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•• Step 8: Draw conclusions, and present the 
report, including suggestions for future 
research and policy recommendations (if appro-
priate). The study is then ready for peer 
review—critique by other social scientists. 
Publicize findings and recommendations sup-
ported by the peer review.

Planning a Research Study
To study Hector’s situation, the researcher uses Step 1 to 
define a topic or problem, including the variables to be 
studied. Step 2 requires the researcher to review past stud-
ies on related topics to see what has been done and how 
variables were defined in other studies. This review pro-
vides the basis for Step 3.

In Step 3, to formulate hypotheses, researchers must 
link concepts, such as poverty or dropping out of school, to 
specific measurements. For example, the researcher could 
hypothesize that poverty is a major cause of favela teenag-
ers dropping out of school because they need to earn 
money for their families. Who is a dropout might be deter-
mined by school records indicating whether that child has 
attended school during the past 6 months. Poverty could 
be defined as having a low annual income—say less than 
half of the average income for that size of family in the 
country—or by assessing ownership of property, such as 
cattle, automobiles, and indoor plumbing. It is important 

for researchers to be clear, precise, and consistent in how 
they define and measure their variables.

In order to conduct research to test a theory, research-
ers formulate a hypothesis, a statement they can test to 
determine if it is true. This is called deductive research. It 
starts with a theory that you then test. Inductive research, 
on the other hand, starts with observations that then lead 
to hypothesis development and, potentially, theory forma-
tion. Researchers make an observation and then begin to 
collect more data to determine if what they witnessed ini-
tially was a social pattern. Once they start to notice social 
patterns, they can begin to analyze those patterns using 
appropriate existing theories, or they can create a new the-
ory if existing ones do not provide needed explanations.

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.

Whether you use inductive or deductive research, you 
must always carefully define your variables and determine 
how they interact with and relate to one another. The rela-
tionship between variables is central to understanding 
causality. Causal reasoning is discussed in the next 
“Engaging Sociology.”

ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY
Being Clear About Causality

Sociology, as a science, tries to be very careful 

about language—more precise than we usually are 

in our everyday conversations. What do we really 

mean when we say that something causes some-

thing else? At the heart of the research process is 

the effort to find causal relationships (i.e., one vari-

able causes another one to change). The following 

key terms are important in understanding how two 

variables (concepts that vary in frequency and can 

be measured) are related:

CORRELATION

X    Y

Correlation refers to a relationship between variables 

(such as poverty and low levels of education), with 

change in one variable associated with change in 

another. The hypothesis stated earlier predicts that 

poverty and teenagers dropping out of school are 

related and vary together. That is, when the poverty 

level is high, dropping out of school is also high. If 

we claim that there is a correlation, however, that is 

only the first step. We have not yet established that 

change in one variable causes a change in the other.

CAUSE-AND-EFFECT VARIABLES

X    Y


