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INTRODUCTION

We are delighted to bring you the second edition of Research for Social
Workers. Since the first edition was published, social work research
has developed and this edition reflects many of these changes. There
is a new chapter on Best Practice and the chapters on statistics and
action research have been completely re-written. All the other chap-
ters have been updated with most incorporating new material.

Our initial aims remain the same:

= To make research methods accessible to students and social work
practitioners with plain English explanations of research concepts
and principles.

= To enable social work students and practitioners to undertake
their own research by providing a step-by-step guide.

= To encourage the social work community to become critical con-
sumers of research.

= To foster the new social work research culture which is emerging
world wide.

As social work practice has become increasingly sophisticated, the
place of research in social work has become more critical. Today,
research is relevant to just about every area of social work practice:
from the initial stages of an intervention, determining the needs of
an individual, group or community; through to testing new ideas and
deciding which course of action to take; and finally, to evaluating
practice and justifying social work’s existence. Springing from the
research traditions of sociology and psychology, social work is now
developing its own research orientation and knowledge base, provid-
ing fertile ground for social work theory and practice to flourish.
However, many social workers still do not recognise the potential of
research, nor its value for them as practitioners.

This book introduces research concepts and skills for social work-
ers. It is for social work students as well as social work graduates
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Research for Social Workers

who wish to brush up their research skills. Readers will gain not only
an understanding of the principles and approaches which are most
relevant to social work practice, but also a step-by-step approach to
undertaking research in their work. Research for Social Workers deals
with research issues from a social work perspective, using social work
examples and incorporating social work based methods. It has been
written as a guide for beginners in appropriately non-technical lan-
guage, but it will allow readers to move into a research program
with confidence and ability. As teachers, researchers and social work-
ers ourselves, we, the authors, are committed to enabling social
workers to include research as an essential part of their professional
tool kits. This means becoming critical consumers of research, as well
as confidently being able to incorporate research as part of everyday
practice.

Today, social work research reflects the many differences in
approach, politics and theory that exist in social work practice. Hence
it is important that social workers understand the variety of research
approaches available, and are aware of the different theories and
epistemologies on which they are based, so that their personal
approaches to research are more informed and explicit. Thus, the
book begins with a brief exploration of what constitutes the range of
social work research and how theories influence all aspects of re-
search—from choosing the general topic area and the overall
approach, to defining the problem and selecting methodologies.

Because this is an introductory text for beginning researchers, the
various approaches are presented as ideal types to highlight the
differences and the debates which surround them. However, we do
not view the research process as consisting of mutually exclusive,
dichotomous approaches (for example: inductive/deductive or
qualitative/quantitative). In our own research we tend to use multi-
method approaches and the examples chosen in the book reflect this.
Nonetheless, for an introductory text, we feel it is important to set
out the different approaches separately, so that beginning researchers
can clarify the differences and identify the different orientations in
existing research, as they develop their own conceptual approach to
research practice.

In chapter 1 we sketch an outline of different approaches to social
research, concluding with a discussion of the politics and ethics of
research. In these times when many social work programs are under
threat, it is particularly important to be aware of the various
ideological and political agendas of the different stakeholders in
the research process, and the policy and practice implications of the
research we undertake. In chapters 2 and 3 we cover the issues
involved in choosing your topic area and defining the problem. Steps
in the research process are summarised in chapter 4, and sampling
procedures are covered in chapter 5. Research methods which are
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Introduction

most relevant to social workers—surveys, interviews, needs analyses,
evaluation, action research, methods of establishing best practice and
other methods—are discussed in chapters 6 to 11. Chapters 12 and
13 present different ways of analysing data and producing results,
with reference to the various computer software packages available.
Chapter 14 introduces statistical concepts and techniques. The book
concludes with a discussion of how to ensure that research leads to
action, and some of the most effective ways of influencing policy and
practice (chapter 15). Finally the Appendix provides a detailed guide
to writing your research proposal, including how to produce a
budget.

As the aims outlined in the beginning of this Introduction are
achieved, so will social work’s voice strengthen, and with this, social
work’s ability to achieve its mission of advancing the cause of dis-
advantaged groups, overcoming oppression and working to improve
well being for all people.
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1 SOCIAL WORK
RESEARCH

A clEP board
and a biro —
is ﬂtaf l.t. ?

The compass . barometer

and slide rule arrive
next term .

This chapter introduces you to social research. First, some reassur-
ance. Research is not all about numbers. If you are one of those social
workers or students who have had unhappy experiences with math-
ematics, do not despair! Social research is more about critical
awareness, careful thinking and the ability to view situations from
new perspectives than about numbers. In the twenty-first century,
there are a whole range of approaches to research—some involving
more mathematics than others. With the advent of computer software
packages, it is more important to understand the thinking or logic
behind the mathematics, and the theoretical perspectives behind the
thinking, than to be able to calculate the numbers themselves.

In this chapter we examine some of the different forms of research
and the power of the underlying beliefs which shape them. Quanti-
tative, qualitative, emancipatory, feminist and postmodern influences
on research methods are discussed. Each of these offers a range of
possibilities for creative and exciting research for social workers. All
these approaches can be used by social work researchers and are
important for you to understand. As you will see, they are not
necessarily mutually exclusive. Indeed, much research today involves
a mixture of methods—that is, researchers use a ‘multimethod’
approach, selecting aspects of different approaches that best suit their
purposes. As this is a text for beginning researchers, we present the
approaches separately so that you can see how they have evolved,
and so that we can introduce some of the debates that surround them.
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Research for Social Workers

In this chapter we also consider some of the important political
and ethical issues that surround research, before moving on in later
chapters to the ‘how to’ of different research approaches. First of all
we discuss what social research is and why, as social workers, we
should study it.

WHY STUDY RESEARCH?

Whether they realise it or not, most social workers are constantly
doing research or research-like activities. Consider the following:

= A social worker wonders which counselling methods used by
different workers in her team are most helpful to the young
offenders they see on a regular basis.

= A community worker, in a new job at a council, has a brief to find
out what the local community thinks of a planned development
to build an industrial complex in some bushland containing a
disused quarry.

= A worker in a church-based agency holds a regular group for
homeless youth and suspects that many group members are facing
similar issues and problems in their lives.

= A social welfare worker wants to know what effects the new
respite care service is having for families who are under stress.

= A worker in the disability field, who has been asked to establish
a new service for young adults, wonders what life is like from
the perspective of the young people and what kind of services, if
any, they would like his agency to provide.

All these situations require research skills if social workers are
to address the questions and issues they face. The bottom line is: if
you are to make informed decisions or carefully thought through
actions/interventions, you need research skills.

More specifically, consider the following reasons for studying
research.

Becoming an informed research consumer

Social workers are often confronted with government or interdepart-
mental reports in which research and statistics are quoted. If this is
a familiar situation for you, you are probably uncomfortably aware
that you may have taken such reports at face value, and, because of
a lack of research understanding, you may not have the ability to
critique such reports. You should heed Royse’s (1991, p. 5) suggestion
that:

as an informed consumer, you ought to be able to know if too few
subjects were interviewed, if the methodology was flawed, or if the
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Social work research

author generalised well beyond his or her findings. Research studies
can be biased or flawed for a lot of different reasons, and you might
not be able to detect these reasons without a basic understanding of
research methodology.

All social research has a political imperative. Some reports may take
liberties in the way research is presented in order to achieve or to
bolster a certain perspective. Some departments, keen to downsize,
for example, may disregard or under-report the success of certain
programs. Some statistics may be used inappropriately or out of
context to enhance an unsupported position. Likewise, some research
reports might enhance positive findings in order to ensure continued
funding. It is naive to think otherwise in an economic climate where
large cuts have been made to welfare spending.

Consider also that when outside consultants are used by an
agency or department to assess the organisation’s functions, you
should be in a position to critically analyse their work and examine
whether or not they have given you a fair appraisal. It is imperative
that you become an informed practitioner capable of dissecting the
information on which decisions are being made about policies which
affect your department or your programs.

Finding out about your practice

A second and equally important reason why you should have com-
petent research skills is to allow you to justify your practice
interventions in an informed way. It is not enough to rely on your
intuition—intuition is susceptible to bias and may reflect your own
values rather than client benefits. In these days of increasing account-
ability to funding bodies and to the people for whom the services
are established, workers must be able to find out what the people
they are working with want and need, how their interventions are
affecting people’s lives, and how their programs and approaches can
be improved. More and more around the world social workers are
being expected to work in an evidence-based culture; that is, to know
if what they are doing is working or not.

There are a number of ways practice effectiveness may be
assessed. For instance, as a practitioner, you may be called on to
examine the effect of certain interventions on a group of clients. You
might also be called on to justify your agency’s effectiveness by
providing an evaluation of the use of its services and the effects of
the services on the client group.

Again, you might be called on to show you are meeting the needs
of a particular target group (needs analysis). Often practitioners keen
to continue a new program are expected to evaluate the program in
order that its effectiveness can be demonstrated—that it is meeting
its objectives, that it is developing as intended and producing desired
outcomes (program evaluation). The future development of the

3



Research for Social Workers

program may depend on well-constructed evaluation research. As
well, maintaining and indeed increasing your funding level may
depend on your analysis of research conducted to justify a service
(cost-benefit analysis).

It is also vital that you have the confidence and competence to
act as a contributing partner in research projects. There are often
occasions when your agency or department will conduct or contribute
to a research project. Having an understanding of research methods
will allow you to ensure that a social work perspective is part of the
project.

Participating in the policy process

We also need to develop our research tradition so that we are better
able to assess government social policies and to formulate such
policies. It is our role as a profession to take a lead in the formulation
of policy that affects the most vulnerable members of our community
and to attack or support government policies. In the past social
workers have not been known for applying pressure effectively—at
any level of government—to change or modify policies. As an exam-
ple, there has been little noise from the helping professions
condemning the cuts in government welfare services and this is not
aided by the lack of data supporting retention of services.

With improved research skills, you will be on firmer ground in
joining in the policy process—in commenting on current policies or
evaluations of policy and in developing a case for new or different
policies.

Undertaking postgraduate education

Studying research at undergraduate level will facilitate your entry
into Masters and doctorate programs. This reason should not be
discounted, as it is our experience that students may be reluctant to
pursue postgraduate study because of their lack of knowledge about
research and their fear of attempting a major research project. Yet we
need such students to build a strong theoretical and research base in
order to upgrade the standing of our discipline. Of course you must
also be aware that studying research at undergraduate level is
a requirement of professional social work associations around the
world and so is a basic requirement for those of you wishing to attain
a social work degree.

Developing social work knowledge and theory

A very important reason for studying research is to aid in the
development of social work knowledge and theory. Having studied,
or being now involved in studying social work, you would be aware
that the development of social work theories rests on the shoulders
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of practitioners who are able to test and evaluate their usefulness.
We need these developments to come from social workers themselves
and not from other disciplinary areas. For all these reasons, and more,
you will benefit from the study of research methods.

Practising in an ethically responsible manner

Social work codes of ethics around the world support ethical research
practice. For example, the ethical codes of the British, American and
Australian social work associations all contain detailed sections on
how to undertake ethical research. We discuss this in more detail later
in the chapter.

WHAT IS SOCIAL RESEARCH?

From the discussion above, it can be seen that many different types
of research are used in the welfare field. Which approaches you
choose depend on the purpose of the research, your background and
beliefs, the agenda of the organisation funding the research and,
increasingly, the perspectives of the people and/or programs being
researched.

Examples of the variety of social research used in the
welfare field

Needs analysis

Action research

Outcome evaluation

Cost-benefit analysis

Secondary analysis

Content analysis

Client satisfaction surveys
Qualitative in-depth interviewing

Nearly all forms of research involve the search for patterns or
themes—ways of simplifying a mass of information into meaningful
stories or relationships. Good research helps us to make links, gain
insight into apparent contradictions, explore new territory and raise
difficult questions. In the process of searching for patterns or themes,
all types of research involve some form of measurement. In chapters 2
and 3 we will explore the different types of measurement used in
the process of translating broad research issues into researchable
questions.

In the welfare field nearly all types of research are undertaken in
order to make a decision or to take some action. If we go to the
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trouble and expense of undertaking a research project, it would be
most disappointing if the finished report sat on a shelf gathering dust.
It is often said that research is a means of putting off tough or
expensive decisions. Instead of being the end of the process, your
report should be the first step in changing a policy, deciding on an
intervention strategy or setting up a new service.

Taking these considerations into account then, the definition of
research (below) describes the way the term ‘social research’ is under-
stood throughout this book. The research literature contains as many
definitions of research as there are forms; this definition captures the
broad elements that are generally agreed upon as being shared by
most research that is undertaken in the social welfare field.

Definition of social research

Social research is the systematic observation and/or collection
of information to find or impose a pattern, to make a decision
or take some action.

It is difficult to define what is unique about research in social
work. However, McDermott (1996) makes a very good beginning
when she suggests that social work research:

»  Would be research that arises from a particular theorisation of the
acting subject within his/her social, political and economic context

»  Would be research that privileges the research process as an
intervention leading to the possibility of constructive change

m»  Would be research that enables the participation of the
researched—the poor, the vulnerable, the oppressed and those
who interact with them (p. 6)

In any definition of social work research we must ensure that we
incorporate the tenets of the Social Work Code of Ethics that guide
all aspects of our practice. The power of research as a tool for social
change is fundamental to our understanding of the place of research
in social work. Just as the goals of social work involve not just
understanding the world, but actively intervening to change things
in some way, so, too, does social work research involve action,
decisions and change.

TYPES OF RESEARCH

The way that researchers find or impose patterns from or on the mass
of information available, in order to make decisions or take action,
depends very much on the beliefs and theories from which they
operate. Before we decide what type of research to do, it is important
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to understand the assumptions and perspectives which underlie the
major approaches to research, so that we are not ‘blinkered” by our
methodology or unaware of its limitations.

The different research approaches used today are best understood
in the context of their history and how they developed in relation to
each other. We will discuss five of the major research approaches, in
order to demonstrate the variety that exists:

Quantitative research
Qualitative research
Emancipatory approach
Feminist research
Postmodern research

These research approaches are summarised as ideal ‘types’ rather
than actual descriptions of research as it happens in the ‘real world’.
The descriptions highlight the major differences between the
approaches to allow you to distinguish between the different types
and to think about which research methods would be most appropri-
ate in different situations. In fact, many researchers use a variety of
methods, the multimethod approach, and the different approaches
themselves can have considerable overlap (Taylor 1993, Kumar 1999).
We begin with what was until recently the dominant and orthodox
form of research.

Quantitative research

Quantitative research is the oldest form of social research. It grew
out of the natural science paradigm of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries and the intellectual tradition known as ‘positivism” (Mark
1996). This type of research is based on the idea that there is an
objective ‘reality” which can be accurately measured, and which
operates according to natural laws which can be ‘discovered’ by
rigorous, objective research (Marlow 1998). Just as a natural scientist
in the nineteenth century might examine a rock and test its properties,
so it is assumed that a social scientist can ‘objectively” study a group
or social system (Sarantakos 1998, Babbie 2001).

It is also assumed that the effect of the researcher’s own presence
is minimal or non-existent, so that ‘pure’ reality can be studied. That
is, it is assumed that whatever the researcher is told, or observes,
would actually be happening whether they were present to observe
it or not (Mark 1996). Similarly, it is assumed that any other researcher
who studies the same social phenomenon using ‘accurate’ research
instruments would come up with the same findings (Gibbs 1991).

Originally, the people who were being studied using this approach
were not included in the decision-making processes about the re-
search (they were ‘objects’ for study rather than ‘subjects” involved
in the process). Indeed, often the only concessions made to them
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being people rather than the inanimate objects researched in the
physical sciences were precautions taken to protect privacy, anonym-
ity and safety.

Traditionally, researchers in the quantitative positivist tradition
begin with ideas or theories about the world, which they go out and
test empirically. Thus they carefully design the structure of their
research and the concepts they are researching before they go out
into the field. Going from the general to the specific, or beginning
with the theory and testing ideas empirically, is known as the ‘deduc-
tive” approach to research (Marlow 1998, Cournoyer & Klein 2000, de
Vaus 2002). We will discuss how these ideas or theories are turned
into researchable questions in chapter 3.

At the most extreme end of the quantitative spectrum of research
methods lies experimental design. This type of research has recently
experienced a revival in some areas of social work research, particu-
larly in the United States and some parts of the United Kingdom
(Trinder 2000). Experimental designs involve strict conditions includ-
ing random assignment of subjects (people) to experimental groups
(the group being given the intervention) and control groups (the
group that does not have the intervention). The researcher manipu-
lates the independent or treatment variable systematically to
determine what effects treatment (intervention) has on the experi-
mental group. Because people are randomly placed in the control and
experimental groups, it is assumed that all the other factors (vari-
ables) which could influence or interfere in the effect of the treatment
variable are balanced out between the two groups. Thus, any change
measured in the experimental group can be assumed to be due to the
treatment variable. Proponents of experimental design in social work
argue that this is the only ‘true” way of rigorously testing the effec-
tiveness of interventions.

