various
reasons for this wide range; one of them is surely people’s reluctance to discuss their
sexual orientation with a researcher.

“Social facts” can be as elusive as bias-free journalism. Thus, the two fields have
comparable obsessions with “truth,” or validity asitis known to social researchers.
For journalism, this concern is expressed in a concern for reporting only verifiable
information. Thus, journalists are very concerned with “fact checking” and with the
authority of their sources of information.

Social researchers’ concern for validity is seen in their efforts to verify that their
data collection and measurement procedures work the way they claim. Researchers
attempting to determine the percentage of adult gay men in the United States, to
follow the example above, would have to contend with a variety of threats to the
validity of their measurement procedures. People with more varied sex lives, for
example, are generally more likely to agree to talk about their sex lives or to fill
out questionnaires-on their sexual behavior. This bias would surely increase the
size of the estimate of the percentage of adult gay men based on survey data. Thus,
researchers would have to find some way to address this threat to the validity of their
measurement procedures and their estimate of the percentage of adult gay men.

Another similarity between journalists and social researchers is that they must
analyze and arrange evidence before they can offer their representations of social
life for wider consumption (for example, as news or research reports). As evidence
is gathered and selected, the investigator tries to make sense of it. Ongoing analysis
of the evidence simplifies the task of what to collect next. Once the gathering and
selecting of evidence is complete, the analysis of evidence intensifies. A thorough
analysis of evidence, in both journalism and social research, is an important prelimi-
nary step to arranging it for presentation in a report.

When social life is represented, both social researchers and journalists make
connections in their data. When a journalist reconstructs the story of a political
scandal, for example, connections and timing are crucially important to the rep-
resentation of the scandal. It matters who said or did what and when. The goal of
analysis is to make these connections. In social research, connections are often causal
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in nature. An analysis of a decaying section of a city, for example, might focus on the
long-term economic and social forces responsible for the decline.

Journalists analyze their evidence to make sure that the proper connections are
made; then they arrange the evidence for presentation in a report. Readers want to
know the big picture, the journalist’s final synthesis of the evidence, and not all the
bits of evidence that the journalist collected along the way before arriving at a syn-
thesis. It is the same with social research. It isn’t possible to include all the evidence
the social researcher collected when reporting conclusions. The evidence that is
represented in a research report s a select subset of the evidence collected, which of
course is a select subset of the vast volume of potential evidence.

The similarities between the work of journalists and the work of social
researchers are striking. Of necessity, they both selectively gather evidence relevant
to specific questions, analyze it, and then select a subset of the evidence they have
gathered for reporting. The report itself is an attempt to construct for the reader
the investigator’s conclusions regarding the evidence. Evidence is arranged and con-
densed in a way that illustrates the investigator’s conclusions. In effect, the reader
is presented with the investigator’s arrangement of a fraction of the evidence the
investigator collected, a small fraction of the potential evidence. Thus, in both social
research and journalism, representations of social life (the end products of efforts to
tell about society) are condensed descriptions structured according to the investiga-
tor’s ideas. These representations emerge from a systematic dialogue between the
investigator’s ideas and evidence.

HOW SOCIAL RESEARCH DIFFERS

Journalists write for wide audiences, usually for the literate public as a whole. They
hope to reach as many people as possible. The primary audience for social research-
ers, by contrast, is social scientists and other professionals. Many social researchers
hope to reach, eventually, the literate public with their findings and their ideas.
Some social researchers, including policy researchers, engage in research to have a
direct impact on society. They seek to influence and inform contemporary public
debates and seek a broader audience for their work. For example, policy researchers
are primarily concerned with factors that can be manipulated by public policy and
therefore are more likely to be of interest to policy makers. These researchers frame
theirwork so it directly addresses policy alternatives and makes recommendations
about policy interventions, revisions, or removals. But most social researchers
expect to reach these general audiences indirectly—through the work of others
such as journalists and freelance writers who use the work and the ideas of social
researchers.

