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Chapter 9: Methods of Data Collection
Lecture Notes 
The term method of data collection simply refers to how the researcher obtains the empirical data to be used to answer his or her research questions. The focus in this chapter is on methods of data collection, not methods of research (which are covered in Part Four of the book).
There are six major methods of data collection. 

· Tests (i.e., includes standardized tests that usually include information on reliability, validity, and norms as well as tests constructed by researchers for specific purposes, skills tests, etc). 
 

· Questionnaires (i.e., self-report instruments). 


· Interviews (i.e., situations where the researcher interviews the participants). 


· Focus groups (i.e., a small group discussion with a group moderator present to keep the discussion focused). 
 

· Observation (i.e., looking at what people actually do). 
 

· Constructed or Existing or Secondary data (i.e., using data that are originally collected and then archived or any other kind of “data” that was simply left behind at an earlier time for some other purpose). 

In Chapter 7, we discussed the data collection method of tests, especially standardized tests. In Chapter 8, we discussed the data collection method of questionnaires.

In this chapter, we will list the strengths and weaknesses of tests and questionnaires and then explain in more depth the remaining four major methods of data collection. 
It is important to understand and utilize the fundamental principle of mixed research during the planning of a research study, including the researcher’s thinking about methods of data collection: 

· The principle states that researchers should thoughtfully and strategically mix or combine qualitative and quantitative research methods, approaches, procedures, concepts, and other paradigm characteristics in a way that produces an overall design with complementary strengths (broadly viewed) and nonoverlapping weaknesses. In this chapter, we focus this principle on methods of data collection. 
· We provide tables here for each method of data collection so that you and your students can compare the strengths and weaknesses of each and apply the fundamental principle of mixed research. 

Tests (See Chapter 7)
Tests are commonly used in research to measure personality, aptitude, achievement, and performance. In Chapter 7, we discussed standardized tests; therefore, we only have a brief discussion in this chapter. Note that tests can also be used to complement other measures (following the fundamental principle of mixed research).

 

In addition to the tests discussed in Chapter 7, note that sometimes, a researcher must develop a new test to measure the specific knowledge, skills, behavior, or cognitive activity that is being studied. For example, a researcher might need to measure response time to a memory task using a mechanical apparatus or develop a test to measure a specific mental or cognitive activity (which obviously cannot be directly observed). 

· An excellent source of tests (and other measures) (that we did not get into the chapter in time) is called The Directory of Unpublished Experimental Mental Measures (2003) edited by Goldman and Mitchell, published by the American Psychological Association. 
· We list the major sources of tests and test reviews in Table 7.7.

· Remember that if a test has already been developed that purports to measure what the researcher want to measure, then the researcher should strongly consider using it rather. 

 

The following table lists the strengths and weaknesses of tests. It, in conjunction with the tables for the other five major methods of data collection, will help you in applying the fundamental principle of mixed research.
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Tests

Strengths of tests (especially standardized tests)
· Can provide measures of many characteristics of people. 
· Often standardized (i.e., the same stimulus is provided to all participants). 
· Allows comparability of common measures across research populations. 
· Strong psychometric properties (high measurement validity). 
· Availability of reference group data. 
· Many tests can be administered to groups which saves time. 
· Can provide “hard,” quantitative data. 
· Tests are usually already developed. 
· A wide range of tests is available (most content can be tapped). 
· Response rate is high for group-administered tests. 
· Ease of data analysis because of quantitative nature of data.


Weaknesses of tests (especially standardized tests)
· Can be expensive if test must be purchased for each research participant. 
· Reactive effects such as social desirability can occur. 
· Test may not be appropriate for a local or unique population. 
· Open-ended questions and probing not available. 
· Tests are sometimes biased against certain groups of people. 
· Nonresponse to selected items on the test. 
· Some tests lack psychometric data. 
 

Questionnaires (See Chapter 8)
A questionnaire is a self-report data collection instrument that is filled out by research participants. Questionnaires are usually paper-and-pencil instruments, but they are increasingly being placed on the web for participants to go to and “fill out.” Chapter 8 focused on how to construct a questionnaire. Here we will only list the strengths and weaknesses of questionnaires so that they can be compared these with the strengths and weaknesses of the other major methods of data collection. 
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Questionnaires

Strengths of questionnaires
· Good for measuring attitudes and eliciting other content from research participants. 
· Inexpensive (especially mail questionnaires and group-administered questionnaires). 
· Can provide information about participants’ internal meanings and ways of thinking. 
· Can administer to probability samples. 
· Quick turnaround. 
· Can be administered to groups. 
· Perceived anonymity by respondent may be high. 
· Moderately high measurement validity (i.e., high reliability and validity) for well-constructed and validated questionnaires. 
· Closed-ended items can provide exact information needed by researcher. 
· Open-ended items can provide detailed information in respondents’ own words. 