While experimental designs, also known as RCTs or ‘randomized
control trials’ (Trinder 200), may be possible in some social work
situations where a single intervention is being offered, such as cor-
rectional or prison settings, it is not always possible or desirable to
randomly allocate people to experimental or control groups, because
those in the control group will not receive the intervention—an
ethical dilemma. In addition, critics of this approach argue that social
reality cannot be reduced to simplistic manipulations of one variable
at a time—life is much more complex than this. Rather than being
‘objective’, this approach is based on a world view that assumes
humans act in ordered, rational ways. Critics of positivism and its
offshoots maintain that these assumptions are not universal truths,
but a particular theoretical perspective (feminist critics argue that this
reflects a largely white, male, middle-class view of the world).

Due to these and other considerations, a whole range of quanti-
tative measures has been developed which ‘compromise’ one or more
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of the conditions of classic experimental research design. For example,
there are quasi-experimental single-case designs in which practition-
ers can evaluate the effects of their interventions with a single person,
and non-experimental surveys and group designs where inclusion in
the sample is not based on random allocation.

Quantitative researchers typically use techniques such as surveys,
questionnaires and structured observations. Using statistics, they
analyse the information they have collected to see if their ideas about
patterns or relationships are supported by ‘the facts’ as revealed in
their research. Because they are interested in ‘truth” and discovering
natural ‘laws” of society, quantitative researchers place great impor-
tance on whether the people they study are representative of a whole
population, and whether their results can be applied to this larger
group. Various sampling and statistical techniques are used in
attempts to ensure that conclusions can be ‘generalised” (applied) to
all the people in the population and not just to those who were
included in the particular study.

Examples of quantitative research

s The census

s Large opinion polls

s Some forms of evaluation, e.g. outcome evaluations, cost—
benefit analyses

s Research which aims to establish whether there is a relation-
ship between two or more variables, e.g. Is there a
relationship between income and religion?

Although quantitative research has provided many useful insights
into the social world, some of its most basic assumptions attract
stringent criticism. These have led to alternative research approaches.
A general term for a variety of research methodologies that has arisen
from critiques of quantitative approaches is ‘qualitative research’.

Qualitative research

Instead of beginning with theories of patterns or relationships and
testing them in the ‘real world’, qualitative researchers prefer to start
the other way around and begin with their experiences or specific
observations. They begin their research with no preconceived ideas,
and allow the patterns or themes to emerge from their experiences.
From careful observations, immersion in the world of the ‘re-
searched’, in-depth interviews, and a range of other techniques,
qualitative researchers build their theories from the patterns they
observe in their data (sometimes called ‘grounded theory’; see, for
example, Strauss 1990). Thus, their approach is inductive: moving
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from specific observations or interactions to general ideas and theo-
ries. This is in direct contrast to deductive quantitative researchers
who begin with general theories and move to specific situations.
Whereas quantitative researchers aim to ‘discover’ universal social
‘laws’, and test theories which explain causal relationships, qualita-
tive researchers are more interested in understanding how others
experience life, in interpreting meaning and social phenomena, and
in exploring new concepts and developing new theories.

In contrast to quantitative researchers who emphasise the impor-
tance of ‘objectivity’, and of research being ‘value free’, many
qualitative researchers reject the whole notion of objectivity and argue
that research can never be value free. Rather than assuming that there
is an ‘objective reality” which exists independently of people and can
be measured, qualitative researchers believe that ‘reality’ depends on
how people experience and interpret life. From this point of view,
reality is ‘socially constructed” and so cannot be separated from
experience or measured from the outside. Instead, the challenge is to
understand reality from the ‘inside’, from other people’s perspectives.

A crucial part of such understanding is the way the researcher
interacts with the researched, and how the two parties affect each other
during the research process. This is another major difference between
qualitative and quantitative research. Quantitative researchers believe
that the researcher should remain separate from those being re-
searched and that the researcher has minimal or no effect on what is
being researched. Qualitative researchers maintain that this is impos-
sible—instead, the researcher should acknowledge their own values,
biases and position in relation to the researched. They advocate a
research process which is a two-way interaction between the re-
searcher and the researched in which the parties are on a more equal
level, sometimes ‘co-evolving’ the research structure as they go. Thus,
a qualitative researcher might conduct very flexible, open interviews
so that the conversation can cover topics, perspectives and meanings
that are important to the people being researched. Qualitative re-
searchers reject structured surveys and interviews, arguing that these
structures reflect the values, assumptions and ‘social constructions’ of
the researcher rather than the perspective of the people being re-
searched. According to qualitative researchers, quantitative methods
distort reality because they only measure those aspects of it that are
‘quantifiable’. Much of social life, qualitative researchers maintain, can
only be understood in the context in which it is experienced and can
never be captured in artificially structured questionnaires, which
impose a particular view of reality upon the people being researched.

Similarly, qualitative researchers, unlike quantitative researchers,
do not emphasise statistical procedures nor the importance of repre-
sentativeness. Instead, they generalise their results using theory, logic,
and further exploration and discussion of themes with the people
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with whom they are researching. Statistics can be used for limited
purposes in qualitative research, such as summarising or describing
what many people felt. Most purist researchers in this tradition,
however, would not see any point in ‘imposing’ advanced statistical
procedures on the information they have collected.

Examples of qualitative research

= A researcher spends several months ‘hanging around” with a
gang of ‘street kids’ to investigate their lifestyle and the issues
that are important to them (participant observation)

= In-depth interviews are conducted with rural women and
workers from relevant agencies to explore attitudes to
domestic violence in the country

= Observations of council meetings and interviews with local
councillors are conducted to examine how they perceive
‘grass roots democracy’

= Meetings with groups of elderly residents in an inner-city
suburb are held to understand their concerns and priorities
and to find out what they would like from the local
neighbourhood centre

Unlike quantitative research, which has its roots in positivism and
theoretical disciplines closely related to it (for example, you might
come across terms such as ‘logical positivism” and ‘postpositivism”),
there are many different theories underpinning qualitative research
which emphasise different aspects of it and which arise from different
critiques of positivism. Some of the theories on which various types
of qualitative research methods are based include: ethnography, sym-
bolic interactionism and hermeneutics. Many textbooks on qualitative
research methods contain descriptions of these different theories,
which you will need to understand in more detail if you are going
to attempt some of the qualitative techniques (for example, Berg
1995).

Qualitative research has had its share of controversy. One of the
major criticisms of these methodologies is that they ignore the larger
social structures and forces that influence existence by concentrating
only on the microcosm of human experience. In this way, accusations
of being ‘apolitical’ have been levelled at some qualitative re-
searchers. Ethical questions have also been raised about some forms
of qualitative research such as ‘participant observation’, where the
researcher joins a group or community ‘in disguise’ and then pub-
lishes the results of their observations without the knowledge or
consent of the people themselves. Still others have questioned the
uses to which both quantitative and qualitative research has been put.

11



Research for Social Workers

From our discussion so far, it might seem that qualitative and quan-
titative research are incompatible opposites, and indeed, up until the
1960s this was how the two schools were viewed (Pyke & Agnew
1991, Rothery 1993a, Taylor 1993). However, purist qualitative or
quantitative researchers are rare. More commonly, researchers com-
bine aspects of qualitative and quantitative methodologies to
accomplish their purposes. Instead of viewing qualitative and quan-
titative approaches (or inductive and deductive thinking) as
diametrically opposed, many theorists see them as different phases
of a cyclical process of developing knowledge (Cournoyer & Klein
2000, Babbie 2001, de Vaus 2002). For example, de Vaus (2002)
describes research as a cycle of theory building and theory testing
which incorporates inductive and deductive approaches. Thus, re-
searchers may begin with an idea which they explore in a qualitative
fashion before testing more developed hypotheses using quantitative
methods. Similarly, Cournoyer and Klein (2000) argue that the two
approaches are two sides of the same process of science—just as
necessary for each other as are the other parts of the cycle to do with
logic and theorising versus information gathering.

Many researchers use both qualitative and quantitative questions
to explore different aspects of the same issue in a questionnaire.
Indeed, Part 4 of Sherman and Reid’s (1994) book Qualitative Research
in Social Work is devoted to five papers by different authors discussing
how qualitative and quantitative methods can be integrated. Once
you have understood the differences in qualitative and quantitative
approaches, it is best to see them as both being useful and necessary
skills for good researchers to have in their repertoire.

The third type of research which we discuss in this chapter, which has
largely arisen as a result of critiques of purist forms of qualitative and
quantitative research, is emancipatory or critical research, sometimes
also called ‘anti-discriminatory research’ (Humphries & Truman 1994)
or ‘anti-oppressive’ research. Some emancipatory researchers combine
qualitative and quantitative approaches to achieve their goals, others
may use more qualitative or more quantitative methods, depending
on their purpose. What distinguishes emancipatory research is not its
methodology, but its goals. Feminist research has become such a large
and influential form of emancipatory research that it is now acknow-
ledged as a form of research in its own right. We begin our review of
these types of research with a brief introduction to emancipatory
research followed by a closer look at feminist research.

Emancipatory research

During the twentieth century it became increasingly clear that re-
search, and the knowledge it brings, is not essentially ‘good” in itself;
nor does it necessarily contribute to the universal betterment, as was
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originally believed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
use of the atomic bomb in the Second World War is seen by many as
the end of the age of innocence for research. Even before this time,
however, anthropologists had been disillusioned by the way the
results of their research had been used for political and military ends
in Africa during the First World War.

At the same time as it was being realised that research is used
for various political ends, many social scientists were coming to see
that research has largely been an instrument of the powerful, used
against the powerless. Traditionally researchers have studied ‘down-
wards’: there are far more studies of indigenous people’s culture than
the colonists’, of the working class than the aristocracy, of patients’
behaviour than doctors’, of consumer behaviour than corporations’.
There have also been several published accounts of the difficulties of
studying ‘upwards’, for example, studying white-collar crime or the
culture of sociologists (Bell 1978, Punch 1982).

As these realisations were being made, challenges were being
mounted from within the ranks of ‘the researched” as to the value of
research for them, and their right to be part of decision making about
how research would be done. With the rise of consumer rights
movements and of liberation movements worldwide, people who had
traditionally been seen as passive ‘objects” of research began demand-
ing that research should have some benefits for them as well as for
the researcher and those who sponsored the research. Indigenous
peoples now insist on having control of research that is carried out
in traditional communities, and on being part of the decision making
about the aims, methods, results and recommendations of that re-
search. Third World countries negotiate agreements, including the
possibility that indigenous researchers will be trained as part of major
international research projects on their soil, in return for allowing the
research to proceed.

At the same time, people from groups who have previously been
excluded from conducting research but are more usually the re-
searched—women, people from races and cultures other than white
Anglo-European/American, people with disabilities—are now enter-
ing the professions, including the research area. They are exposing
discriminatory assumptions in much of what has been previously
accepted as ‘objective’ research knowledge and methodology. They
are also demanding that researchers be accountable to the people they
research, not just to the people who pay for the research.

For example, researchers with disabilities have questioned the multi-
million-dollar Human Genome Initiative, which aims to map in detail
human genes and thus creates the possibility of being able to banish
many ‘medical frailties’. Morris (1992) has argued that such research:

encourages an unthinking acceptance that the elimination of certain
types of people and experiences is straightforwardly a good thing.
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At the moment disabled people are being excluded from this debate
which is being carried on within the medical and scientific
communities (p. 17).

As with qualitative research, the theoretical traditions of emanci-
patory research come from a variety of areas including Marxism,
feminism, critical and conflict sociology, as well as educative
consciousness-raising theories such as those of Paulo Freire (1970).
However, in contrast to both quantitative and qualitative approaches,
emancipatory researchers argue that the point of research is not
merely to study the world, but also to change it (Masters 1995,
Grundy 1990). For too long, such researchers argue, research has been
in the hands of the powerful, where it has been furthering the
interests of the power elite at the expense of the powerless. The job
of the emancipatory researcher is to uncover the myths, beliefs and
social constructions that contribute to the continuation of the status
quo, in order to reveal how power relations are really operating to
control the powerless. In the process, emancipatory researchers aim
to liberate, enlighten or empower those people who are subjugated.

Emancipatory researchers take for granted that research is never
value free. What is important is whose side you are on. Emancipatory
researchers deliberately ‘take sides” with the people who are oppres-
sed or struggling against their oppression. Thus, they are overtly
political. It has been said that a mark of good research in this tradition
is that it makes powerful people angry (see, for example, Baldry &
Vinson 1991).

Emancipatory researchers sit somewhere between the purist quan-
titative and qualitative positions in terms of their views of ‘reality’
and ‘objectivity’. They view society as being full of contradictions
and tensions between dominant and oppressed groups, between
those who impose their reality on others and those who are the
‘other’. In this view, people are shaped by external forces operating
in the interests of the powerful (similar to the assumptions of uni-
versal objective laws of quantitative researchers), but may also be
aware of their oppression and attempt to resist the dominant group’s
version of ‘reality’ (similar to the beliefs about the importance of
subjectivity of qualitative researchers).

With its growing body of literature, and contributions to many
debates about the nature of research and knowledge, feminist
research has become an important area of emancipatory research in
its own right (see, for example, Nielsen 1990).

Feminist research

Like other forms of emancipatory research, feminist research is char-
acterised by its goals rather than its methods. During the last twenty
years this form of research has made an immense impact on society
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in general and on the position and role of women (Reinharz 1992,
Sarantakos 1998). As an approach to research, it is in a stage of lively
evolution.

In their quest to study ‘the condition of women in sexist society’
(Stanley & Wise 1990, p. 12), feminist researchers applied academic
and research techniques to expose the sexism inherent in male-
dominated social sciences and research (sometimes referred to as
‘malestream research’). For example, feminist researchers highlighted
the ‘gender-blindness’ of official statistics which made it impossible
to determine the status and condition of women separately from the
male ‘head of the house’ (see, for example, Roberts 1981, Oakley
1985). Thus feminist researchers showed how traditional ways of
measuring the world have ignored or silenced women’s viewpoints
and position because the researchers literally cannot ‘see’ them.

‘Feminist research’ has been defined as a focus on women, in
research carried out by women who were feminist, for other women
(Stanley & Wise 1990, p. 21). From the beginning, feminist research
was committed to changing women’s lives.

During the earlier phases of feminist research, quantitative meth-
ods were seen as being ‘male’, while qualitative ones were ‘female’.
Since then, a plurality of approaches has developed: feminist re-
searchers now use a variety of methods, including quantitative
research, and have introduced some innovative techniques of their
own in their task to study and improve women’s lives. These include
consciousness-raising groups, textual analysis and collaborative strat-
egies such as keeping group diaries and discussing the meaning of
results or presenting results back to respondents for interpretation
with the researcher. Many writers emphasise that the ongoing debate
within this plurality of multiple approaches is itself an important part
of feminist research. They maintain that it is crucial that different
approaches be respected and no single approach gain dominance as
the form of feminist research.

In line with this thinking, Reinharz (1992) defines feminist meth-
odology as the sum of feminist research methods. In her definition,
feminist research is research which is done by researchers who claim
to be feminist, or which is published in explicitly feminist journals
and books, or which receives awards from organisations that give
awards for feminist research.

Like emancipatory researchers, feminist researchers come from a
variety of theoretical backgrounds, including socialist feminism, radi-
cal feminism, liberal feminism and Marxist feminism. Recently, many
feminist researchers have been influenced by the work of
poststructuralists and postmodernists. This chapter concludes with a
brief discussion of postmodernism, particularly as it applies to femi-
nist research.
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Ten themes of feminist research methodology identified by
Reinharz (1992)

Feminism is a perspective, not a research method

Feminists use a multiplicity of research methods

Feminist research involves an ongoing criticism of non-

feminist scholarship

Feminist research is guided by feminist theory

Feminist research may be transdisciplinary

Feminist research aims to create social change

Feminist research strives to represent human diversity

Feminist research frequently includes the researcher as

a person

= Feminist research frequently attempts to develop special
relations with the people studied (in interactive research)

= Feminist research frequently defines a special relation with

the reader

Stanley and Wise (1990, p. 38) propose a set of four basic assump-
tions about the world, based on the work of Margrit Eichler, with
which they expect all feminist researchers would agree. These four
points echo many of the themes discussed in relation to emancipatory
research in the previous section.

