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decision to drop out of school, you will need to examine 
small-group interactions at the micro level. Figure 2.2 illus-
trates the different levels of analysis.

Designing the Research Plan.  Step 4 is vitally impor-
tant because the researcher evaluates the various methods 
used to collect data for research studies and selects one or 
more that are appropriate for the research question. These 
include questionnaires, interviews, observational studies, 
secondary data analysis, content analysis, and experi-
ments. Some methods produce quantitative (numerical) 
data whereas others supply qualitative (non-numerical) 
data, such as individuals’ responses to interviews. 
Questionnaires and secondary data analysis tend to be 
quantitative and used when conducting macro- and meso-
level studies. Interviews, observational studies, and con-
tent 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 quantita-
tive and qualitative data.

Interviews are research conducted by talking directly 
with people and asking questions in person or by tele-
phone. 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 analy-
sis of research questions (Babbie 2014). They are conve-
nient for collecting large amounts of data because they can 

be distributed by mail or sent by e-mail to many respon-
dents at once.

Observational studies (also called field research) involve 
systematic, planned observation and recording of interac-
tions and other human behavior in natural settings (where 
the activity normally takes place, rather than in a laboratory).

They can take different forms: (1) observations in 
which the researcher actually participates in the activities 
of the group being studied or (2) observations in which the 
researcher is not involved in group activities but observes 
or videotapes the activity. It is important for observers to 
avoid influencing or altering group functioning and inter-
action by their presence.

Thinking Sociologically
If you were trying to compare how effectively two pro-
fessors teach a research methods course offered in 
your department, what variables might you use, and 
what variables might you need to control? How would 
you set up your study? What methods would you use?

Secondary analysis uses existing data, information that has 
already been collected in other studies—including data banks, 
such as the national census. Often, large data-collecting organi-
zations, such as the United Nations or a country’s census 
bureau, the national education department, or a private 
research organization, will make data available for use by 
researchers. Consider the question of the dropout rate in Brazil. 
Researchers can learn a great deal about the behavior of school 
dropouts, as a group, from analysis of information gathered by 
ministries or departments of education. Likewise, if we want to 

FIGURE 2.2  The Social World Model and Levels of Analysis
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