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studies include questionnaires, interviews, obser-
vational studies, secondary data analysis, content  
analysis, and experiments. Some methods produce 
quantitative (numerical) data while others supply qual-
itative (nonnumerical) data such as individuals’ open-
ended responses. Questionnaires and secondary data 
analysis tend to be quantitative and used when con-
ducting macro- and meso-level studies. Interviews, 
observational studies, and content analysis usually 
produce qualitative data or a blend of quantitative and 
qualitative data, and are primarily used for micro-level 
research. Some studies include both quantitative and 
qualitative data.

Interviews are conducted by talking directly with 
people and asking questions in person or by telephone. 
Both unstructured and semistructured interviews, 
which allow respondents to answer questions in a more 
open-ended manner, evolve in response to what the 
researcher learns as the research progresses. 

Questionnaires contain questions and other types of 
items designed to solicit information appropriate to 
analysis of research questions (Babbie 2014). They are 
convenient for collecting large amounts of data 
because they can be distributed by mail or sent by 
email to respondents.

Observational studies (also called field research) 
involve systematic, planned observation and record-
ing of interactions or human behavior in their natural 
settings (where the activity normally takes place 
rather than in a laboratory). They can take different 
forms: (1) observations in which the researcher  

Thinking Sociologically 
Think of a research question based on a theoretical 
perspective. For example, you might ask how Hector’s 
peers affect his decisions, using a micro-level theory. 
Then write a hypothesis and identify your variables in 
the hypothesis. 

Designing the Research  
Method and Collecting the Data
Researchers must always make clear how they collect 
their data. Every research study should be replicable— 
capable of being repeated—by other research-
ers. So, enough information must be given to ensure  
that another researcher could repeat the study and 
compare results. 

The appropriate data collection method depends 
on the level(s) of analysis of the research question 
(micro, meso, or macro) the researcher is asking. For 
example, if you want to answer a macro-level 
research question, such as the effect of poverty on 
students dropping out of school in Brazil, you should 
focus on large-scale social and economic data 
sources such as the Brazilian census. To learn about 
micro-level issues such as the influence of peers on 
an individual’s decision to drop out of school, you will 
need to examine small-group interactions at the 
micro level. Figure 2.2 illustrates the different levels 
of analysis.

Designing a Method for Collecting Data. The  
primary methods used to collect data for research 

FIGURE 2.2  The Social World Model and Levels of Analysis

The Nature of Science and the Scientific Method

Micro Level

Individual
Small group
Local community

Hector
Hector’s family and close friends
The favela; Hector’s local school, church, neighborhood organizations

Meso Level

Organizations
Institutions 
Ethnic subcultures

Brazilian corporations, Catholic Church, and local school system in Brazil
Family; education; political, economic, and health systems in the region or nation of  
Brazil Native peoples, African-Brazilians

Macro Level

National society
Globlal community of nations

Social policies, trends, and programs in Brazil
Status of Brazil in global economy; trade relations with other countries; 
programs of international organizations or corporations