Four assumptions of feminist research

s All knowledge is socially constructed
The dominant ideology is that of the ruling group

= There is no such thing as value-free science and so far the
social sciences have served and reflected men’s interests

= The perspectives of men and women differ because people’s
perspectives vary systematically with their position in
society

Feminist researchers often criticise the ‘artificial dichotomies’
which exist in mainstream research, for example the deductive/
inductive split or the theory/method divide. They argue that instead
of being separate or opposites, such concepts are inextricably linked
to each other. For example, Stanley and Wise (1990) have said of the
traditional inductive/deductive split:

Researchers cannot have ‘empty heads’ in the way that inductivism
proposes; nor is it possible that theory is untainted by material
experiences in the heads of theoreticians in the way that deductionism
proposes (p. 22).
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Like many qualitative researchers, a feminist researcher often makes
sure that the researcher includes herself as an essential part of the
research process, and is explicit about her beliefs and background,
how she became involved in the topic and about her relationship
with the people with whom she is researching. Feminist researchers,
in their quest for empowerment of women and understanding
women’s perspectives, may also develop close relationships with the
people they involve in their research.

Examples of feminist research

= A researcher holds conversations with rural women over
several months to discuss and write up their experiences of
farming and attitudes towards these experiences

= A women’s support group collects statistics and evidence
about how domestic violence is dealt with in their region
compared to other types of violence, in order to raise com-
munity awareness and to lobby for a women’s refuge

s A social welfare worker involves her colleagues in a study
of their daily work practices to analyse the similarities be-
tween social work and traditional ‘women’s work’

= Beginning with her own experience, a researcher explores
the meaning of mastectomy in Western culture through an
analysis of works of fiction, poetry and women’s magazines

As is the case with quantitative and qualitative forms of research,
feminist research has its critics. The voices of women from
marginalised groups have not been heard in much of feminist re-
search, despite its commitment to diversity. For example, lesbians,
indigenous women, women from other cultures and women with
disabilities have criticised much of feminist research for being dom-
inated by white middle-class perspectives which exclude them, just
as they are excluded by mainstream society (Meekosha 1990, 2000,
Gunew & Yeatman 1993).

Terming much of the broad range of feminist research method-
ologies discussed above as ‘standpoint/critical’ feminist research,
feminist social work researchers who support postmodern
approaches, such as Fawcett and Featherstone (2000) and Trinder
(2000), have launched some major criticisms of what has now become
known as traditional feminist research. Trinder (2000), for example,
analyses a piece of feminist research on violence to show how wom-
en’s voices are presented as unproblematic and unified, and how a
“true’ version of what constitutes violence, based on a feminist
approach, is developed. This view, she considers, may exclude other
equally valid perceptions and gloss over differences in the individual
women’s original accounts. Our review of the major approaches to
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social work research concludes with a brief brush with postmodernist
research to illustrate just how wide the spectrum of research available
to social workers has become.

Postmodern research

Most social work research discussed so far, both quantitative and
qualitative, comes from a modernist perspective which ultimately
falls back on a belief in a knowable, ‘real” world, the truth of which
can be discovered through rational processes (for example,
Howe 1994). The postmodern world in which social work and social
research now finds itself, however, challenges all this.

Instead of certainties and ‘realities’” which can be scientifically
explored, postmodernism asserts that ‘truth” or knowledge is created
through language and meanings and is different for different people,
depending on their experiences. Thus, instead of a single, knowable
reality, postmodernist researchers speak of a plurality of voices, each
with its own locally constructed reality. No single reality is more valid
than another—indeed, diversity and difference should be celebrated
(Sands & Nuccio 1992, Rossiter 2000). Instead of focusing on struc-
tural disadvantage or the study of fixed notions of ‘men’ and
‘women’, for example, postmodernist researchers turn their analysis
to language itself (often termed ‘discourse’), and ‘to examining what
voices women (and men) are using within the context of unequal
gender and other social relations’ (Trinder 2000, p. 51).

With its emphasis on language as the site for the complexities of
how power is mediated through discourse and relationships, and its
insistence that there is no single reality, postmodernism poses some
fundamental challenges to social work which will keep theorists and
researchers busy for some time (not least in trying to untangle the
inaccessible language postmodernists use!).

Proponents of a postmodern feminist approach to social work
research argue that postmodern research re-theorises the individual
as an effect of the social, thus overcoming the problem of artificially
distinguishing between the person and their environment (Rossiter
2000). Rossiter argues that this opens the way for a new view of social
work’s traditional claim to work with the ‘person in environment’
which offers an opportunity to ‘unify social work as a democratic
project’ (Rossiter 2000, p. 29). Similarly, postmodernism could offer
the prospect of a more complex understanding of how power oper-
ates between social workers and their clients.

Even proponents of postmodernism do not advocate an uncritical
acceptance of its approaches within social work (for example, Latting
1995, Fawcett & Featherstone 2000, Rossiter 2000). Critics, on the other
hand, argue that postmodernism threatens the very existence of social
work because, with no fundamental reality or ‘truth’, how can one
know if one is working towards social justice or injustice? What
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happens to the notion of ethical practice if there is no longer a
standard against which to measure this? In her critique of
postmodernism, Gray (1995) warns of the dangers of relativism and
subjectivism undermining the notion of ethical practice in social
work. Similarly Peile and McCouat (1997) and Wood (1997) discuss
the problems of relativism while at the same time acknowledging the
opportunities postmodernism offers social work to become more
reflective and inclusive.

Conclusion and summary

In this brief review of some of the major approaches to research, we
have attempted to show how important it is to understand the
underlying assumptions, beliefs and goals of each approach and how
these shape the way research is done. We have also argued that while
some approaches are incompatible (for example, experimental design
and postmodern analysis) many other approaches are not mutually
exclusive. Some types of quantitative and qualitative research can be
integrated to produce richer results than will be achieved by simply
using one methodology or another. Research in the real world is
messy and often cannot be limited to a particular ‘ideal type’. Instead,
researchers tend to use techniques and methods from a variety of
approaches, depending on their purpose, as shown in the discussion
on emancipatory and feminist research.

The important point to take with you from this discussion is that
it is imperative that you are explicit about the theoretical and value
framework from which you conduct your research. Similarly, an
important aspect of being an informed consumer of research is that
you can identify what theory or approach underlies the research you
are reading. We conclude this chapter with a summary of the political
and ethical issues which arise whenever a person becomes involved
in research.

THE POLITICS OF RESEARCH

We now know that research is not a value-free endeavour which
inevitably produces knowledge for the good of all people. Instead we
must accept that research is a political activity with ethical and
political consequences. Two fundamental and related political ques-
tions must be addressed before any research is begun. These are:

= Who is the research for? (Whose interests does it serve?)
What is the purpose of the research? (How will the results be
used?)

While we cannot always be sure how our research will be used in
the long term, it is important to be as clear as possible from the
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beginning about the purposes of the research and whose interests it
will serve.

Key players in the research process

One way to address these questions is to be clear about the key
players who must be taken into account in the planning of your
research.

Key players in the research process

The researcher or researchers

The people who are researched

Sponsors who pay for the research

People who will benefit from the research

People who are targeted to be convinced by the research
(e.g. policy makers)

From the discussion in this chapter it should be clear that the
research process is rarely straightforward, but is rather the outcome
of negotiations or bargains between each of these groups of people,
who may have conflicting interests. Sometimes these categories will
overlap: for example, if an organisation run by people with disabili-
ties hires a researcher to investigate the housing needs and
preferences of its members, then at least three of the above categories
will be the same. The fact that people share categories does not
necessarily make the negotiations any more simple, however! Still,
when planning a piece of research, it can prevent many problems
later if we can distinguish between who belongs in each category and
what our own attitudes are in relation to this.

Who owns the research?

Another important question which again needs to be sorted out
before research is begun is: who owns the research? In the early days
of social research, it was assumed that the knowledge generated by
research was somehow universally owned. Nowadays, research
knowledge is more often treated as a kind of private property, which
is owned by the people who sponsor (pay for) the research. If the
people who commission the research do not approve of the results,
they may refuse to publish it and the researcher may have no legal
redress about this. To prevent as many difficulties as possible in this
area, it is important to have a clear contract with the sponsor of the
research, to specify who owns, and who is responsible for, the re-
search data and outcomes.
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Aspects to include in a research contract

Who owns the data?

Who owns the research instrument?

Who owns the findings?

Who owns the report?

Who is responsible for the recommendations?
Intellectual property rights

THE ETHICS OF RESEARCH

Just as research is never value free, ethics is a vital part of every
research project. These days it is generally accepted that social re-
search must meet five ethical criteria in order to be considered
ethically acceptable. As we have discussed, these principles have been
accepted not only because most researchers wish to conduct ethical
research, but also because of the demands for a ‘fair go” from the
people being researched.

Five ethical criteria for research

= Autonomy/self-determination (includes informed consent
and confidentiality)

Non-maleficence (not doing harm)

Beneficence (doing good)

Justice (are the purposes just?)

Positive contribution to knowledge

Adapted from Beauchamp (1982)

The principle of autonomy involves issues such as respect for people
and their right to decide whether or not they will be involved in
research. When asking people to be involved in your research, it is
important that you can demonstrate that they have given their
informed consent to participate. This means that they understand the
nature of the research and its purpose, the risks for them, and what
will be asked of them.

Other ethical aspects of the principle of autonomy include the
right to privacy, including the right to withdraw from the process at
any stage and to refuse to answer certain questions if they wish, the
right to anonymity and the right to confidentiality. Confidentiality
means that the information given to the researcher will not be
divulged to others, except in reporting research results as agreed, and
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also that the information will not be used for any purpose other than
the research.

Researchers are also required not to harm their subjects in any
way and, conversely, to do some good, or to be of benefit, to the
people who are being researched. Often in proposals to ethics com-
mittees you will be asked to document the risks your research might
pose to the participants, and what measures you will take to minimise
these.

Principles of justice or fairness are also ethical issues which, as
we have seen, can be viewed differently depending on your perspec-
tive. Research is often a complex issue involving ethical dilemmas in
which you may have to choose between undesirable alternatives.

Three questions which might help you to decide on the ethical
value of your research project are:

= Would the participants be willing to do further research of this
kind?
Would I be happy for my own family to participate?
What are the benefits for the people being researched?

The final principle—making a positive contribution to know-
ledge—involves issues of professional standards. You must ensure
that your purpose is worthwhile, that your data are gathered carefully
and that you have chosen appropriate methods of research design,
data collection and analysis. Results must be reported honestly, and
this should include any problems, errors or distortions of which you
are aware. You cannot publish data that you did not collect, and
you must not falsify data.

In relation to other researchers, it is imperative that you give
credit and refer to others who contributed to your work. Plagiarism,
or using other people’s work without acknowledgement, is a serious
offence in research and scholarship generally.

Social work codes of ethics

Many national social work codes of ethics are explicit in including
research within their practice standards. For example, the National
Association of Social Workers” Code of Ethics in the United States
devotes Section 5.02, ‘Evaluation and Research’, to 16 ethical respon-
sibilities that social workers have in relation to research and
evaluation (NASW 1999).

Similarly, the Australian Social Work Code of Ethics (AASW 2000)
includes a section (4.5.2 ‘Research’, AASW 2000, p. 20) containing 14
clauses which applies the ethical principles discussed in this chapter to
social work research. In addition, references to research appear through-
out the general parts of the AASW Code. For example, social workers
are to ‘set and enforce explicit professional boundaries (with research
participants) to minimize risk of conflict, harm, exploitation” (4.1.4 (g)).
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Sexual conduct is forbidden with research participants (4.1.4 (h)) and
anonymity is expected to be preserved (4.2.6 (g)). In addition to these
clauses, which also relate to other people with whom social workers
relate, the Code of Ethics states that social workers must promote the
general ethical principles and standards of the Code when conducting
research.

The new British Code of Ethics for social work adopted in April
2002 goes even further in its stipulations about how social workers
should do research. In addition to the requirements listed in the other
two codes, this code emphasises the anti-oppressive or empowerment
focus of social work and reminds social workers to work together
with disempowered groups, individuals and communities in devising
and achieving research agendas (BASW 2002).

Having research included in social work codes of ethics in this
way means that social workers who ignore or violate ethical princi-
ples when undertaking research face serious penalties imposed by
their profession, which may affect their whole career.

The role of ethics committees

Most universities and major welfare and research institutions, such
as large hospitals, government departments and research councils,
have ethics committees which review research proposals before they
are allowed to go ahead. Some organisations and professions also
have research codes of ethics. When planning your research, you must
find out the requirements for your particular situation. Usually you
will have to document the ethical implications of your research for
the committee before it can be approved. Often the questions on the
form address the ethical principles outlined above. Filling out an
ethics form will also help you to be clearer about the nature of your
research.

Ethics committees play an important role in protecting the public
from unethical research. They are part of ensuring that we are ac-
countable for our actions. Universities and research institutions
impose severe penalties if the procedures agreed to are not followed.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have defined social research and introduced some
of the major types of research. Principles of quantitative, qualitative,
emancipatory and postmodern research are described in order to
demonstrate the variety of research approaches that are possible, and
the way that different approaches are shaped by their underlying
beliefs about the world. We have noted the different theories on
which the approaches are based, the different types of methods and
techniques used, and how each form of research views the role of the
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researcher differently. All of these approaches are used by social
workers doing research. Although for simplicity we have presented
‘ideal types’, in reality, social work researchers may use a mixture of
some of these approaches depending on their purposes. It is impor-
tant that you understand a variety of approaches if you are to have
the flexibility to research different social work issues in the most
appropriate way. It is also important that you are able to identify the
underlying approaches of your own and others’ research. Finally, we
have discussed some of the political and ethical implications that
researchers must consider before they begin their research.

QUESTIONS

1 What are the differences between quantitative, qualitative and
emancipatory research?

What challenges does postmodern reseach pose?

What are the main tenets of feminist research?

With which forms of research do you feel most comfortable?
Why are politics and ethics so important in planning your re-
search?

List some key ethical issues to consider in any research proposal.

Q1= Wi
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EXERCISES

Find an example of one quantitative, one qualitative and one piece
of feminist research. (Use your local library. Try journals or books of
collections of research.) Answer these questions about each of the
papers:
1 For whom was the research conducted?

2 What was the purpose of the research?

3 Are you told how the results were used? What actions or decisions

were taken as a result?

4 Identify the people in the following categories:
= The researcher/s
»  The participants or people being researched
= Those who benefited from the research
= Those who sponsored the research
s Those who were targeted to be convinced by the research
Can you identify any conflicts of interest between these groups?
What were the theories underlying the research?
How was the information gathered?
How were the patterns or themes determined (how were the data
analysed)?
9 What conclusions were drawn?

e g o U1
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10 How is the role of the researcher discussed in the paper?

11 What role did the people who were researched play in the process
of the research?

12 What risks existed for the people who were researched? For the
researcher?

13 Were there benefits for those who were researched? What were
they?

14 Do you think the participants would be willing to undertake
further research with this researcher?

15 Would you have been happy to participate in this research?
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2 CHOOSING YOUR
TOPIC AREA

You decide —
top end or
bottom end

Shouldnt that be

heads or tails 7

In the next two chapters we will explore choosing your research topic,
and then examine how to transform the issue, problem or area in
which you are interested into researchable questions. We will look at
how both quantitative and qualitative researchers go about this
process.

Sometimes this first step—choosing your research topic or prob-
lem and developing research questions—is also the step which brings
the project to a halt before it has even started. Some beginning
researchers become so overwhelmed by all the possibilities and the
enormity of the task, that they never get on to the research itself.
Rothery (1993b) has called this ‘decidophobia’.

One of the main elements of ‘decidophobia’ is wanting to do too
much at once. You cannot possibly solve all the problems, or even
answer all the questions you have, in one research project! The first
lesson in defining your research problem, then, is accepting that you
will only ever be able to research a little part of the issue in which
you are interested. This is often a disappointment to the beginning
researcher. Be warned, and warn those with whom you are re-
searching: you will always have to narrow down your research topic
and address only some of the issues that interest you. Defining the
research topic is a crucial step in this process. It can be a big help in
overcoming ‘decidophobia’, and enabling you to get on with your
research.

The first step in defining the issue or problem to be researched
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is to determine the general area. Yegidis et al. (1999) make the point
that this first step is crucial, and should be framed as a problem
statement rather than as a question. As we saw in chapter 1, often a
research area presents itself during the course of your work, or from
personal experience. Alternatively, you might answer an advertise-
ment for funding for a research topic, or be approached by someone
from your organisation about a project. However the research topic
presents itself, before you leap into planning the project or even
narrowing down the topic area, it is important that you are aware of
your own values and preferred theoretical perspectives, and how
these will influence the whole way you conceptualise the project.

THEORY, VALUES AND YOUR RESEARCH TOPIC—THE
IMPORTANCE OF A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Inevitably, the theories from which you operate, your beliefs about
the world and the values you hold, whether you are conscious of
them or not, will influence the research topic you choose, and the
way you go about researching it. For example, if you are asked to
evaluate a residential facility for people with disabilities, the way you
approach this will depend on how you see the problem. If you hold
a largely functionalist view of the world, you may assume that staff
and residents are working together to achieve the program’s goals,
so you may only interview staff, or perhaps staff and residents
together, as part of your evaluation. If, however, you are coming from
a more conflict—critical tradition, you may assume that the staff and
residents will have different, even opposing views, so you will design
a project that seeks those views separately. Perhaps you may choose
only to interview staff, or only to interview residents—if you operate
from certain perspectives it may not occur to you to interview the
other. In addition, a feminist researcher would want to ensure that
the results for men and women, whether staff or residents, could be
analysed separately.

