Chapter 2. Examining the Social World: How Do We Know?

What Have We Learned?
Theories serve as lenses to help us make sense of the data
that we gather with various research strategies. However,
the data themselves can be used to test the theories, so there
is an ongoing reciprocal relationship between theory (the
lens for making sense of the data) and the research (the evidence used to test the theories). The most important ideas
in this chapter are what sociology considers evidence and
how sociology operates as a science. These ideas form the
framework for the content of sociology.

natural setting), controlled experiments, and analysis of
existing sources (through secondary sources or through
content analyses). (See pp. __–__.)
•

Use of multiple methods—triangulation—increases
confidence in the findings. (See p. __.)

•

Scientific confidence in results also requires representative samples, usually drawn randomly. (See pp. __–__.)

•

Debates have raged over the purpose of sociology:
One approach stresses the objective nature of science;
another emphasizes the uniquely human qualities, such
as humans making meaning, and argues that complete
objectivity is never fully attained; and a third stresses
practical or public applications of research to make a
more humane, just, and compassionate society. Each
of these has a long tradition within sociology. (See
pp. __–__.)

•

Theories are especially important to science because
they raise questions for research and explain relationships between facts. Sociology has four primary overriding theoretical perspectives or paradigms: symbolic
interaction theory, rational choice theory, structuralfunctional theory, and conflict theory. Other perspectives, such as feminist theory, serve to modify the main
paradigms. Most of these theories are more applicable
at the micro to meso level or at the meso to macro level.
(See pp. __–__.)

Key Points:
•

Attempts to understand society have existed for at least
2.5 millennia, but gathering of scientific evidence to test
hypotheses and validate claims is a rather modern idea.
(See pp. __–__.)

•

As a science, sociology uses eight systematic steps to
gather data and test theories about the social world.
(See p. __.)

•

In most cases, planning a research study requires that
we identify causes (independent variables) and effects
(dependent variables) and that we make sure correlations of variables are not spurious; the simultaneous
occurrence of two variables can be accidental or noncausal. (See pp. __–__.)

•

Major methods for gathering data in sociology include
surveys (e.g., structured interviews and questionnaires), observation studies (direct observation of a

Discussion Questions
1. Why do research questions have to be asked in a precise
way? Give an example of a precise research question.
How does it make it possible for you to test and measure
your topic?
2. If you were to conduct a study to measure student satisfaction with a particular academic department on campus, what research method(s) would you use? Why?
How would the method(s) you might select vary according to (a) the size of the department and (b) the type of
information you sought?
3. As stated in this chapter, “sociologists must be continually open to having their findings reexamined and new
interpretations proposed. Describe a time when you
changed your mind due to new information. Was it difficult for you to change your mind? Why or why not?

4. Why is the ability to be open to new ideas and interpretations so vital to the scientific perspective? Do you
think you could carry this aspect of the scientific process out successfully—no matter what the topic? Why
or why not?
5. If you were to examine the relationship between the government and the economy in the United States today,
which of the four major theoretical perspectives outlined in the chapter would be most helpful? Why?
6. Imagine you would like to conduct a sociological study
of the students with whom you attended the fourth
grade, to determine what key factors influenced their
academic achievements. Which of the four major theoretical perspectives would you employ in your study?
Why?
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