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compare modern dropout rates with those of an earlier time, we 
may find data from previous decades to be invaluable. Secondary 
analysis can be an excellent way to do meso- or macro-level stud-
ies that reveal large-scale patterns in the social world.

Content analysis entails the systematic categorizing and 
recording of information from written or recorded 
sources—printed materials, videos, radio broadcasts, or art-
work. With content analysis (a common method in histori-
cal research and the study of organizations), sociologists can 
gather the data they need from printed materials—books, 
magazines, newspapers, laws, letters, comments on web-
sites, e-mails, videos, archived radio broadcasts, or even art-
work. They develop a coding system to classify the source 
content. A researcher trying to understand shifts in 
Brazilian attitudes toward youth poverty in favelas could do 
a content analysis of popular magazines to see how many 
pages or stories were devoted to child poverty in the 

Brazilian media in each decade from the 1960s to the pres-
ent. Content analysis has the advantage of being relatively 
inexpensive and easy to do. It is also unobtrusive, meaning 
that the researcher does not influence the participants being 
investigated by having direct contact with them. 
Furthermore, examining materials in historical sequence 
can be effective in recognizing patterns over time.

In experiments, all variables except the one being stud-
ied are controlled so researchers can study the effects on the 
variable under study. An experiment usually requires an 
experimental group, in which subjects in the group are 
exposed to the variable being studied to test the effects of 
that variable on human behavior, and a control group, in 
which the subjects are not exposed to the variable the 
researcher wants to test. The control group provides a base-
line with which the experimental group can be compared.

Experiments conducted in a lab can often provide the 
most accurate test of cause and effect. They make it possi-
ble to control most variables (eliminating irrelevant spuri-
ous variables) and determine the sequence in which 
variables affect each other. By separating the sample into 
experimental and control groups, the researcher can see if 
the study’s independent variable makes a difference in the 
behavior of people who are exposed to that variable com-
pared with those who are not. Psychologists use lab experi-
ments, but few sociologists use this method because many 
sociological questions cannot be studied in controlled set-
tings. For example, Hector’s environment in the favela 
cannot be studied in a laboratory setting.

Control and experimental research projects outside of 
a lab setting are more common among sociologists. For 
example, researchers may want to determine whether a 
new teaching method using technology might help chil-
dren from Hector’s favela. Researchers can do so by com-
paring a control group, exposed to the usual teaching, and 
an experimental group, provided with the new method or 
experimental technology. We must ensure that the control 
and experimental groups of children are at the same aca-
demic level and that the teachers are equally motivated 
and prepared when teaching both classes. With this care-
fully designed research project, we can conclude that the 
new approach increases learning if the children in the 
experimental group score significantly higher on the final 
exam than those in the control group.

Triangulation refers to the use of two or more methods 
of data collection to enhance the amount and type of data for 
analysis and the accuracy of the findings. To study Hector’s 
situation, a research study could use macro-level quantita-
tive data on poverty and on educational statistics in Brazil 
and micro-level interviews with Hector and his peers to 

Census questionnaires are taken in the United States and 
many other countries every 10 years. Sometimes, it is difficult 
to gather accurate data on the entire population, as in the case 
of homeless people or those in remote areas. Census worker 
Danielle Forino gathered data in Maine, where she had to use 
an all-terrain vehicle and sometimes snowshoes in remote 
sections of the North Maine Woods.
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