Similarly, a person immersed in symbolic interactionism might be
most interested in how the facility is experienced by the residents
themselves, and spend considerable time understanding their per-
spective about how the institution is run. This researcher may analyse
the interactions between staff and residents in terms of how meanings
are developed and shared. Another researcher from a critical perspec-
tive, on the other hand, may be more interested in uncovering the
power differentials between staff and residents in decision making,
and how the structures within the facility affect these relationships.
They may also be interested in wider political and social structures
and how these affect life in the facility.

Again, a postmodern researcher might be interested in how
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people develop meanings and relationships and how they co-
construct terms such as ‘staff” and ‘resident’. They might be wanting
to analyse how the discourse of ‘residential setting’ mediates relation-
ships. Rather than assuming power lies in social structures and roles
within the organisation, they would assume that power is more fluid
and a feature of relationships, meanings and language. Their methods
of observation and the focus of conversations would be quite different
from those of other researchers from different approaches.

Every aspect of research is influenced by our theories and values.
The important point is to become aware of what our underlying
theories and values are, how they influence our choice of and general
approach to the topic, and to incorporate this understanding into our
thinking as we develop our conceptual framework or plan for the
research.

Part of deciding on the topic area involves developing a concep-
tual plan for how you will undertake the whole project. Usually this
is not a straightforward linear process, but rather a cyclical one. As
you read more, talk to different people and discover more about the
topic, so your conceptual framework develops. This will include the
underlying purpose of the research, the topic area, the particular
questions or focus that you are most interested in, the methods you
intend to use, the steps in the research process and the means by
which you will analyse the data, as well as what you hope will
happen as a consequence of the research. At the same time as you
are working out the topic of your research, you will be formulating
this conceptual plan for how you intend to investigate it. If you can
be explicit about the values and theories which underlie your
approach, you will be much clearer about your purpose and alert to
any conflicts of interest which may occur with other players in the
process.

Often funding bodies or academic institutions require a research
proposal before they give their approval to a research project. Com-
pleting a research proposal can be a good start to setting out the
conceptual framework for your research. Even if such a proposal is
not required, it is imperative that you write down a plan of how you
conceptualise your topic and the process by which you will research
it, before you begin the research itself. Having a clearly defined plan
will save you much time and energy later. As you begin to think
about your research topic and to develop your conceptual plan, there
are several people whose opinions you should take into account.

WHO DECIDES ON THE TOPIC AREA?

Whatever the path by which you become involved, it is critical that
you are interested in the topic. Research requires much time and
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effort. Unless you are curious and interested in the area you are about
to research, there is little point devoting your valuable time and
energy (and those of other people) to it. Questions which might help
you decide whether you really are interested include: What is my
interest in this issue? What can I learn from it? How will it contribute
to my own or others’” work? What do I hope to achieve by my
involvement? Will I have the time, considering my other commit-
ments, to complete the research?

In chapter 1 we saw that there are four other types of key players,
in addition to yourself, who must be taken into account when you
are formulating the topic you wish to research. The first group is the
people being researched. Who are they? What are their attitudes to the
issue you are interested in? Will you be able to get access to them
and if so, will they want to be involved? What'’s in it for them?

Second, you must consider the organisation paying for or sponsor-
ing the research. Often this will be the agency where you already
work. You will need to explore questions such as: What are the
organisation’s aims for the project? Do these conflict with the aims
of the people being researched? Do they conflict with your own
interest in the problem? How can you resolve such issues so that the
project can go ahead? Will the organisation provide adequate
resources? If not, are there other avenues of funding for the project?
Will the organisation permit you the time for the project? All these
issues have to be negotiated carefully as part of refining the research
topic.

The third group we identified in chapter 1 was the people who will
benefit from the research. Who are they? Will the people you are
researching receive some benefits? Will your agency? Will you?
Finally, you need to consider the people who the research is aimed at
convincing. How can they be involved in the topic so that they become
committed to taking the decisions or action to which your research
results point?

Selecting an advisory group

One way of addressing many of these issues is to meet with members
from each of these groups, in order to assess their interest and
involvement and how they see the problem. A useful mechanism is
a steering committee or advisory group consisting of representatives
from each of the groups of key players. This group can be the
‘sounding board” against which you try out your ideas, negotiate the
purpose of the research, work out the questions you wish to ask and
the general approaches you will take. Such a group, with the different
perspectives of its members, can help you avoid many political and
ethical pitfalls in the research process and ensure that your project
meets the needs of the key players. It can also be a great help
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throughout the life of the project, not just at the problem formulation
stage.

Of course, forming this advisory group is not without its
challenges. Each of the members must feel that they have sufficient
respect and influence that they are not intimidated into silence. A
representative from the group who is being researched should be
someone who is used to being on committees and working with
welfare professionals, or at least someone who is not afraid to offer
their opinion in such a group. Having a ‘token’ member on an
advisory group, who feels unable to speak up, is pointless, and
sometimes destructive. It can give the impression that there is support
from the group being researched when this is not the case at all. Even
if it is not possible to form a group such as this, it is most important
that you identify the key players and consult with people from each
of the four categories about how they see the topic, as part of the
process of defining the problem that you will be researching.

Criteria for defining the research topic

Four criteria must be met before you finalise your research topic
(Williams, Tutty & Grinnell 1995). Together, these criteria address
many of the questions raised in this introductory discussion.

Criteria for choosing the research problem

Is it relevant?

Is it researchable?
Is it feasible?

Is it ethical?

Adapted from Williams, Tutty & Grinnell (1995)

Unless the problem you choose is relevant to the social welfare
industry, that is, unless it will lead to ‘making a decision or taking
some action’, as we have specified in our definition of research in
chapter 1, there is no point in proceeding. Research topics can be
either ‘pure” or ‘applied’, although these terms are really ideal types
at each end of a continuum. Applied research is directly related to
organisational or program goals and is often seen as being immedi-
ately ‘useful’—for example, evaluating the effect of a living skills
program on residents’ quality of life. Pure research topics, on the other
hand, involve theoretical development, or exploring more general
issues that affect social welfare—for example: What are the factors
that contribute most to good quality of life? While not as immediately
useful as the first ‘applied’ topic, this more ‘pure’ topic is still relevant
since many services aim to improve quality of life. Whether your
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topic is at the applied or pure end of the research continuum, it must
be relevant or the interest and resources will not be available.

Some problem areas are simply not amenable to methods of social
research. Ethical questions, which are extremely relevant to welfare
policies and people working in social welfare, may not be researchable.
For example, the topic, ‘Should homosexual and lesbian couples be
allowed to foster children?’, is not researchable using the methods of
social research. This question is a problem of values or ethics rather
than one of systematically finding ‘patterns’ in the social world, as
specified in our definition in the Introduction. On the other hand, the
topic, ‘Are there different outcomes for children fostered by homo-
sexual and lesbian couples compared to children fostered by
heterosexual couples?’, is theoretically researchable because it involves
a search for patterns and the systematic collection of information.

Once you have established that your problem area is both relevant
and researchable, you need to ensure that it is also feasible. Feasibility
is about whether it is possible for you to actually do the research.
Your topic needs to be manageable and possible within the resources
you have. In the example above, if agency policies have only recently
included homosexual and lesbian couples as foster parents, it will be
impossible to study the long-term outcomes for children, no matter
how relevant and researchable the issue. Similarly, if your topic is too
broad, it will not be feasible. Even if homosexual and lesbian couples
have been fostering children for some time, few researchers would
be able to examine a large topic such as comparing all the issues
affecting foster children’s quality of life and how these relate to
whether their foster parents were in homosexual, lesbian or hetero-
sexual relationships. However, researchers might be able to
investigate smaller, more manageable questions such as the length of
time the foster placements lasted, children’s ability to form friends
at school, academic performance and emotional security.

Narrowing the topic even further from these four issues to just
one (for example, emotional security) may transform your study into
a feasible project within the resource limitations you and your
organisation have. When considering feasibility, you must also con-
sider the time and costs involved. A research project will not be
feasible unless it is affordable. It is very easy to underestimate costs.
Ex-foster children and parents may have scattered widely. How long
will it take to locate them? How much will phone calls, postage,
printing and travel to interviews cost? Another aspect of feasibility
is making sure that you are collecting information in a form that you,
or someone you can afford to pay, can analyse. Thus expertise, and
access to expertise, is another important part of feasibility.

Feasibility involves questions of ethics as well as of resources. For
example, if you wanted to research children’s previous experiences
of being fostered by homosexual and lesbian couples as compared
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with heterosexual couples, it is highly unlikely that the relevant
organisation would allow you to interview the children. Similarly,
schools, counselling agencies and other organisations which are
involved with foster children will have policies which prevent re-
searchers gaining access to their clients, especially about sensitive
issues, in order to protect privacy and confidentiality and to prevent
harm. Before you decide on your topic, it is crucial that you make
sure that your topic and methods meet the ethical guidelines of the
agency(ies) through which you want to contact the people you are
researching, and that you will be able to collect the data you need in
order to address the question.

Sometimes a topic becomes feasible by changing the focus of the
question. In the example above, if the researchers amend their topic
to an investigation of long-term outcomes for children who had been
fostered by homosexual, lesbian and heterosexual couples five to ten
years ago, they may be permitted to review case histories from client
records, with proper safeguards in place to protect privacy and
confidentiality. In some circumstances, the agency may also be willing
to approach ex-clients and foster parents on behalf of the researchers,
to gain permission for the researchers to contact them to discuss
becoming involved in the research.

The fourth and final criteria which must be met before your topic
is finalised is that it must meet general ethical criteria for research. In
chapter 1 we reviewed five major summarising principles which must
be followed in order to conduct ethically acceptable research, as well
as the sorts of guidelines for ethical research set down in social work
codes around the world. It is most important to check that your topic
meets these criteria. Ask yourself the three questions which were also
listed to help you further think through the ethical implications of
your topic area. In most instances you will have to submit your
research proposal to an ethics committee, as we discussed in the
previous chapter, so it is important to think through these issues as
part of formulating your research topic.

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH AND YOUR TOPIC

The purpose of your research also affects how you view your topic.
There are three broad types of research purposes.

The three main purposes of research

= Exploring social phenomena or theories (exploratory
research)
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s Describing various aspects of the social world (descriptive
research)
» Explaining social phenomena (explanatory research)

The three purposes of research are part of a continuum (Grinnell
1993, Williams, Tutty & Grinnell 1995), and in fact most studies
contain elements of all three (Babbie 2001). For example, the first part
of a study may begin with a concern to describe a particular phe-
nomenon such as juvenile delinquency, including a description of
who juvenile offenders are most likely to be, what their backgrounds
are, and what sort of offences they commit (descriptive research). The
study may also include a goal of examining various causes of juvenile
delinquency (explanatory research).

Exploratory research is undertaken when little is known about an
area. Often exploratory research is the prelude to a more detailed
study, but it is also an important form of research in its own right.
Imagine that youth violence has been the source of newspaper head-
lines in a major regional city recently. Gangs of unemployed youths
are being blamed in the media for all sorts of crimes, from a recent
outbreak of robberies of small businesses to attacks on old-age pen-
sioners, break-and-enters into private dwellings and an increase in
assaults on public transport. The local council employs you as a
researcher to find out more about youth violence. Let us assume that
the purpose of your research is exploratory. You may interview a
wide range of people to gain an understanding of how violence, and
especially youth violence, is perceived in that city. You may talk to
professionals such as teachers, police, court officials, health centre
and hospital personnel, local counsellors, juvenile justice workers,
youth workers, refuge workers and ministers. You may also talk to
members of local youth groups and clubs, churches, publicans, high
schools, centres for unemployed youth, or security officers who patrol
the city at night. If you have the trust of health workers or victims’
groups, you may be able to interview or meet people or groups of
people who have been identified as having experienced youth vio-
lence. In this way the researcher gathers information and gains
insights into how youth violence is perceived (or not perceived) in
the city by the different groups. Usually exploratory studies identify
the general terrain of a topic or problem area, and the important
themes and issues which arise within this area.

If, on the other hand, the purpose of the study into youth violence
is descriptive, the researcher usually already knows, or has found out,
much of the information that an exploratory study provides. In
descriptive research, the researcher’s aim would be to describe more
specific details and patterns of youth violence. The researcher may
be finding out the types of violence which have been recorded by
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the various agencies, the number of assaults reported, the categories
of people who have been assaulted and the ages of people who have
been identified as perpetrators. If she finds that youth violence is
indeed a problem for the city discussed above, the researcher may
look for descriptions of the patterns of events leading up to and
following incidents of this violence, for the ‘typical’ story of what
occurs, how it is reported, and what happens after violence has been
reported. With the right methodology she may also be able to inves-
tigate the types of violence which are not reported, and the stories
surrounding such events. Thus, descriptive research aims to find out
in more precise detail than exploratory research the what of social
phenomena.

In contrast to descriptive and exploratory research, the purpose
of explanatory research is to investigate the why of social phenomena—
that is, to answer questions about their causes. Thus, an explanatory
study stemming from newspaper articles on youth violence in the
city may endeavour to explain why youth violence occurs in this
particular city, or particular areas of this city, or what factors are
associated with its increase. It may attempt to explain what causes
young people rather than other age groups to become violent. If the
method used is quantitative, hypotheses about what causes youth
violence and its increase in this setting may be developed and then
statistically tested. If the methodology is qualitative, hypotheses
about the causes of youth violence and its increase will be developed
during the course of the study, as data are collected and the literature
searched for theoretical explanations.

As you can see from these brief examples, research with explora-
tory, descriptive and explanatory purposes can use either quantitative
or qualitative approaches or a multimethod mixture of both. What-
ever approach you use, it is most important that you are clear about
the purpose or purposes of your research, and what you hope to
achieve from your study of the topic.

SUMMARY

As you begin to formulate your research topic, you will also begin
to develop a conceptual framework or plan for the research which
includes the purpose of the research, specific questions, method-
ologies, structure for carrying out the research and data analysis. As
far as possible, you need to clarify your own and others’ theoretical /
value positions, as an important prelude to establishing the broad
purpose of the study. Generally, research projects have exploratory,
descriptive or explanatory purposes. It is essential that your research
questions and methodologies reflect these purposes. Several issues
arise when you are choosing your research topic, even before you
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have defined your research problems or questions, all of which
require clear and careful thought. Having established the general
territory of the problem, it is important to identify who the key
players are, what they want to achieve and whether the problem itself
is relevant, researchable, feasible and ethical.

QUESTIONS

1
2

3

What is ‘decidophobia” and how might it be overcome?

Whose views should be considered when you are developing your
research topic?

What are the four criteria for choosing a research topic?

‘Under what conditions do women have the right to choose
abortions?’ Is this a researchable topic?

An article appears in the local paper debating whether discipline
in schools is declining. Give some examples of the different sorts
of questions that research with exploratory, descriptive and
explanatory purposes might generate.

EXERCISES

You are a university student on placement at the local council in a
small rural town. You have been given the newspaper article on
page 70 about domestic violence and are asked to research it.

1

2

>~ W

Who would be the key players from each of the four groups whom
you could consult about this topic?

What might be the underlying theories and values which influ-
ence this research topic?

What exploratory questions could you ask about this topic?
What descriptive research questions could you ask about this
topic?

What explanatory research questions could you ask about this
topic?

Is this topic:

(a) relevant?

(b) feasible?

(c) researchable?

(d) ethical?

FURTHER READING

Cournoyer, D. E. & Klein, W. C. 2000, Research Methods for Social Work,

Allyn & Bacon, Boston. Chapter 3 covers developing research
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questions, including a discussion of the influence of theory and
values from a sociocultural perspective.

de Vaus, D. A. 2001, Research Design in Social Research, Sage, London.
The whole book is devoted to a detailed and clear discussion of
research design. Chapter 2 specifically examines formulating re-
search questions and internal and external validity. Highly
recommended.

——2002, Surveys in Social Research, 5th edn, Allen & Unwin, Sydney.
Chapter 3 provides a clear discussion of formulating research ques-
tions and how this process is related to the design of the study

Kumar, R. 1996, Research Methodology, Longman, Melbourne. Chapter 4
contains an interesting model for formulating topic areas and
research problems.

Marlow, C. 1998, Research Methods for Generalist Social Work, 2nd edn,
Brooks/Cole Publishing Co., Pacific Grove. Chapter 3 provides
many good examples of defining research problems and questions
in different types of social work research. It also focuses on issues
of multiculturalism in defining research topics.

Rothery, M. 1993b, ‘Problems, questions and hypotheses’, in Social Work
Research and Evaluation, 4th edn, R. M. Grinnell Jr (ed.), Peacock
Publishers, Itasca Ill (chapter 2).

