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determine their goals and their attitudes toward education. 
If all findings point to the same conclusion, the researcher 
can feel much more confident about the study results.

Selecting a Sample.  It would be impossible to inter-
view or send a questionnaire to every school dropout in 
Brazil to determine why the teenage dropout rate is so 
high. It is possible to study a portion of that population, 
however. In Step 5, the research design process includes 
determining how to make sure the study includes people 
who are typical—that is, representative—of the total 
group (or population) you want to learn about. This 
involves careful selection of a sample, a group systemati-
cally chosen to represent a much larger group.

Researchers use many types of samples. A common 
one, the representative sample, attempts to accurately 
reflect the group being studied so that the sample results 
can be generalized, or applied to the larger group or popu-
lation. In the case of studying why so many boys from 
Hector’s favela drop out of school, a representative sample 
for a study could be drawn from all 13- to 16-year-olds in 
his region or city in Brazil.

The most common form of representative sample is the 
random sample. All people in the population being studied 
have an equal chance of being selected for the study. By 
observing or talking with this smaller group selected from the 
total population under study, the researcher can get an accu-
rate picture of the total population and have confidence that 
the findings apply to the larger group. Developing an effective 
sampling technique is often a complex process. In the case of 
Brazil, people constantly move in and out of the favela. Those 
who have just arrived may not have the same characteristics as 

those who have been living there a long time, but it is impor-
tant to have a sample that represents the whole group being 
studied. Samples also must be large enough to accurately rep-
resent a population and to use statistical programs to analyze 
the data. If you take a methods course, you will delve further 
into these details of sampling and data analysis discussed next.

Collecting the Data.  We have now made a research 
plan and selected our methods to use and our sample. In 
Step 6, we actually collect the data following our plan. 
Next, we have to determine what to do with the data to 
answer our research problem.

Thinking Sociologically
Define and distinguish each of the following impor-
tant research concepts:

•• cause-and-effect relationships
•• spurious relationships
•• evidence
•• correlation
•• dependent variable
•• independent variable
•• hypothesis
•• sample
•• triangulation

Making Sense of the Data
Once you have collected your data from your sample, you 
have to analyze it.

Analyzing the Data.  In Step 7, the researcher uses sta-
tistical and other analysis techniques to analyze what the 
data say in answering the research question. Imagine that 
you have 100 interviews from residents of Hector’s favela, 
plus a notebook full of field observation notes from “hang-
ing out” with the youth there. What do you do with the 
data? Social researchers use multiple techniques to analyze 
data, but whatever techniques they use, they look for pat-
terns in the data and then use theories and findings from 
past research on the topic to make sense of those patterns.

Presenting the Findings.  One of the last steps in the 
research process, Step 8, is to draw conclusions and 
present the final report. The report presents a discussion 
of the results, draws conclusions as to whether the 
hypotheses were supported or answers were found for 
the research question, interprets the results, and (if 
appropriate) makes recommendations on how to use the 
findings. This report is usually reviewed by other social 
scientists, and feedback on the study is provided to the 

Social scientists are not the only professionals who use triangulation. 
Journalists also consult a variety of sources, including, at times, social 
scientists, to put together news broadcasts.
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