The importance of this difference can be seen clearly in the work of social
scientists who write for several different target audiences. When their primary
audience is social scientists and other professionals, they emphasize, among
other things, technical aspects of their research and its place in a specific research
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literature—that is, its relation to the work of others who have researched the same
or similar topics. When these same researchers write for the general public, how-
ever, they usually skip over technical aspects of the research and the discussion of
the work of others (research literatures), focusing instead on the relevance of their
own research findings to the concerns of the general public.

The point is not that the nature of the target audience shapes the nature of
the representation, although this is certainly an important consideration. Rather, it
is pinpointing the distinctiveness of the social scientific way of representing social
life. The distinctiveness of the social scientific way of telling about society is most
apparent when representations of social life produced by social scientists for social
scientists are examined, especially given the fact that social scientists consider it
their professional responsibility to monitor and evaluate the quality of each other’s
representations. It is important, therefore, to address how social researchers con-
struct these representations.

What makes a representation of social life especially relevant to a social sci-
entist? Briefly, social scientific audiences expect social scientific representations to

e address phenomena that are socially significant in some way;
e be relevant to social theory, either directly or indirectly;

e be based on or incorporate large-amounts of appropriate evidence,
purposefully collected; and

e result from some formof systematic analysis of this evidence.

While some of these features are found in many journalistic representations of
social life, all four features are commonly found together in most social scientific
representations. Because social scientific representations of social life have these
four features, they tend to be better grounded in ideas and evidence than other kinds
of representations. Ultimately, it is their strong grounding in ideas and evidence that
makes these representations especially relevant to social scientists.

Social Researchers Address Phenomena That Are
Socially Significant

Many of the things that social researchers address are socially significant simply
because they are general. Social scientists address all kinds of rates and percentages,
for example, used to characterize large numbers of people (the homicide rate, the
percentage of voters, and so on), and they study variations in these rates (for exam-
ple, why some groups murder more than others, why some groups vote more than
others, and so on). Sometimes rates and percentages are compared across whole
countries (for example, rates of infant mortality in Asian versus Latin American
countries). While a single murder might be relevant to theory in some way, com-
mon acts are more often studied across large populations, as rates and percentages.
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However, it is not simply generality and the possibility of studying rates that
make phenomena socially significant. Some phenomena are significant not because
they are common but because they are rare, unusual, or extreme in some way. A
researcher might study a business, for example, that attempts to maintain a com-
pletely egalitarian structure, with no one giving orders to anyone else. How do they
get things done? Or a researcher might study a country with great ethnic and cul-
tural diversity but little ethnic conflict. Why is ethnic competition absent? Another
researcher might study a poor immigrant group that assimilated quickly and over-
came extreme prejudice while achieving breathtaking economic gains. How did
they do it when so many other groups have struggled and failed? Finally, another
researcher might study women who dress and pass as men. What do they gain?
What do they lose?

These phenomena are worth studying because they are uncommon. However,
they are studied not simply because of their interest value but because they-are rele-
vant to how social researchers think about what is more common and thus challenge
their basic assumptions about social life.

Social phenomena may also be selected for study because of their historical
significance. An understanding of slavery, for example, is vitally important to the
understanding and interpretation of race in the United States today. Similarly, an
understanding of the relations between the United States and its Latin American
neighbors, Mexico and Puerto Rico especially, is central to an understanding of
Hispanic Americans. One key to understanding post—-World War I U.S. society
is the “A-bomb” and other nuclear weapons and the collective perception of their
destructive potential. Our thinking about the military and military life in general
is strongly influenced by the experience of the Vietnam War, the First Gulf War,
and, more recently, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In short, many different
aspects of our history have an impact on who we are today. It is difficult to know and
understand American society without exploring the impact of its history.

Social Researchers Connect Their Work to Social Theory

Social scientific representations of social life almost always address social theory
in some way: A study of homicide rates is relevant to theories of social conflict. A
study of women who dress and pass as men is relevant to theories that address
gender differences and power. But what is social theory?