Yegidis, B. L., Weinbach, W. W. & Morrison-Rodriguez, B. 1999, Research
Methods for Social Workers, 3rd edn, Allyn & Bacon, Boston. Chapter 3
contains a thorough examination of how social workers develop
useful research questions.
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3 DEVELOPING RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

Aha ! No conflict
in the marital
dissatisfaction rafmj.(

In chapter 2 we discussed some of the issues involved in choosing
your research topic. We now go into more detail about how to
transform your general research topic into researchable questions.
Qualitative and quantitative approaches do this in different ways and
from different directions.

DEVELOPING QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In chapter 1 we discussed how the quantitative approach begins with
theories and questions which are examined in carefully designed
studies. Researchers using this approach must work out how they are
going to test their ideas in the social world. Developing your research
questions is important in quantitative research, because the types of
questions asked heavily influence the whole design of your study
and the sorts of data analysis you will be able to perform.

The process of thinking through research questions from the level
of ideas or theory to measurable indicators (called variables) which
can be used in social research is called ‘operationalisation’. This has
been described as ‘descending the ladder of abstraction’ (de Vaus
2002), because researchers transform a problem or topic area that is
in their heads into something that they can see or touch or measure
out in the ‘real world’.
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The ladder of abstraction has several ‘rungs” which must be nego-
tiated on your way to transforming your ideas into measurable
variables. In fact, you will find that rather than being a ladder, the
structure you are descending is actually more like a playground
‘pyramid’. In quantitative research, you begin at the top, the narrow-
est point of the pyramid (the initial concepts), and climb down,
instead of standing on the ground and climbing upwards. As you
descend, each layer becomes wider and wider so that there are
increasingly more choices and pathways you could take, the closer
you get to the ground.

While there are many possible rungs (levels of abstraction) in the
pyramid, we will discuss four, to demonstrate how the initial topic
or problem area can be transformed into researchable questions as
you descend the pyramid to the ‘ground’ of actually doing the
research. The four rungs are: concepts, dimensions (or constructs),
indicators and variables. We will use a study by Sarantakos (1994) to
show how an experienced researcher has operationalised a research
topic, starting with his initial conceptual questions and transforming
them down through the ‘pyramid of abstraction” into measurable
variables.

Concepts

The top rung of our pyramid is the concept. Concepts are just the
ideas or theories with which you begin; they are terms which usually
summarise clusters of related elements. For example, most people
understand and use the concept ‘happy marriage” in daily conversa-
tion. When discussing whether or not a neighbour’s marriage is
‘happy’, however, the people in the conversation may or may not be
referring to the same things. First, this is because the idea of ‘happy
marriage’ could have many aspects. Second, people have different
views about what is important in making a relationship ‘happy’.
Some people may emphasise the amount of time spent together,
others shared interests, others may consider the sexual side, the
presence or absence of children, or the quality of communication.
Some may consider a marriage to be happy if there are regular
opportunities for ‘vigorous discussion’ of differences. Others may
view the same behaviour as ‘fighting” and see this as an indication
that the marriage is unhappy. Thus, concepts are ‘summary ideas’
which may mean different things to different people. It is important
to define concepts clearly so that, even if they do not agree with our
definitions, people reading about and involved in our research know
what we mean by the concepts we use.

Usually there are at least two major concepts in each research
topic, and most often these are expressed as a question about how
the concepts are related. For example, Sarantakos (1994) was inter-
ested in the popular phenomenon of people living together before

39



Research for Social Workers

marriage (‘trial cohabitation”). He wanted to know whether trial
cohabitation leads to better marriages and more successful relation-
ships, as is popularly believed. The way he expressed this problem
(Sarantakos 1994) was:

Do married couples with premarital cohabital experience have better
chances for establishing a happy and rewarding marital life than
those without such an experience? Is such a cohabital “practice’ really
significant? Does ‘practice make perfect’? Or is it perhaps so that
‘practice makes imperfect’ as some writers prefer to put it (p. 13)?

There are two major concepts involved in these questions. First,
there is the concept or idea of ‘married couples” and, within this, the
idea that couples either do or do not have experiences of ‘premarital
cohabital experience’. There is also the concept of a ‘happy and
rewarding marital life’. At first glance the marriage concept is rela-
tively simple, while the second one, ‘marital life’, is more complex.
Because it is more abstract, the concept of ‘marital life” is actually
higher on the pyramid of abstraction than the concept of ‘married
couples with or without cohabital experience’. To discuss both these
concepts in more detail, we need to descend to the next rung in our
pyramid: the level of dimensions.

Dimensions

The elements or aspects that go together to make up concepts are
called ‘dimensions’. There may be differing numbers of dimensions
in each concept, although there would seem to be only one dimension
to the concept of ‘married couples with or without cohabital experi-
ence’; that is, whether couples who are married have experienced
living together before they were married. However, we shall see that
even translating this one dimension into indicators is not as simple
as it first appears.

In contrast, there are many possible dimensions to the concept of
‘happy and rewarding marital life’. Some of these dimensions we
listed in our discussion of what could be involved in the concept of
a happy marriage. In his study, out of all the myriad possibilities,
Sarantakos (1994, p. 15) chose three dimensions by which to assess
the happiness of marriages:

= Quality of marital selection
=  Quality of marital life
= Marital stability

Already we can see how the pyramid broadens as we descend each
rung to make our definitions of the problem clearer and more specific.
From one concept (marital life) we now have three dimensions. Many
others could have been selected. However, at least for this study, we
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are beginning to know the grounds on which this researcher has
assessed whether marriages are ‘effective’ or ‘happy’.

Indicators

Indicators are measurable aspects of dimensions, usually expressed
in observable or behavioural terms. In defining dimensions in this
way, it is clear exactly what is being measured and how concepts are
being defined. By describing indicators in behavioural or measurable
terms, quantitative researchers also hope to enable others to measure
the same phenomena, perhaps under different circumstances, in order
to expand knowledge in the particular area of interest. Thus, with his
clear definitions, Sarantakos has allowed other researchers the possi-
bility of replicating his study and expanding or commenting on his
findings, in other situations. Whereas he studied couples in Australia,
other researchers may wish to study couples from different countries
or cultures, or of different age groups.

Just as there can be many dimensions to a single concept, so there
can be many indicators created to measure one dimension. (Remem-
ber, as we descend the pyramid, the layers become ever broader.)
Many quantitative researchers advocate using a range of indicators
to measure a single dimension, especially if the dimension is complex.
As one example, let us see how Sarantakos operationalised the dimen-
sion ‘quality of marital life’ into measurable indicators.

In fact, Sarantakos chose twelve indicators by which to measure
the single dimension, ‘quality of marital life’. These included
(Sarantakos 1994, p. 15): marital success, competence, happiness,
freedom, independence, respect, communication, commitment, emo-
tional expression, violence, conflict and sexual experience. These
indicators were selected on the basis of extensive reading of the
literature and previous research experience of the researcher. The
indicators were measured by asking respondents to rate each indica-
tor on a scale. How these scales were measured, and what
information they could provide, is discussed on our next rung of the
pyramid, ‘variables’.

Before discussing variables, let us consider how the relatively
simple dimension, ‘marriage with or without prior cohabitation’, was
defined. First, it appears to have been assumed in the study that
‘marriage’ meant legal marriage and that cohabitation meant living
together. Further definitions were not given, since the study had a
large qualitative element. In a “pure’ quantitative study, both ‘mar-
riage’ and ‘cohabitation” would have been more explicitly defined.
For example, there are many variations of ‘living together’. Would
two people living as a couple within a household of a group of adults
be defined as ‘cohabiting’? Some couples maintain separate houses/
apartments but spend each night together. Would these couples be
cohabiting? What about couples who spend some nights but not
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every night together? At what point is a not-married couple consid-
ered to be cohabiting? These are questions that would be addressed
in operational definitions in a strictly quantitative study.

Another issue which arises is how to ‘count’ prior cohabitation in
married couples. Should we consider those who lived with the person
to whom they are now married separately from those who lived with
a different partner before they were married to their current spouse?
Should we count how many previous cohabitation partners each
spouse had? What about couples in which one person has experi-
enced ‘prior cohabitation” but the other partner has not? Are marriage
patterns different for these people? Such questions raise an important
issue which must be considered when we are operationalising re-
search questions: the unit of analysis.

Units of analysis

The unit of analysis is the unit we study, or the unit from which we
gather the information we need (de Vaus 2002). In social work re-
search, the unit of analysis is usually an individual, a group or a
social artifact (Marlow 1998). In Sarantakos’ (1994) study, the major
unit of analysis was the couple, rather than the individual people
making up the couple. Sarantakos described three basic types of
couples: couples where both parties had experienced cohabitation
before marriage, couples where one member had, and couples where
neither member had experienced prior cohabitation. Studies can use
more than one unit of analysis. Sarantakos also collected information
about men and women and about individuals. Thus, there were really
three units of analysis in his study, but the primary one, the one about
which most of his conclusions dealt, was the couple.

From these examples, it can be seen that even apparently simple
concepts require careful thought and definition if they are to be
transformed into measurable indicators for quantitative social re-
search. Defining the unit of analysis is an important part of this
process.

Variables

The bottom rung of the ‘pyramid of abstraction’, the level before we
reach the ‘ground’ and start actually doing the research, is specifying
just how we will measure our indicators and what ‘level of measure-
ment” we will use. Variables are indicators expressed in measurable
terms, with the form of measurement made explicit. Variables must
vary; that is, they must have more than one value. For example, in
the case of prior cohabitation, Sarantakos measured how many dif-
ferent experiences people had, and for how long they had cohabited
before marriage (two variables). For the 12 indicators making up the
dimension ‘quality of marital life’, Sarantakos used 5-point scales,
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with (5) being ‘very high” or ‘very satisfied” and (1) being ‘very low’
or ‘very dissatisfied’, to create variables. He could then discuss the
quality of marital life in terms of the individual indicators within this
dimension, or in summary form, by putting each person’s scores on
all the variables together into one single ‘quality of marital life’ score.

Dependent and independent variables

In explanatory research, researchers explore questions about how one
variable affects another, or about the causes behind some social
phenomenon. The terms ‘dependent” and ‘independent” are used to
describe pairs of variables which are in relationship with each other.
The dependent variable, symbolised by a Y in research texts, is the one
that researchers are most interested in understanding or explaining
why it varies (Yegidis et al. 1999). Yegidis et al. describe the inde-
pendent variable (symbolised by an X) as one that the researcher
believes may produce at least some of the variation in the dependent
variable. Another way of expressing this is that the value of Y is
dependent, to some extent at least, on the value of X.

In Sarantakos’ study there were many dependent variables, devel-
oped to measure the concept of ‘marital life’, which Sarantakos
wanted to understand. Premarital cohabitation was the independent
variable; that is, Sarantakos wanted to know whether the quality of
marriages was affected by premarital cohabitation.

There are other kinds of variables as well as dependent and
independent variables. We will discuss these in greater detail in
chapter 6.

Hypotheses

Once variables have been defined, many quantitative researchers go
on to develop hypotheses about their variables. Hypotheses are state-
ments about variables and the relationships between them. They are
derived from the research questions about concepts which began the
process of operationalisation. Hypotheses are important in quantita-
tive research because they clarify and guide the research process,
including how the data will be analysed. There are many forms of
hypotheses: they may be descriptive (‘premarital cohabitation is
increasing in the 1990s’), or relational (‘marital satisfaction is related
to the number of premarital cohabitation experiences’), directional
(‘marital satisfaction increases with the number of premarital cohabi-
tation experiences’) or non-directional (‘there is a relationship be-
tween marital satisfaction and number of premarital cohabitation
experiences’).

In social research we can never actually prove that there is a
relationship between two variables. The closest we can get is to dis-
prove the hypothesis that there is no relationship. The hypothesis
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which states that there is no relationship between two variables is
called the null hypothesis. Most statistical tests aim to reject the null
hypothesis. If we can be fairly sure that there is evidence of a
relationship then we reject the null hypothesis and accept the alter-
native or research hypothesis. These days null hypotheses are rarely
stated in research reports. However, it is important to know that
‘rejecting the null hypothesis” is the basis of most statistical tests
which provide support for the existence of a relationship.
Hypotheses may be explicit or implicit. In Sarantakos” study of
how premarital cohabitation affects marital life, there were several
implied hypotheses; for example, ‘number of premarital cohabitation
experiences affects perceived stability of marriages” and ‘there is a
relationship between premarital cohabitation and rates of marital
violence’. Because his study was largely descriptive and contained
many qualitative aspects, Sarantakos did not need to state the various
hypotheses which emerged in the way he discussed the topic. We
will discuss how qualitative researchers develop hypotheses after
mentioning levels of measurement and their importance. It is a useful
exercise for beginning researchers using quantitative approaches to
try to formulate hypotheses using the variables they have oper-
ationalised, as a way of clarifying exactly what they are researching.
In summary, as quantitative researchers descend the ‘pyramid of
abstraction’, they transform general research questions about con-
cepts into specific hypotheses about variables. In the summary below,
we have traced how two concepts from Sarantakos’ study were
operationalised, selecting only one example from each ‘rung’ of the
pyramid to take down to the next rung at each stage. If we included
all the options on each rung, the pyramid would not fit on the page!
We will discuss some of the different variables that Sarantakos devel-
oped in more detail in the next section on levels of measurement.
Chapter 5 of Sarantakos (1998) and chapter 5 of Williams, Tutty and
Grinnell (1995) provide more detailed discussions of hypotheses.

EXAMPLE OF DESCENDING THE PYRAMID OF ABSTRACTION

Research question

Do married couples with premarital cohabital experience have
better chances for establishing a happy and rewarding marital
life than those without such an experience?

Concepts
Premarital cohabital experience
Marital life
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Dimensions
Premarital cohabital experience

Marital life

= Quality of marital selection
= Quality of marriage

= Marital stability

Example of indicators

Premarital cohabital experience

» Length of cohabitation

= Number of cohabital experiences

Quality of marriage

= Marital success, competence, happiness, freedom, inde-
pendence, respect, communication, commitment, emotional
expression, violence, conflict and sexual experience

Examples of variables

Length of cohabitation

s Number of years and/or months respondent has lived as a
couple outside marriage

Marital satisfaction
» Five-point self-rating scale: Very satisfied (5), Satisfied (4),
OK (3), Dissatisfied (2), Very dissatisfied (1)

Example of hypothesis

There is a relationship between marital satisfaction as self-rated
on a five-point scale and the number of years and/or months
partners have lived as a couple (either with each other or
another person) before they were married

Sarantakos (1994)

Levels of measurement

An important aspect of specifying variables is determining the level
of measurement they will have. This in turn affects the kinds of
statistical procedures that can be performed (see chapter 14). There
are four levels at which variables may be measured. Each level

provides different kinds of information.

Nominal level

Nominal level is the simplest level of measurement. It sorts variables
into categories. For example, the categories for the variable ‘gender’
are ‘male” and ‘female’. These are usually assigned numbers, so that
they can be coded for analysis. However, the numbers do not imply
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order or magnitude. If ‘female’ is coded ‘1" and ‘male’ is coded "2,
we are not assigning females more value, or a higher score, than
males! We are simply differentiating them.

Ordinal level

Ordinal level of measurement is the next level of measurement above
nominal. As well as being able to divide a variable into categories, at
the ordinal level we can rank the categories from high to low, or from
best to worst. In Sarantakos’ study, the 5-point scale measuring marital
satisfaction is an example of an ordinal level variable. Note that while
we know that a score of (5) means that someone is more satisfied than
someone who has scored (4), we do not know how much more satisfied
the first person is, or whether there would be the same amount of
difference between two people who scored (3) and (4), as between two
people who rated their satisfaction at (4) and (5).

Interval level

In addition to the properties of nominal and ordinal level measure-
ment, interval level measurement is distinguished by there being
equal intervals between the ranks or ordered categories. This means
that we can add and subtract—a useful function for summarising
large amounts of information. An example of an interval measure-
ment is the IQ scale (Marlow 1998). While the difference between
an IQ of 80 and 90 is supposed to be the same as the difference
between an IQ of 160 and 170, it is not possible to claim that someone
with an IQ of 160 has twice the IQ of someone with an IQ of 80.

Ratio level of measurement

The ratio level of measurement is the closest level to numbers or
mathematics. Not only do measurements at this level include all the
properties of the previous three levels, but at this level there is also
an absolute zero point. This permits us to multiply and divide
results—another very useful property for summarising large amounts
of information to give us a typical ‘picture’ of the issue we are
studying. Examples of variables at ratio levels of measurement
include age, height, time span in years or in minutes. In practice,
many interval level measurements are also at the ratio level, but it is
important to understand the difference between the two.

There are four rules that must be followed in all measurement of
variables. First, variables must have at least two categories (they must
vary). Second, categories must be distinct (that is, different). Third,
categories must be mutually exclusive (the same person should not
be able to fit into two categories of the one variable). Finally, catego-
ries must be exhaustive (all the people being studied must fit into
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one of the categories; even if the category is ‘other’, every person
should be assigned to a category).