· Ease of data analysis for closed-ended items. 
· Useful for exploration as well as confirmation. 
Weaknesses of questionnaires
· Usually must be kept short. 
· Reactive effects may occur (e.g., interviewees may try to show only what is socially desirable). 
· Nonresponse to selective items. 
· People filling out questionnaires may not recall important information and may lack self-awareness. 
· Response rate may be low for mail and email questionnaires. 
· Open-ended items may reflect differences in verbal ability, obscuring the issues of interest. 

· Data analysis can be time consuming for open-ended items. 
· Measures need validation. 
Interviews

In an interview, the interviewer asks the interviewee questions (in-person or over the telephone). 

· Trust and rapport are important. 

· Probing is available (unlike in paper-and-pencil questionnaires) and is used to reach clarity or gain additional information 

· Here are some examples of standard probes: 
—Anything else?
—Any other reason?
—What do you mean? 
 

Interviews may be quantitative or qualitative.
Quantitative interviews
· Are standardized (i.e., the same information is provided to everyone). 
· Use closed-ended questions. 
· Exhibit 9.1 has an example of a telephone interview protocol. Note that it looks very much like a questionnaire! The key difference between an interview protocol and a questionnaire is that the interview protocol is read by the interviewer who also records the answers (probably everyone has participated in telephone surveys before...they were interviewed). 
 

Qualitative interviews

· They are based on open-ended questions. 

· There are three types of qualitative interviews. 
 
1) Informal Conversational Interview.
· It is spontaneous.
· It is loosely structured (i.e., no interview protocol is used).
 

2) Interview Guide Approach. 

· It is more structured than the informal conversational interview. 

· It includes an interview protocol listing the open-ended questions. 

· The questions can be asked in any order by the interviewer. 

· Question wording can be changed by the interviewer if it is deemed appropriate. 
 
3) Standardized Open-Ended Interview. 

· Open-ended questions are written on an interview protocol, and they are asked in the exact order given on the protocol. 

· The wording of the questions cannot be changed. 
Table 9.2 should be very practical and helpful because it shows 15 tips for conducting interviews! 
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The following table lists the strengths and weaknesses of interviews. It, in conjunction with the tables for the other five major methods of data collection, will help you in applying the fundamental principle of mixed research: 

 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Interviews
Strengths of interviews
· Good for measuring attitudes and most other content of interest. 
· Allows probing and posing of follow-up questions by the interviewer. 
· Can provide in-depth information. 
· Can provide information about participants’ internal meanings and ways of thinking. 

· Closed-ended interviews provide exact information needed by researcher. 
· Telephone and e-mail interviews provide very quick turnaround. 
· Moderately high measurement validity (i.e., high reliability and validity) for well-constructed and tested interview protocols. 
· Can use with probability samples. 
· Relatively high response rates are often attainable. 
· Useful for exploration as well as confirmation. 
Weaknesses of interviews
· In-person interviews usually are expensive and time consuming. 
· Reactive effects (e.g., interviewees may try to show only what is socially desirable). 

· Investigator effects may occur (e.g., untrained interviewers may distort data because of personal biases and poor interviewing skills). 
· Interviewees may not recall important information and may lack self-awareness. 
· Perceived anonymity by respondents may be low. 
· Data analysis can be time consuming for open-ended items. 
· Measures need validation. 

Focus Groups

A focus group is a situation where a focus group moderator keeps a small and homogeneous group (of 6–12 people) focused on the discussion of a research topic or issue. 

· Focus group sessions generally last between one and three hours, and they are recorded using audio and/or videotapes. 

· Focus groups are useful for exploring ideas and obtaining in-depth information about how people think about an issue. 

 

The following table lists the strengths and weaknesses of focus groups. It, in conjunction with the tables for the other five major methods of data collection, will help you in applying the fundamental principle of mixed research:

 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Focus Groups

Strengths of focus groups
· Useful for exploring ideas and concepts. 
· Provides window into participants’ internal thinking. 
· Can obtain in-depth information. 
· Can examine how participants react to each other. 
· Allows probing. 
· Most content can be tapped. 
· Allows quick turnaround. 
Weaknesses of focus groups
· Sometimes expensive. 
· May be difficult to find a focus group moderator with good facilitative and rapport building skills. 
· Reactive and investigator effects may occur if participants feel they are being watched or studied. 
· May be dominated by one or two participants. 
· Difficult to generalize results if small, unrepresentative samples of participants are used. 
· May include large amount of extra or unnecessary information. 
· Measurement validity may be low. 
· Usually should not be the only data collection methods used in a study. 
· Data analysis can be time consuming because of the open-ended nature of the data. 
Observation

In the method of data collection called observation, the researcher observes participants in natural and/or structured environments. 

· It is important to collect observational data (in addition to attitudinal data) because what people say is not always what they do! 

 

Observation can be carried out in two types of environments: 

· Laboratory observation (which is done in a lab set up by the researcher). 

· Naturalistic observation (which is done in real-world settings). 
 
There are two important forms of observation: quantitative observation and qualitative observation. 
 
1) Quantitative observation involves standardization procedures, and it produces quantitative data. 