Most social scientists participate, in one way or another, in a set of loosely con-
nected, ongoing conversations about abstract ideas with other social scientists and
social thinkers. These conversations address basic features and processes of social
life and seek to answer enduring questions. Such conversations started before any
of today’s social scientists were born and more than likely will continue long after
they have all died. While they often focus on abstract social concepts that have
been around a long time (like the concept of equality or the concept of society),
they also shift over time, sometimes taking up new topics (gender and power, for
example), sometimes returning to old topics (for example, the degree to which a
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group’s culture can change in the absence of significant changes in material condi-
tions such as level of technology).

These long-term, ongoing conversations provide a background for the devel-
opment of specific social theories that are spelled out in the research process. A
social theory is an attempt to specify as clearly as possible a set of ideas that per-
tain to a particular phenomenon or set of phenomena. Clarity is important because
social theory guides research. Sometimes the ideas that make up a theory are
expressed clearly at the start of a research project in the form of specific assump-
tions, concepts, and relationships. Research that seeks to follow the plan of the
scientific method needs such clarity from the start. The researcher uses theory as
a basis for formulating a specific hypothesis that is then tested with data especially
collected for the test.

Sometimes, however, ideas are clarified in the course of the research. This
approach is common in research that seeks to use evidence to formulate new ideas.
Consider the social researcher who studies something a journalist might study, a
new religious cult. More than likely, the researcher will compare this cult to a variety
of other cults and in this way show the relevance of the cult to theories of religion.
By contrast, a journalist might simply focus on the bizarre or unusual practices that
set this cult apart from the rest of society.

The social researcher might also question the label “religious cult.” Suppose
the cult was also very successful at marketing a particular product, something pro-
duced by its members (see Zablocki 1980).1s it a cult, or is it a new type of business
enterprise? Which set of social theories, those addressing religious cults or those
addressing economic organizations, is more useful when trying to understand this
group? What are the implications of this group for either set of theories? In most
social research, there is a clear dialogue with social theory that is an essential part of
the research process (see Chapter 3).

Social Researchers Use Large Amounts of
Purposefully Collected Evidence

Most social researchers summarize mountains of evidence in the representa-
tions they construct. Social researchers tend to incorporate a lot of in-depth infor-
mation about a limited number of cases (as in much qualitative research) or a
limited amount of information about a large number of cases (as in most quantita-
tive research) in their representations. Either way, they collect a lot of data. When
social researchers construct representations, they try to incorporate as much of this
evidence as possible, either by condensing and summarizing it or by highlighting
the essential features of the cases they study.

The audiences for social research expect representations to summarize large
amounts of evidence. In journalism, investigation is often focused on fact check-
ing—making sure that each piece of a story is correct. Social researchers, by con-
trast, usually focus on the “weight” of the evidence. For example, in survey research,
the investigator expects some respondents to make mistakes when they try to recall
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how they voted in the last election. Such mistakes are not fatal because the investi-
gator is interested primarily in broad tendencies in the data—in the average voter
or in the tendencies of broad categories of voters, such as, “Do richer respondents
tend to vote more often for Republican candidates?” Social researchers do strive for
precision—they try to get the facts right, but when they construct representations,
their primary concern is to present a synthesis of the facts that both makes sense
and is true to the evidence.

While large amounts of evidence are incorporated into most social scientific
representations, it is important to recognize that the evidence used is purposefully col-
lected. In much social research, investigators put together a specific research design.
A research design is a plan for collecting and analyzing evidence that will make it
possible for the investigator to answer the questions being posed. The design of
an investigation touches almost all aspects of the research. The importantones to
consider here are those that pertain to social scientists’ use of large amounts of pur-
posefully collected evidence. These include the following:

1. Data collection technique. Social researchers use a variety of different
techniques: observation, interviewing, participating in activities, use of telephone
and other types of surveys, collection of official statistics or historical archives, use of
census materials and other evidence collected by governments, records of historical
events, and so on. The choice of data collection technique is in large part shaped
by the nature of the research question. All these techniques can yield enormous
amounts of evidence.