CHECKING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF MEASUREMENT:
RELTABILITY AND VALIDITY

Having operationalised our research questions down to measurable
hypotheses involving variables, including specifying the level of
measurement of each of our variables, we must consider how effective
our variables actually are. There are two main ways of evaluating the
usefulness of our variables: checking their validity and reliability.
Reliability and validity are treated differently in quantitative and
qualitative research. We will discuss both in this section, as a prelude
to examining how research questions are formulated in each.

Validity in quantitative research

The first important test of whether variables are effective in quanti-
tative research is whether they are actually measuring what the
researcher wants to measure. This is termed ‘validity’. Ultimately, the
validity of a variable depends on how we have defined the concept
it is intended to measure (de Vaus 2002). There are two main aspects
of validity (Bostwick & Kyte 1993):

» The extent to which a variable measures what it is supposed to
measure
» The extent to which a variable is an accurate measurement

Different texts deal with quantitative validity in slightly different
ways. We refer you to some of these different discussions at the end
of this chapter. Basically, there are three main ways to assess validity
in quantitative research (Bostwick & Kyte 1993, Babbie 2001, de Vaus
2002). Each method assesses a different aspect of validity. No one
method is perfect. Which method you choose will depend on the
purpose of your measurement and what sort of evidence of validity
is most important.

Content validity

Content validity refers to the extent to which variables cover the
whole content, or all the major dimensions, of the concept being
measured. For example, do the 12 indicators chosen by Sarantakos
(1994) really capture the full extent of quality of marital life, or has
something crucial been omitted? Of course, it is never possible to
cover all the meanings of a concept, but variables can be more or less
successful in covering the content of a concept. Face validity is a term
sometimes used interchangeably with content validity (Bostwick &
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Kyte 1993), which means the degree to which a measurement appears,
on the face of it, to measure what it is supposed to measure.
Cournoyer and Klein (2000) distinguish face validity as the weakest,
‘skin deep’ form of validity based on the notion of whether a meas-
urement appears to be what it claims to measure.

Criterion validity

To establish criterion validity you would compare the results from
your measuring instrument with results from some outside criteria
or ‘gold standard’, such as other well-accepted methods of measure-
ment. For example, do the couples who score highly on Sarantakos’
quality of marital life dimension also score highly on other tests of
good marriages? There are several kinds of criterion validity includ-
ing concurrent validity (for example, the ability to predict accurately
a couple’s current marital quality) and predictive validity (for example,
the ability to predict how happy a couple will be two years from
now).

Construct validity

Construct validity is concerned with how well a measure conforms
to theoretical expectations (de Vaus 2002), or how well it measures a
theoretical construct (Bostwick & Kyte 1993). Suppose, for example,
that there was a well-accepted theory that says that marital happiness
is related to self-fulfilment of the partners. If we measured self-
fulfilment of the partners as well as marital happiness, and found
that our measure of marital happiness increased with increasing self-
fulfilment, we could say that our measure of marital happiness had
construct validity.

Remember that there is no ideal way of establishing validity.
Which method you choose will depend on your purpose and what
is available. De Vaus (2002) recommends that if a good external
criterion exists, use this; if the definition of the concept is well
accepted, use content validity; and if there are well accepted theories
which use your concept, use construct validity.

Validity in qualitative research

Qualitative researchers view validity differently from quantitative
researchers. Rather than beginning by making sure that their vari-
ables are accurately operationalised, qualitative researchers ensure
validity through their methods of data collection and analysis. One
way of ensuring validity of findings in qualitative research is to
re-check findings with respondents to make sure the researcher ‘got
it right’. Qualitative researchers Kirk and Miller (1986, pp. 30-1)
have argued that qualitative research has an ‘in-built sensitivity’
which creates a kind of ‘automatic validity” because, being out in the
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field ‘in territory controlled by the investigatees rather than the
investigator . . . the researcher is at the mercy of the world view of
his or her subjects’. Similarly, Belcher (1994, p. 129) lists ‘prolonged
engagement and persistent observation’ as two important methods
of validation in his study of homelessness and ‘social drift’.

Possibly the most important way that qualitative researchers
ensure that their findings are valid is called ‘triangulation’ (Belcher
1994, Davis (1994), Berg 1995, Sarantakos 1998). Triangulation is the
use of a variety of methods and also sometimes researchers, theories,
data collection technologies or a combination of these (see Davis 1994,
Berg 1995).

In fact, many qualitative researchers claim that because their
methods and data collection procedures are closer to reality and more
flexible than those used in quantitative research, because they com-
municate about the nature of their research and its findings with the
people involved, and because they have the opportunity of going
back or expanding their research if their findings are found not to be
valid in the first place, they have better ways of ensuring validity
than quantitative researchers. (Read Kirk & Miller’s [1986] account
of validity and reliability in qualitative research and Berg’s [1995]
discussion of triangulation.)

Reliability in quantitative research

Testing for reliability is the other way that researchers have of evalu-
ating whether their variables and findings are effective. Reliability is
about consistency. A variable is reliable if someone else who uses it
gets very similar results to the original researcher, or if the original
researcher uses the measure at a later time, or with a similar group
of people, and similar results appear.

There are several types of reliability in quantitative research as
well as different ways of assessing whether research results are
consistent. Reliability can refer to results being consistent over time,
with groups of different respondents, or across different variables;
the latter may also be called ‘interchangeability of indicators’
(Cournoyer & Klein 2000).

The most common method of testing reliability is to use the same
instrument on several occasions with the same group of people
(called the test—retest method). This has many problems, in that dif-
ferences in measurement could indicate real differences in the way
the people feel over time or reflect some ‘interference’ effect of the
previous test, which may have raised awareness of the issue in the
people being researched. However, it is the major method of testing
reliability which can be applied to single questions, as well as to
scales (de Vaus 2002).

Another method is the split-half method, whereby the variables or
scales in an instrument are divided into two halves and administered
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separately. If the scores are similar, the instrument is considered to
be reliable. There are several other methods of testing reliability, most
of which also apply to scales (de Vaus 2002). For further reading, see
Bostwick & Kyte (1993), Sarantakos (1998) or de Vaus (2002).

Reliability in qualitative research

Qualitative researchers do not use the methods of controlling vari-
ables and manipulating the environment described above for
quantitative researchers, and in fact are quite critical of these
approaches. (For example, Pieper [1994] argues that it is better to
focus on credibility rather than on reliability in social work research.
She writes that just because many people report the same thing, that
does not mean it is credible.) Instead, qualitative researchers try to
ensure reliability or consistency by trying to find exceptions to their
results, or to consciously list all possible sources of error.

Several writers (for example, Kirk & Miller 1986, Sarantakos 1998)
have acknowledged that whereas qualitative research has paid
detailed attention to questions of validity, it has tended to ignore
issues of reliability. Kirk and Miller (1986) suggest that qualitative
researchers should be more vigorous in the way they take field notes,
and be prepared to share these with other qualitative researchers
as a way of ensuring reliability. More recent accounts of qualitative
research set out methods of ensuring reliability such as: using extra
questions which are worded slightly differently, using a systematic
and consistent line of questions with different interviewees, and
carefully setting out how data were collected so that the research can
be replicated (Berg 1995).

Validity and reliability

Validity and reliability are different but related concepts. In quan-
titative research, ‘reliability is a necessary but not sufficient pre-
condition for all forms of validity’ (Cournoyer & Klein 2000). It is
possible for research questions to be quite reliable but not valid. For
example, the everyday question, ‘"How are you?’ is likely to reliably
get the reply, ‘Well thanks’, but the response does not necessarily
indicate how a person is really feeling. Thus it is reliable, but not
valid. On the other hand, quantitative research questions which
are valid are necessarily reliable because accuracy is an essential part
of validity in this approach.

Having briefly noted how quantitative and qualitative researchers
try to ensure that the variables they develop are effective by being
concerned about validity and reliability, we conclude this chapter
with an examination of how qualitative researchers develop research
questions. We use as an example a qualitative evaluation of some
support groups for women suffering from postnatal depression,
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which was conducted by two health workers (a social worker and a
nurse) in a rural area of Australia (Purches & Jaeger 1994).

DEVELOPING QUALITATIVE QUESTIONS

Whereas quantitative research begins at the top of the ‘pyramid of
abstraction” and involves careful thinking through of research ques-
tions before the research is begun, qualitative research begins as close
to the ground as possible, and gradually works upwards through the
rungs of the pyramid, developing questions and hypotheses as it
goes. Some qualitative researchers claim to actually start on the
‘ground’ with no initial ideas at all, but we have seen that it is really
impossible for researchers to begin with ‘empty heads’. A more
accurate picture is given by Kirk and Miller (1986, p. 30): “Typically
the qualitative researcher arrives on the scene with considerable
theoretical baggage and very little idea of what will happen next.’

When thinking through their general topic, researchers from both
qualitative and quantitative perspectives must take into account the
issues that we discussed in the first half of this chapter. However,
having decided on their general topic area, researchers using predom-
inantly qualitative methods try not to define their concepts too clearly
before they have talked to or observed the people whom they are
researching. Qualitative research will involve the research subjects in
the process of defining the topic, to a greater or lesser extent, depend-
ing on the researcher’s theoretical approach. The concepts with which
qualitative researchers begin their inquiries have been termed
‘sensitising concepts’ (Sarantakos 1998, p. 105).

Lee Purches (social worker) and Frances Jaeger (nurse) were two
rural health workers who wanted to evaluate some support groups
for women which Frances had set up in several small townships in
a rural region. The support groups had initially been formed because
workers at the local family care cottage had noticed that a large
number of mothers with babies and small children were being
referred to them with symptoms of postnatal depression. About one
year after the groups began, the workers felt it was time to evaluate
the groups.

With an egalitarian, feminist rationale, the groups had been set
up as independent, self-help units in different towns, with each group
developing its own aims, objectives and methodology. In line with
this basic philosophy, the evaluators decided to involve the women
in developing the approach to the evaluation, the aims of the evalu-
ation and the questions that would be asked. Thus they went into
the planning stages of the evaluation with an explicitly feminist
approach, whereby the research would be for the women, not just
about women.
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First, the evaluators met with members from the original postnatal
depression group from the family care cottage to discuss the aims of
the evaluation, and to invite the women’s participation. They then
consulted with leaders from the various groups to discuss what
questions and approaches the women would find most useful. The
leaders in turn consulted with their groups and reported back to the
researchers.

To the evaluators’ surprise (and initial dismay), the women
wanted a much broader approach to the research than the evaluators’
original idea (or ‘sensitising concept’). Instead of just an evaluation,
the women wanted a more general inquiry about postnatal depres-
sion and its impact on women’s lives, and to explore issues of
community awareness. Following further discussions with the
women and local health workers, the topic of how living in a rural
area affects the experience of postnatal depression was also included.

Throughout this discussion phase, research questions were being
worked and re-worked with the women and other interested people.
The participants decided to design a questionnaire which would be
posted to the members of the support groups in the various towns.
A questionnaire was chosen rather than interviews or group discus-
sion because of the distances involved, and also because it was hoped
that the women would be able to be more honest if they could write
their thoughts anonymously. Note that the questionnaire has tradi-
tionally been associated with quantitative research, yet in this case it
was being used in a qualitative framework (with some quantitative
questions being included as well).

The questionnaire turned out to be much longer than the evalu-
ators would have liked, due to all the questions that the women
wanted to be included. In addition, in the tradition of qualitative
research, the researchers were then overwhelmed with an enormous
amount of information in response to the questionnaire. Women
wrote extra pages and described their thoughts and feelings in great
detail in response to the open-ended qualitative questions that were
asked. More detail on these sorts of questions will be provided in
chapter 6.

From this brief introduction to formulating research questions
in qualitative research, you can see how the researcher begins at the
opposite end of the ‘pyramid of abstraction” from the quantitative
researcher. Rather than beginning at the top of the pyramid, qual-
itative researchers attempt to begin as close to the ground as possible,
and then to allow their questions and hypotheses to emerge from
their observations, discussions or ‘immersion in the field’.

In the example of the rural women’s support groups evaluation
(Purches & Jaeger 1994), we have seen how the researchers circled
between the bottom rungs of the pyramid, beginning with a general
idea for the research (evaluation), which was slowly refined as the
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researchers gradually developed their questions, always returning to
the ‘ground’ to check with the people they were researching that this
was the approach that was wanted. By the end of this process, the
research questions had significantly changed from the researchers’
original ideas for an evaluation into a study about postnatal depres-
sion in rural areas as well as the evaluation. From the discussions
with the group and the group leaders, a hypothesis about rural areas
affecting the experience of postnatal depression also emerged. These
three ideas (the group evaluation, experiences of postnatal depression
and influence of rural lifestyle) were then further examined in a
qualitative questionnaire.

Variables at different levels of measurement were used in this
study. However, the emphasis was on qualitative, open-ended ques-
tions and thus the major level of measurement was nominal.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have discussed how general ideas or problem areas
for research are transformed into researchable questions. From our
discussion of the factors involved in choosing the general area for
the research, we examined how quantitative and qualitative research
questions are developed, beginning at different ends of the ‘pyramid
of abstraction’. In both the examples of research that were used to
demonstrate this process, we have shown how research questions and
designs are, in fact, often a mixture of qualitative and quantitative
approaches. These days quantitative researchers often begin with
qualitative-type inquiries as they develop and test their concepts,
dimensions, indicators and variables, to make sure that they are valid
and relevant to the people who are being researched. We have also
seen how qualitative researchers can use quantitative methods, such
as questionnaires, to refine their questions with the people they are
researching.

The important lesson from this discussion is to understand that
clear and careful thought about your research topic is an integral
part of the research process, and not something that can be rushed
through so that you can ‘get on with asking people questions’. If you
are doing quantitative research, it is vital that you operationalise your
concepts and dimensions properly, because once these are set, you
are committed to a particular course of action and it is difficult
to correct mistakes. In qualitative research there is more flexibility,
because qualitative researchers can alter their questions and direc-
tions as they go. However, qualitative researchers need to end up
with results that are valid and reliable, and careful thinking about
their research questions during the process of their research is just as
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important as it is for quantitative researchers at the beginning of
theirs.

QUESTIONS

1

2

A study appears comparing the average income between coun-
tries. What is the unit of analysis?
What is wrong with this question?
Please place a tick against the box which indicates your weekly
income:
$10-$20 O
$20-$50 O
$50-$300 O
$300-$1,000 O
What level of measurements are the following?
(a) Marital status:
Single
Married
Living with partner, not married
Divorced
Widowed
Separated
(b) Age expressed in years
(c) Number of children
(d) Satisfaction rating of a movie on a scale of 1-10 where 1 = not
at all satisfied and 10 = very satisfied.
What is the difference between a hypothesis and a research ques-
tion?
Read the following statements. Name the variables and their
probable level of measurement. Indicate whether there are de-
pendent or independent variables in each statement and, if so,
label them accordingly:
‘The price of wheat increases with the annual yearly rainfall.’
‘The longer the marriage, the more satisfied are the partners.’
‘Women have lower incomes than men.’
‘Increasing blood alcohol levels cause increasingly serious car
accidents.’
A researcher into youth culture is repeatedly told during her time
with a gang that they are not involved in hard drugs, only ‘soft’
drugs. Shortly after her research is written up, members of the
gang are arrested for heroin trafficking. What could be said about
the reliability and validity of her results?
The researcher from the previous question is beginning her re-
search and has decided to use a qualitative approach. How might
she go about defining her research questions?
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EXERCISES

1 Operationalise the questions from the descriptive topic that you
devised in the exercise in chapter 2, into a researchable form for
a quantitative researcher. List the concepts, dimensions, indicators
and variables that could be involved, including more than one
dimension for each concept, and more than one indicator for
each dimension.

Specify the level of measurement of each of your variables.
Formulate a number of hypotheses from your variables.

What are the independent and dependent variables?

What is the unit of analysis for your study?

Is this topic relevant, feasible, researchable and ethical?

N1 WIN
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measurement issues
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4 STEPS IN THE RESEARCH
PROCESS

Measuring Povarfy_;_

\Quan‘fﬁah?e Qualitative

You have begun with a situation that perplexes, excites or alarms
you. You must now decide on which aspect of the problem you wish
to focus and what it is you hope to achieve. You will have decided
on the methodology or combination of methodologies which best suit
your purposes. This chapter, which focuses on the steps you must
now undertake to complete a piece of research, is designed to demys-
tify the research process by breaking it into a series of comfortable
stages that you can use as a model for future research projects. Your
research plan will act as a blueprint guiding you through the project.
We have also included examples of research plans to familiarise you
with the process of turning an idea into a recognisable research
design. You should remember that the stages outlined here are not
meant to be rigidly followed in each research project but should act
as a flexible guide to your work.

If you are conducting a study you should always begin by making
a flexible, conceptual plan outlining the process you will follow. Your
plan should include the stages below.