· The following can be standardized: 

—Who is observed?
—What is observed?
—When the observations are to take place?
—Where the observations are to take place?
—How the observations are to take place?
· Standardized instruments (e.g., checklists) are often used in quantitative observation. 

· Sampling procedures are also often used in quantitative observation: 
—Time-interval sampling (i.e., observing during specific time intervals, e.g., during the first minute of each 10-minute interval). 
—Event sampling (i.e., observing during and after an event has taken place, e.g., observing after teacher asks a question). 
 

2) Qualitative observation is exploratory and open-ended, and the researcher takes extensive field notes. 
 

The qualitative observer may take on four different roles that make up a continuum: 
· Complete participant (i.e., becoming a full member of the group and not informing the participants that you are studying them).
· Participant-as-Observer (i.e., spending extensive time “inside” and informing the participants that you are studying them).
· Observer-as-Participant (i.e., spending a limited amount of time “inside” and informing them that you are studying them).
· Complete Observer (i.e., observing from the “outside” and not informing that participants that you are studying them).
Table 9.4 should be very practical because it shows 17 tips for conducting fieldwork and qualitative observation! 
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The following table lists the strengths and weaknesses of observational data. It, in conjunction with the tables for the other five major methods of data collection, will help you in applying the fundamental principle of mixed research:
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Observational Data
Strengths of observational data
· Allows one to directly see what people do without having to rely on what they say they do. 
· Provides firsthand experience, especially if the observer participates in activities. 
· Can provide relatively objective measurement of behavior (especially for standardized observations). 
· Observer can determine what does not occur. 
· Observer may see things that escape the awareness of people in the setting. 
· Excellent way to discover what is occurring in a setting. 
· Helps in understanding importance of contextual factors. 
· Can be used with participants with weak verbal skills. 
· May provide information on things people would otherwise be unwilling to talk about. 
· Observer may move beyond selective perceptions of people in the setting. 
· Good for description. 
· Provides moderate degree of realism (when done outside of the laboratory). 
Weaknesses of observational data
· Reasons for observed behavior may be unclear. 
· Reactive effects may occur when respondents know they are being observed (e.g., people being observed may behave in atypical ways).

· Investigator effects (e.g., personal biases and selective perception of observers) 
· Observer may “go native” (i.e., over-identifying with the group being studied). 

· Sampling of observed people and settings may be limited. 

· Cannot observe large or dispersed populations. 
· Some settings and content of interest cannot be observed. 
· Collection of unimportant material may be moderately high. 
· More expensive to conduct than questionnaires and tests. 
· Data analysis can be time consuming. 
 

Visual Data

Visual data are collected from visual sources such as photographs, drawings, graphics, paintings, film, or video. The use of visual data reflects the old adage “A picture is worth 1,000 words.”
Photo interviewing involves the use of visual stimuli to get additional information during interviews.

Secondary/Existing Data

Secondary data (i.e., data originally used for a different purpose) are contrasted with primary data (i.e., original data collected for the new research study). Constructed data (i.e., objects created as part of participants participation in research studies).
 

The most commonly used secondary data are documents, physical data, and archived research data. 

 

1. 
Documents. There are two main kinds of documents.

· Personal documents (i.e., things written or recorded for private purposes). Letters, diaries, family pictures. 

· Official documents (i.e., things written or recorded for public or private organizations). Newspapers, annual reports, yearbooks, minutes, student records, student work.
 

2. 
Physical data (are any material thing created or left by humans that might provide information about a phenomenon of interest to a researcher). 

· Examples: newspapers, annual reports, yearbooks, minutes. 

3. 
Archived research data (i.e., research data collected by other researchers for other purposes, and these data are save often in tape form or cd form so that others might later use the data). 
 

The following table lists the strengths and weaknesses of secondary/existing data. It, in conjunction with the tables for the other five major methods of data collection, will help you in applying the fundamental principle of mixed research:
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Secondary Data
Strengths of documents and physical data:

· Can provide insight into what people think and what they do. 
· Unobtrusive, making reactive and investigator effects very unlikely. 
· Can be collected for time periods occurring in the past (e.g., historical data). 
· Provides useful background and historical data on people, groups, and organizations. 
· Useful for corroboration. 
· Grounded in local setting. 
· Useful for exploration. 
Strengths of archived research data:

· Archived research data are available on a wide variety of topics. 
· Inexpensive. 
· Often are reliable and valid (high measurement validity). 
· Can study trends. 
· Ease of data analysis. 
· Often based on high-quality or large probability samples. 
Weaknesses of documents and physical data:

· May be incomplete. 
· May be representative only of one perspective. 
· Access to some types of content is limited. 

· May not provide insight into participants’ personal thinking for physical data. 
· May not apply to general populations. 
Weaknesses of archived research data:

· May not be available for the population of interest to you. 
· May not be available for the research questions of interest to you. 

· Data may be dated. 

· Open-ended or qualitative data usually not available. 

· Many of the most important findings have already been mined from the data. 
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