2. Sampling. In most research situations, investigators confront a staggering
surplus of data, and they often need to devise strategies for sampling the available
data. The survey researcher who wants to study racial differences in voting does not
need to know every voter’s preference, just enough to make an accurate assessment
of tendencies. A random sample of 1,000 voters might be sufficient. A researcher
who wants to study how protest demonstrations have changed over the past 20
years based on an in-depth investigation of 50 such demonstrations must develop a
strategy for selecting which 50 to study.

3.Sample selection bias. Whenever researchers use only a subset of the poten-
tial evidence, as when they sample, they have to worry about the representative-
ness of the subset they use. A study of poor people that uses telephone interviews is
not likely to result in a representative sample because many poor people (including
thousands of homeless people) cannot afford phones. Likewise, the researcher who
selects 50 protest demonstrations to see how these demonstrations have changed
over the past 20 years must make sure that each one selected is sufficiently repre-
sentative of the period from which it was selected.

4. Data collection design. Sometimes researchers collect a lot of evidence
but then realize that they don’t have the right kinds of evidence for the questions
that concern them most. For example, a researcher interested in the differences
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between upper-income whites and upper-income blacks may discover too late that
a random sample of a large population typically will not yield enough cases in these
two categories, especially upper-income blacks, to permit a thorough comparison.
Most issues in data collection design concern the appropriateness of the data collected
for the questions asked. A study of the impact of a new job training program that
provides workers with new skills, for example, should follow these workers for
several years, not just several weeks or months. The timing of data collection (or
“observation”) is an important issue in almost all studies. More generally, social
researchers recognize that the nature of their evidence constrains the questions that
they can ask of it (see especially Lieberson 1985).

Systematic collection of evidence is important even in research that ismore open-
ended and less structured from the start of the investigation (as in'most qualitative
research; see Chapter 5). Often in research of this type, issues of sampling and selec-
tion bias are addressed in the course of the research, as the investigator’s representa-
tion takes shape. A researcher who discovers some new aspect of a group in the course
of informal observation will develop a data collection strategy that allows assessment
of the generality of the phenomenon (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1987).

Social Researchers Analyze Evidence Systematically

The power of the analytic tools social researchers apply to their evidence is
sometimes staggering. Powerful computers, for example, are needed to examine the
relationship between household income and number of children across the hun-
dreds of thousands of households included in census data banks. Do families with
larger incomes have more or fewer children? It’s very difficult to answer this ques-
tion without a computer and sophisticated statistical software. Most social scientific
representations result from the application of some systematic technique of data
analysis to a large body.of evidence. Different procedures for analyzing evidence are
used for differentkinds of evidence.

Consider the researcher interested in why some women choose not to have
children. First, it is clear that to answer this question, it would be necessary to
interview a substantial number of women who are childless by choice (so exclud-
ing women with children and those whose decisions may be conflated with fer-
tility-related issues). Some effort should be made to talk to women from as many
different walks of life as possible. Perhaps women from different ethnic or class
backgrounds make this choice for different reasons. Alternatively, a researcher
could explicitly limit the scope of the study to a particular type of woman (see, for
example, Morell 1994). Because it is a personal topic, and rapport between these
women and the researcher is important, these interviews would need to be in depth,
perhaps stretching two to four hours each. It might be necessary to interview 30 to
60 women. Assume 50 women are interviewed for three hours each. The researcher
then would have a total of 150 hours of taped interviews. How can this large body
of evidence be shaped into a representation of the social significance and meaning
of intentional childlessness for these women?
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Social scientists have devised a variety of techniques for systematically ana-
lyzing this kind of evidence. Most focus on clarifying the concepts and categories
that help make sense of this mass of evidence (see Chapter 5). The issue here is
not the specific techniques but the fact that most audiences for social research
expect the representation of this kind of evidence to be based on systematic analysis
of the entire body of evidence. A journalistic representation, by contrast, might
simply tell the stories of a handful of the most interesting cases.