Research steps

= Defining the problem
= Choosing the methodology
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= Reviewing the literature
s Preparation
= Research design:
Sampling
Data collection
Administration
Data analysis
Reporting

= Conducting the research
s Disseminating the findings

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE NATURE AND SUCCESS
OF YOUR RESEARCH

Research projects are not developed in a vacuum. A variety of factors
will influence the content of your research design—its subject matter,
scope, methodology; and so on. For social workers these factors also
include the agency in which you work, your professional background,
and your own limitations of time and expertise (Williams, Tutty &
Grinnell Jr 1995). It will also include your theoretical orientation, the
social and political context of the work and your need to meet ethical
requirements (Fortune & Reid 1999; see also chapter 1). The prospects
that your research will attract funding (its competitiveness) will also
be influenced by a variety of factors such as the currency of the issue.
It is important that you understand these when preparing your
research.

Agency context

As we have noted in chapter 2, your agency will necessarily influence
the type of research you are able to do, and hence the type of research
proposal you are able to draft. Some agencies are more committed to
research than others and will influence your ability to act as re-
searchers. Some agencies provide support and seed funding for small
research projects which, while they may be small, are excellent
sources of funds for ‘learner’ researchers. If funding is available for
a small project, there may also be the opportunity within the agency
to discuss your project with more experienced researchers. Take
advantage of internal funding and support and the possibility to learn
all you can before entering the competitive, cut-throat world of
external funding.

Where agencies do not provide research funding and support, you
may need to convince your employers about the potential value of
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research. In the present tight economic environment, agencies may
be happy to discuss an evaluation study, for example, which will
show that they take seriously their responsibility to be accountable
to external funding sources and to clientele. Shared projects between
groups of agencies are also a possibility. Such projects provide excel-
lent collegial experiences as well as allowing enhanced inter-agency
cooperation. If you are daunted by the prospect of conducting your
own research, seek collaboration with other workers in your region
or in your speciality.

You should also bear in mind that the agency you work for will
have a distinct philosophy that will influence the type of research
you can undertake. Some private welfare agencies, which operate
from a well-defined religious framework, will circumscribe the types
of research that they will support. However, you should bear in mind
that all agencies, public and private, operate from a framework which
will influence the operations of their workers. What research is, and
is not, possible will be influenced, sometimes powerfully and some-
times subtly, by the philosophy of the agency for which you work.

You should not ignore the organisational culture of your agency,
a factor that will have a telling influence on potential research pro-
jects. How does the chain of management work? In other words, who
has the power to endorse or influence your research proposal? How
are decisions approved? What are the practices traditionally sup-
ported by your agency? Taking time to note the culture of your
organisation may facilitate your research agenda.

Additionally, agency resources will have an impact on the scope
of the research you may be able to undertake. The availability of
advanced computer systems and administrative support staff will
allow you to complete more detailed and complex research. The
possibilities of research within your agency or within a group of
agencies will also be influenced by the type of clientele, the size of
the agency and the type of client files kept as ready sources of data.
The availability of client files may negate the necessity for collecting
new data. However, you and your agency must deal with ethical
issues of confidentiality before you decide whether this is a viable
alternative.

Agency influences on social work research

Availability of seed funding

Importance of proposed research to agency accountability
Agency philosophy

Organisational culture

Agency resources

Agency clientele
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Theoretical and sociopolitical context

Your research project will be influenced by a number of very evident
factors, such as the agency setting and the professional and practical
issues that shape your work. Less evident will be the factors that
implicitly influence the type of research you undertake and the way
that you carry it out. Chief among these is the theoretical background
and orientation you bring to your work. Think about the way you
practise social work. Do you operate from a psychotherapeutic frame-
work? Maybe you favour systems theory or narrative therapy. In any
case you will no doubt be able to identify your practice orientation.
In conducting research you will have a similar distinct focus that
shapes the way you ‘practise’ research—the way you identify a
problem, the way you gather data about that problem and the way
you interpret the data. For example, a feminist researcher examining
the over-representation of children of single mothers in juvenile
justice may seek to empower the women involved rather than cate-
gorise them, creating a quite different interpretation of a problem (see
chapter 2).

Another no less influential factor in the shaping of your research
project is the sociopolitical context in which it takes place. What social
issues are on the agenda? Think about the change in the welfare
agenda during the 1990s and into the twenty-first century. Many
Western countries have moved from a position where social justice
and community responsibility for the vulnerable was actively fostered
to a new era where the welfare state is in decline and individuals are
often held responsible for their poverty. Think about the change of
focus and note how this may affect the type of research conducted
and the research agenda favoured by funding bodies. More recently
there has been a great deal of research on the best ways to get the
unemployed to work but far less on the factors that create poverty
traps. You should take time to be a ‘conscientious consumer’ in your
reading of newspapers and analysis of government ministerial prior-
ities. What are the trends and the ‘hot topics’? How is the discourse
of disadvantage being shaped and by whom? Is your research of
advantage to the vulnerable? Be ‘reflective researchers’ (Fook 1997),
consciously focusing on the context of your research practice.

Theoretical, social and political context

Your theoretical and practice position

What are the ‘hot’ social issues?

What is the political agenda of the funders?
Who is shaping the agenda?

Is your research empowering the disadvantaged?
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Professional context

The social work industry, and its ethical position, will critically affect
the type of research we might undertake. Specifically, there are some
types of research that our profession will not sanction. These would
include the possibility of inflicting harm on clients or withdrawing
services in order to examine the consequences. We should also protect
research subjects from any harm that may arise from the publication
of results, obtain informed consent and ensure that insensitivity and
bias are not part of our practice (Fortune & Reid 1999). You should
also note that research is often directed at assessing the most vulner-
able. For example, we know far more about juvenile crime than we
do about white-collar crime. Are vulnerable populations too easy a
target and too powerless to direct the shape of research conducted
around their circumstances? Our work requires a strong worker—
client relationship and we must not jeopardise this relationship by
our research. The need for this confidential relationship may also
prevent us being able to observe other social workers at work for the
purposes of collecting data.

Finally, your research proposals will be influenced by the emerg-
ing social work research culture, your professional background, and
by your own values and ethical position.

Professional influences on social work research

Professional code of ethics
Protection from harm
Confidentiality

Informed consent

Research focus

Social/welfare work research culture
Developing professionalisation

Personal context

Your research will be shaped not only by agency and professional
concerns but also by the personal issues that affect you as a practi-
tioner. These include your background, your workload and resources,
and your track record.

Important issues you should consider are workload factors and
the time you have available to conduct research. These issues may
require some negotiation on your part with your employers. It is
important that you, together with your agencies, recognise that re-
search is ‘real’” work and work that can have a lasting impact on
policy development, professional practice and agency resourcing. As
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such it should be deemed to be part of your workload and not
something you do in your spare time.

Your track record in research is important to the way your pro-
posal to undertake research will be assessed. If you have experience
as a researcher this will improve your chances of success in a com-
petitive round. You might ask, ‘How does a beginning researcher
achieve a track record?” The best way to gain experience is to be a
junior partner in a research project with others who have the neces-
sary skills to pass on valuable knowledge and insights. Do not be
afraid to put up your hand and volunteer to help in a large project.

Personal influences on social work research

= Research background
s Workload and time pressures
= Track record

Practical issues

To be successful, research projects must be manageable. In defining
the limits of your research, be aware that you cannot change the
world with $10 000 (or whatever sum you are seeking), so do not try.
Turning your research problem into a project which has a reasonable
chance of success is a skill with which beginning researchers have a
great deal of difficulty. To do this properly you must devote an
adequate amount of time to developing your proposal.

Note that your proposal must be clear and concise. The problem
must be explained so that the assessor of your proposal knows exactly
what the problem entails, why it requires researching and how you
as the researcher propose to do just that. In putting a proposal into
a competitive environment, a potential researcher must be aware that
they are competing for scarce funds. It is important that you do not
waste your own time and that of the assessors with a poorly con-
structed proposal. The funding body or the agency in which you work
has to be convinced that this problem, which has excited you as a
worker, is worth its time and investment. Consequently, research
proposals should be developed with the same attention to detail and
respect with which one would prepare a curriculum vitae. For a
detailed summary of the items to include in a research proposal see
Appendix A.

Practical issues affecting social work research

» Ensure the proposed research is manageable
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Consult with colleagues and experts

Ensure the proposal is written clearly and concisely
Ensure it is properly costed

Is the proposal well presented?

Have you checked for spelling errors?

Having considered the factors that may influence your research, let’s
now turn to the important steps in the process of research.

DEFINING THE PROBLEM

In chapters 2 and 3 we learned how to turn a puzzling situation into
a researchable question. In any research you must define your prob-
lem, note the dimensions of the issue, the target group affected, the
political context, and the anticipated outcomes. Decide whether your
research is to be exploratory, descriptive or explanatory. Remember
that your topic must be relevant, researchable, feasible and ethical.

Mark (1996) suggests that we follow these steps when con-
ceptualising the research problem:

Select a topic

Brainstorm a list of things we might want to know about the topic
Select a focus for the problem

Relate the focus of the problem to existing knowledge

State the specific research question or problems

If quantitative, operationalise the concepts and variables

Yegidis, Weinbach and Morrison-Rodriguez (1999) also note you
should decide where the research is to take place, when, what data
you wish to collect, from whom, how you will collect the data, what
variables you wish to measure, how you will analyse the data and
how the findings will be disseminated.

This process is facilitated if you carefully outline your objectives
in undertaking the study. While there are no limitations on the
number of your objectives, you should be careful not to take on more
than you can handle comfortably. Beginning researchers have a ten-
dency to try to solve the big-picture issues when they really only
have the resources and expertise to concentrate on a small study.
Limit your objectives based on the constraints that bind you.

If your study is to be predominantly quantitative, you will need
to define accurately the research problem, and this will involve
operationalising the variables as outlined in chapter 3. Qualitative-
based research allows a much looser conceptual understanding of the
research question at the beginning of the process.
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METHODOLOGY

We discussed different methodological choices in chapter 1. You will
remember that these include quantitative and qualitative approaches.
A quantitative methodology would be most useful where you have
extensive knowledge of the environment or situation you wish to
study and are looking to test hypotheses about relationships between
variables and to make statistical inferences from your quantifiable
data. Quantitative research is generally about testing theory.

A qualitative methodology enables you to further your knowledge
of the situation when seeking to describe social reality. An emanci-
patory approach, using quantitative and/or qualitative method-
ologies, would be appropriate if you wish to conduct research that
centralises the concerns of marginalised or disempowered people.

You should be aware that you might choose a combination of
approaches if this best suits your study. A combination of methods,
also called triangulation, is useful for obtaining a wide range of
information on an issue. Think carefully about your study and deter-
mine what it is you wish to achieve from the research and then select
an appropriate framework. Remember, it is not a political statement
to choose one or other methodology and, in fact, you would
demonstrate naiveté if you were to declare, ‘I am always and only a
quantitative [or any other] researcher’. It is better to be pragmatic
and to decide on the basis of the constraints you face. Decide care-
fully, because your research plan is determined by the choice you
make.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conducting a literature review is a vital part of your research. If you
have prepared a research proposal you will have already read widely.
A literature review allows you to discover what knowledge is already
available about the issue you wish to investigate, to determine how
your study will differ from existing work and hence add to our
knowledge in the area, and it enables you to conceptually frame your
work. Some researchers find themselves overwhelmed by the amount
of literature available on a given topic. If you find yourself in this
situation, you should selectively choose works which:

1 Represent the argument of a larger body of works
2 Present opposing views
3 Reflect current debate, legislation and policy

Older works are not necessarily inferior and you should consider
references which are classical representations of new ideas or
groundbreaking developments. Essentially, your literature review
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should indicate that you are up-to-date with current thinking in the
area of study.

A review of literature is a far simpler proposition now than even
five years ago. On-line computer catalogues exist in most libraries
that allow you to conduct keyword searches of large data banks.
There are now many journals available on-line, allowing you to get
complete articles. There are also very sophisticated websites available
with a great deal of information to assist you. For example, many
government departments have detailed websites containing policy
documents, media statements and other useful material and links.
Ask your librarian to help you scan both national and international
literature and resources in your chosen area.

Read these references carefully and critically analyse the existing
studies to determine what you can best do to extend your under-
standing of the issue. You might decide to research the issue in a new
context, or with a previously unresearched group. For example, if
your research topic is child protection, you might study the implica-
tions of established practices in a rural situation or with an ethnic
population. Your literature review should be thorough so that you
are sure that what you propose to do is original research. As you
further refine your topic, your reading will become more focused and
specialised. It is a good idea to summarise the literature at this stage
because this will form part of your final research report.

PREPARATION

Once you have defined your topic and analysed and reviewed the
literature, you have a number of tasks to undertake before you can
launch into the research. Funding the project will be an issue for any
piece of research. You should develop a research proposal for your
agency or for a funding body, following the outline in Appendix A.
A further issue which must be dealt with during this preparatory
stage is seeking ethics approval from the ethics committee at your
agency, your university or the funding body. You should also spend
some time discussing the proposed research with experienced re-
searchers, colleagues and friends in order to help you develop a
suitable design and to gain the benefit of others’ experience.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Having defined your problem, chosen your methodology, reviewed
the literature and completed the preparatory stages, you must now
develop an appropriate research design. A research design indicates
how your data will be collected, analysed and reported and includes
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the types of sampling, methods of data collection and analysis to be
used. Your design is a plan of action which indicates how you propose
to research the defined problem and is necessarily shaped by the
problem and the methodology. For instance, if your study is qualita-
tive and largely exploratory, you will have a more flexible design.
During the course of the study, the questions are refined and clarified
and the researcher chooses the subjects as the research progresses.
A quantitative study, on the other hand, will be far more precise,
with a definite plan of action at the beginning of the study.

Sampling

Both qualitative and quantitative researchers employ sampling tech-
niques. However, quantitative researchers employ probability samp-
ling and so claim representativeness. Qualitative researchers eschew
representativeness, claiming that non-probability techniques are more
useful for assessing the social reality in which they are interested.
Types of sampling will be outlined in chapter 5. What you must ask
yourself is whether your sample is truly adequate for the problem
being studied. If you are conducting quantitative research, is your
sample representative of the target group or is it biased in some way?
For example, if you propose to study attitudes to euthanasia, would
it be appropriate to survey university students only? Students may
be largely responding to such an issue in an impersonal and non-
reflective way. A sample should include those directly involved in the
problem being investigated, in this case terminal patients, relatives,
doctors and nurses.

A qualitative sample is usually chosen purposively to reflect the
situation under review. For example, Oakley, a feminist researcher,
conducted a groundbreaking study of housework in the 1970s that
fundamentally altered the notion that housework was not ‘work’
(Oakley 1985). It still surprises many to learn that she interviewed
only 40 women for this study. However, her sample was chosen
purposively to reflect women working full time in the home in
working-class London; it was small and she was not claiming that it
was representative of all women. Her work was so well crafted that
she influenced a generation of feminist researchers. Choose your
sample to reflect accurately the problem you wish to study or the
area you wish to explore.

Data collection

The way you go about collecting your data is equally as important
as the way you draw up your sample. While data collection methods
will vary according to the type of information you are seeking, the
research question and the resources at your disposal, there are no
right or wrong methods for a given situation or a given methodology.
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As Sarantakos (1998) notes, methods are the tools of trade for the
social scientist and each method is used where and when it proves
the most suitable. We should, however, choose methods that are the
best ways of obtaining the information required. For example, ques-
tionnaire data will tell us how people felt about a particular issue at
a given point of time, but may not be consistent with how they
actually behave when the situation in question arises. A good example
might be a survey of a group of nurses in nursing homes that finds
that they are adamant that the elderly in their care deserve the best
quality of life that can be provided. A study using observation
methods may, however, have revealed that nursing homes are under-
staffed and that patients may not always be fed and showered on
time, and may be left sitting alone in their rooms for long periods of
time. The nurses have not necessarily lied during their survey. The
researcher has simply used an inadequate method for collecting the
data.

Methods employed in quantitative and qualitative research often
overlap. For example, you might use interviews, surveys, unobtrusive
methods or content analysis in either—the methods are merely
the instruments used to elicit the desired information. What differs
is the purpose for which they are used (or the theoretical perspective
of the researcher) and the way they are used (or the implementation of
the methods).

Quantitative methods are more precisely implemented. They are
carefully developed and tested prior to the commencement of the
study to determine the suitability of the chosen methods. For
instance, if the instrument is to be a questionnaire aimed at deter-
mining the cause and effect links between variables, it must be
carefully tested to determine whether the questions relate to the
chosen variables. Qualitative methods are far more flexible and allow
the researcher to change and develop the methods employed. For
example, survey methods may be unstructured or semi-structured,
with topic areas specified and questions varying depending on the
issues being explored. This allows the researcher to move into new
areas of inquiry and to better understand the perspectives and pri-
orities of the subject. Thus, while methods may be similar, the way
they are used by a quantitative or qualitative researcher may vary.
As a researcher you must be clear about your own perspective and
what it is you are seeking to know. Based on this information, your
plan will specify the method/s you have chosen.