More generally, techniques for the systematic analysis of data are a central part
of research design. As noted, the term research design embraces all aspects of the col-
lection and analysis of data. Just as most researchers develop a systematic plan for
the collection of data—to make sure their evidence is relevant to the questions they
ask—they also develop a plan for analyzing their data. In the study of intentional
childlessness, the plan would involve how to make best use of the hundreds of hours
of taped interviews. How does one go about identifying commonalities in the things
these women said and how they said them? In a very different type of study, say a
survey addressing the relationship between social class and attitudes about abortion,
the analysis plan would focus on the measurement of the mainvariables (social class
and attitudes about abortion) and different ways of relating them statistically (see
Chapter 7).

CONCLUSION

Social researchers, like many others, construct representations of social life. A study
showing that single men are less satistied with their lives than married men, single
women, or married women is a representation of one aspect of society—the complex
relations among gender, marital status, and personal satisfaction.

Social researchers construct representations of society and then publish them,
usually in scientific journals (for example, American Sociological Review, American
Political Science Review; American Anthropologist, and Journal of Social History); in
scholarly books, reports, and monographs; in textbooks and other teaching mate-
rial; and sometimes in magazines, newspapers, and trade books—when they want to
reach nonacademic audiences. While social scientific representations usually appear
in print, they are not limited to these media. They may also be oral (for example,
public lectures). They may include tape recordings, photographs, videotapes, docu-
mentary films, and even dramatic productions. Thus, social research has a lot in
common with other ways of representing social life, butitis also a distinctive way of
representing. It is a lot like journalism, but most social research differs in important
ways from journalism.

Social research is not for everyone. Many would rather not participate in age-
old conversations about fundamental social questions. It’s often easier to ignore
what other researchers and social thinkers have said. Many consider it tedious to
collect large quantities of evidence. It all seems repetitious and painstaking. Many
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don’t want to bother learning how to conduct systematic analysis of large bodies of
evidence. After all, it’s much easier to find a few easy cases that are interesting and
focus on them. Who wants to learn statistics or how to code evidence from hun-
dreds of hours of taped interviews?

It’s also true that the evidence itself may seem too constraining. Both journalists
and social researchers have trouble with pesky evidence—data that don’t give the
exact message the investigator would like to present. The social “truths” that can be
manufactured through novels, plays, and other forms of fiction may be much more
appealing. Finally, some people want their cases to “speak for themselves” as much
as possible. They may prefer to present exact recordings like videotapes and let their
audiences choose their own messages in these representations.

While social research is difficult and limiting, it also offers special rewards for
those willing to make the investments. People who like to read-and write about
social issues are drawn to social research. Often they have strong political commit-
ments (for example, to fairness in the economic and political arenas). They hope
to translate their concerns into publications—representations of social life—that
influence social policy. Publications can influence policy directly by bringing issues
to the attention of public officials or indirectly by altering the social consciousness
of the informed public. Like the three researchers mentioned in the introduction to
this chapter, thousands of other social researchers have constructed representations
of social life reflecting their concerns. Many have had a direct or indirect impact on
social issues.

The beauty of social researchiis that'it tempers and clarifies the concerns and
interests of those who practice the eraft. Social research has this impact on people
who address social issues in several ways: Social researchers must engage the long-
standing debates about society and social life when they conduct research. They
must base their representations on systematic examination of large quantities of
systematically collected evidence. Social researchers as a community pass judgment
on the representations of social life produced by other social researchers (Kuhn
1962; Merton 1973). In effect, they inspect and evaluate each other’s work.

Thus; of all ways of representing social life, those that emanate from social
research have a very strong grounding in ideas and evidence and a great poten-
tial for influencing social policy. As a community of scholars, social researchers
work together to construct representations of social life that fulfill the many and
varied goals of social research, from documenting broad patterns and testing social
theories to giving voice to marginal groups in society.
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