Administration

Conducting any piece of research creates a significant amount of
administrative work. Your plan should note the administrative
arrangements that will be put in place to ensure the success of your
method/s. If you have chosen to survey 1000 people, for example,
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what materials will you need? Will you need research assistants? How
will they be recruited/paid? How will they be trained? Where will
interviews take place and how will you set them up? What ethical
clearances do you need to obtain prior to commencement? What will
you do about non-response? Where will data be stored securely while
awaiting processing? If you have chosen to do a qualitative study
you might have decided to use participant observation or un-
structured interviewing as your method. How will you gain entry
to the situation? Have you thought through the ethical issues? Have
you the time and resources to spend a great deal of time in the
research situation? For any method there will be a multiplicity of
administrative issues to be sorted out and documented in your plan.

Administrative tasks

Materials organised

Access to equipment arranged

Assistants recruited and trained

Interviews or access to the situation organised
Travel and accommodation booked

Data storage security arranged

Ethical issues resolved

Data analysis

Richards and Richards (1990, p. 5) note that ‘theories are not little
lizards waiting under rocks to be uncovered; but webs of under-
standing constructed by the researcher, and used actively to make
sense of the data’. The success or failure of any research endeavour
lies in the researcher’s ability to work with the data and to actively
generate understandable theoretical arguments. (This will be more
fully discussed in chapters 12, 13 and 14.) What have you discovered
that you did not know before? How can you document these findings
to clearly indicate the new information you have generated? This
process is, perhaps, the most daunting for new researchers but also the
most exciting, because you have made discoveries and have created a
new understanding of the research issue. Once you have undertaken
this process of analysis, you will find that the research process is
demystified, understandable and challenging.

The way your data are to be analysed is an integral stage of any
research and should be planned carefully. If you have conducted a
quantitative survey and have data requiring statistical analysis, you
may need to employ an analyst or purchase appropriate computer
software and seek relevant training. A qualitative research study
produces vast amounts of new data, often unstructured, which must
be coded, categorised and analysed. This can be usefully done by
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computer. Whatever means you choose, you must incorporate this
into your plan and allow time and resources for training or employ-
ing others to do the analysis.

Reporting

The final section of your plan will detail how you propose to report
your findings. What is the most appropriate medium to allow you to
widely disseminate your findings so that they have maximum impact
on the situation which led you to do the research in the first place?
You might decide that this is an interdepartmental report, a confer-
ence paper, a journal article, a book or a newspaper article. You
should see this stage as crucial to the resolution of the problem and
make resources available. You may need to contact agencies, editors
or publishers before you commence your research so that no time is
lost and your research findings do not become dated. Chapter 15
expands on this topic area.

Reporting your research

Interdepartmental report
Conference paper
Journal article

Book or book chapter
Newspaper

Pamphlet or flyer

CONDUCTING THE RESEARCH

Your plan acts like a roadmap that indicates how your study will be
conducted. It should be comprehensive so that no surprises emerge
during the execution phase. When conducting the research you
should follow the plan you have developed, allowing some flexibility
for the unforeseen issues that may arise. The execution phase takes
a great deal of time and represents the major commitment in terms
of time, energy and focus. Do not be discouraged if your data do not
support your position or if your research plan must be reassessed.
Negative or non-significant findings are just as valuable as findings
showing a significant relationship or positive effect. If people do not
publicise such findings, the research community and the profession
may be left with a distorted picture of the existing situation. The
experience you gain is important, and your findings will contribute
to the knowledge base of our profession regardless of whether or not
they are earth-shattering revelations.
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DISSEMINATING THE FINDINGS

Research should be viewed as having three equally important stages:
the preparation phase, the execution phase and the dissemination
stage. Your research findings may have the potential to completely
change our thinking on a particular issue. However, unless you first
communicate your findings effectively by writing them in a way that
is clear and intelligible and, second, disseminate those findings
widely, your research will merely gather dust on your bookshelf.
Research reports should be written clearly and concisely in a way
that interests the audience by avoiding jargon and masses of super-
fluous information. Take careful note of the points outlined in chap-
ter 15 when presenting your findings.

RESEARCH IN ACTION

To further your understanding of the differences between qualitative
and quantitative methodologies and the different types of research
plans they generate, let us examine some examples. In 1995 the article
below appeared in an Australian rural newspaper.

THURSDAY, 16th NOVEMBER, 1995
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE COMMITTEE

—— newly formed Domestic Violence Committee will meet for
the first time today following the issue of a record number of
domestic violence orders following Monday’'s —— Local Court
sitting.

Fourteen domestic violence restraining orders were issued
after Monday’s court.

It was the largest number ever issued here.

A committee to formulate effective response systems to the
problem, and to follow up progress in individual cases has
been formed.

The article details a significant increase in the number of local
women appearing before the local court seeking protection orders
from their violent partners. It was sent to us by a colleague in the
area. As researchers in the welfare field, we are alarmed by the social
problems in the town that underlie these bald facts. You might ask
yourself, if you were a member of the newly formed Domestic
Violence Committee, how would you best go about finding out more
about the situation in order to formulate an effective response?

The first issue is problem definition. What are your objectives?
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What is it we wish to find out? Are we interested in quantifying the
problem or seeking to explore and understand the experiences of the
women or the perpetrators in the town? Are we interested in how
the police and legal systems are responding to the situation? What
programs or actions have proved effective? Is this an historically
isolated experience for this town, or is it a common feature of the
gender dynamics in rural communities? Is this town any different
from other small rural towns and how does it compare to coastal
towns or cities? These questions illustrate how difficult it is to decide
what you might fruitfully explore through your research.

To help define the problem, outline your objectives carefully. Do
you want facts about the numbers of victims coming before the
courts? Are you more interested in understanding the experiences of
the women so that you can develop programs? Are you interested in
the possible link between poverty /unemployment and violence? Your
ultimate concern will no doubt be to influence programs and policy
so that violence is no longer a feature of your town.

Let us examine some different approaches, one quantitative and
one qualitative, the qualitative example having a feminist orientation.

QUANTITATIVE STUDY OF VIOLENCE
AGAINST WOMEN IN RURAL AREAS

Definition of the problem

From the newspaper report you have determined that violence is
possibly an emerging and increasing problem in small towns. You
have, therefore, decided to test this hypothesis and to determine
whether there is a link with high unemployment levels. Your hypoth-
esis acts like a guess or tentative answer to a perplexing problem.
Your hypothesis is: ‘Violence against women is increasing in small
rural towns as unemployment levels increase’.

Note that you will need to operationally define certain terms in
your hypothesis. Violence against women has been variously defined
over history. However, there is now consensus that violence should
be more broadly defined than overt physical violence and include
emotional, psychological and spiritual violence (National Committee
on Violence Against Women 1992). This definition is comprehensive
but, in turn, difficult to research because many women do not report
their experiences of violence. When they do, it is more likely that
they will report physical rather than non-physical forms of violence.
You might choose, then, to operationally define violence against
women as ‘cases reported to police and to social/welfare workers in
local agencies’. Small rural towns might be operationally defined as
towns with 5000 or less. “Unemployment levels’ are operationally
defined as government unemployment statistics for the areas studied.
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Operationally defined, your hypothesis now reads: ‘Violence
against women, as evidenced by reports to police and social/welfare
workers, is increasing in rural towns of 5000 or less as official
unemployment figures increase’. As a social worker, you are con-
cerned to incorporate into your study an examination of treatment
procedures and effective programs. Your study will have a further
aim to examine the responses of the helping professions in the towns
surveyed.

Literature review

You must read widely to determine what studies have already been
done in this area and to help you to further define your approach to
your research. There is a great deal of literature conceptualising and
contextualising violence and you should read as much as you can so
that you are aware of the theoretical work in the area you are
researching. Many researchers are so keen to get into the field and
to begin collecting data that they may ignore the value of existing
literature in helping to develop an efficient and sound study.

Preparation

Funding research is a constant problem for researchers and workers
in the welfare field. You might seek funding from your agency, or
from a combination of the services represented on the steering com-
mittee. Alternatively, the committee might choose to make a joint
submission to an external funding body. In any case, cost your plan
carefully so that you are not disadvantaged by a shortfall in funding.

In any research, particularly in an area as sensitive as violence,
you should make sure you have ethical clearance from your own
agency and/or the funding body’s ethics committee. In this case,
issues of confidentiality, privacy, access to counselling for inter-
viewees, and security for those taking part are all relevant ethical
issues.

Research design

How to gather data that accurately reflects the defined problem is a
skill that must be learned. To assist with this, a carefully developed
research design is vital. Your design reflects the ideal sampling, data
collection and data analysis methods chosen. You must draw up a
careful plan to test your hypothesis, always bearing in mind that your
plan will be limited by your funding and time constraints. Despite
these, ensure that it retains its focus on the research problem. Let us
assume that you have adequate funding and have permission to
spend one day a week for six months on this study.
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Sampling

The committee decides to restrict the study to ten rural towns with
populations of less than 5000 in the state where you are working.
Your sample of towns might be chosen randomly, or be determined
by distance constraints so that the ten closest to your home form the
basis of your study, or you might look at towns across a number of
regions including coastal and inland areas. Within the ten towns, the
committee decides to survey a representative sample of local police
and social/welfare workers. Your first task is to seek the names and
addresses of these service providers so that your sample is complete.

Data collection

Your methods must be chosen well to gather the required data and
adequately test your hypothesis. In this case, you are seeking reported
cases of violence as well as unemployment figures and information
on response mechanisms. Because you are looking for a link between
the two variables your data must span a specified period (say two
to five years) to determine fluctuations. Collecting data on employ-
ment figures will be relatively easy as these can be obtained through
the government employment services. These data will be broken
down by local areas and will allow you to note fluctuations.

Collecting data on reported cases of violence will be more difficult
as you will need to survey a number of people to gather the required
information. You might choose to draw up a questionnaire or inter-
view schedule for the police and service providers in the selected
towns. With a sensitive issue such as this, face-to-face interviews,
although time consuming, will allow you to gather the information
more successfully than mailed questionnaires. Your interview should
cover issues dealing with historical trends in the reporting of vio-
lence, but should also examine a number of other issues that might
affect reporting in order that you may determine whether any factors
not related to unemployment are affecting the results. Issues such as
changes in legislation, new services which make it easier for women
to seek help, community education and community changes in
attitude will have an impact on the reporting of violence, and may
have a greater effect on results than unemployment. You will also
include questions on types of service responses and effective pro-
grams.

Before entering the field you should test your questionnaire by
pretesting questions and by conducting a pilot program in a town
not in your sample. Piloting allows you to refine your questions to
ensure that they are not ambiguous and are focused on the issue in
question. With a quantitative study, your interviews will be stand-
ardised so that each person is asked the same series of questions.
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Administration

The administration issues involved with this study will depend on
the funds available. If you have sufficient funds to employ a research
assistant who can conduct the interviews for you, you will need to
allow time to draft the questions, to train the assistant, to conduct
the interviews and to analyse the responses. You may also need to
allot funds for travel and accommodation in the various towns to be
visited. Most importantly, you need to be sure your interview
appointments have been made well in advance.

Data analysis

Once the interviews are completed your analysis of the collected data
will necessarily take a great deal of time. This is where you determine
whether the evidence supports your hypothesis, or whether other
variables have had a greater influence on reported violence. There
are several quantitative data analysis computer programs available
that will assist you at this stage of your research—these will be
further discussed in chapter 13.

Reporting results

Your results may indicate that increasing reports of violence are
linked to increasing unemployment figures. They may also indicate
a number of other issues that influence violence in the community.
You may also have a great deal of valuable information on effective
programs. Whatever the case, you should not lose sight of the original
reason for conducting the study—your alarm at the numbers of
women reporting violence in the newspaper story. Your report of the
study should illuminate this issue and carefully present your findings.
If your results are being published in a newspaper, there is little need
to do more than report the issues. If you are writing a report, a paper
or a book, you should write about any additions to the conceptual
understanding of the problem that you are able to make. Your work
is useful regardless of how conclusive your findings are because it
adds knowledge and informs others about your methodology and the
application of methods to achieve the stated results.

QUALITATIVE STUDY OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Because qualitative researchers are concerned to understand the lived
reality of people’s experience, such a study will necessarily be differ-
ent to a quantitative study. In this case, the committee may decide
that a qualitative study is essential to understand what is happening
in the town. Qualitative research does not need a clearly defined
research hypothesis but it does require you to clearly state the
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research problem. The committee may decide that the problem is
essentially to find out more about violence in the town, what strate-
gies women employ to deal with the situation, whether current
responses are seen as acceptable, and what changes might be made
to deal more effectively with violence. In this case the plan is more
flexible and will be shaped by the emerging data. Regardless of the
methodology employed, a literature review remains an essential ele-
ment of any piece of research. Your reading should help to shape
your thinking and alert you to the issues that should be incorporated
into the study.

Research design

Sampling

In qualitative studies, there is no claim that the sample is repre-
sentative of the whole population, and little attempt to claim that
findings are generalisable beyond the study population. Qualitative
researchers are less interested in recognising patterns of behaviour,
attitudes or other phenomena than they are in understanding social
reality; therefore the sampling technique employed will be non-
probability based, or purposive, because subjects will be chosen for
a purpose. In this case, the committee decides to seek permission
to speak with women who are seeking protection orders to find
out what is happening to them, where they are seeking help, whether
this is effective and what can be done to prevent violence. The
committee also decides to speak with service providers in the town
to find an effective response, to coordinate community education
activities, to maximise protection for women and to undertake pre-
ventive measures against violence. Thus, the sample might comprise
women who have sought protection orders during the past two years
and all service providers in the town.

Preparation

To undertake such a study the committee must clarify where funds
will be obtained, who is to do the work and how the committee will
oversee the project. Most importantly, the committee must address
the ethical issues involved in the proposed study. How will victims
of violence be approached to participate in the study, and what
strategies will be put in place to ensure confidentiality is maintained?
Clearance must be sought from relevant ethics committees so that
those participants approached are not compromised. In this case, the
local police officer and the magistrate are part of the newly formed
committee. One of these officials might be asked to contact women
who have come to the court for assistance over the last two years to
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request their participation in the study. In this way, a purposive
sample of women might be developed.

Data collection

Effective methods for this piece of research would be semi-structured
interviews with the women and focused discussion groups with the
service providers. Semi-structured interviews allow certain desig-
nated areas of inquiry to be explored with the interviewees. Focused
discussion groups with service providers will allow information to
be collected from all providers and for response strategies to be
‘brainstormed’ in the group situation. This method will save time and
money. Data from both chosen methods are most effectively gathered
via tape recording. Permission must be sought from participants to
allow taping, and confidentiality of such highly sensitive material
must be ensured. We have found it effective to use no identifying
family names during interviews; this protects the confidentiality of
informants when tapes are being transcribed by assistants.

Because qualitative interviews usually take more time than quan-
titative interviews, and elicit a great deal of rich data, researchers
tend to do a smaller number of interviews. Students often ask, ‘How
many should I do?” The best response is that you should continue
until no new data is emerging.

Data analysis

Once tapes are transcribed you will find yourself with piles of print-
outs and, no doubt, a huge sense of uncertainty! However, you will
have a sense of the key issues from your interviews. This is why
qualitative researchers usually prefer to collect and analyse their own
data. The research is an emerging process which you should signpost
by writing memos to alert you to significant features of the data.
During the analysis phase these memos form an important part of
the coding process.

Your data should be coded around key issues and recurring
themes. In this case, key issues might be the significant factors which
have led to the violence, coping strategies, sources of help, issues of
rurality that aid or constrain help, legal responses, effectiveness of
protection orders, and suggested changes in response systems. The
qualitative analyst looks for patterns of response around such themes
to determine their findings.

Analysis of data from the focused groups should be a process
shared and developed by the group. The group might have a series
of meetings focusing firstly on what is happening now and what are
the current responses. Further meetings might develop strategies for
change to address the problem.
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Reporting findings

The data gathered in a qualitative study is no less important than
that gathered through quantitative research. Although this research
has looked only at the town itself, it is also important for workers in
other areas who may be facing similar issues and it is vital for policy
development because it may have identified issues which must be
addressed at policy level. Your research should be widely dissemin-
ated through newspapers, journals, conferences or a book chapter.

A FINAL WORD

In these examples we have made a clear distinction between qualita-
tive and quantitative methodologies for the purpose of illustrating
and highlighting differences. Many researchers now incorporate both
qualitative and quantitative aspects into a study in order to obtain a
comprehensive understanding of issues. Thus, in this example, the
committee might choose some quantitative analysis—analysing
trends in violence—and some qualitative analysis—assessing the re-
ality and impact of violence.

SUMMARY

This chapter has identified the steps you should undertake to conduct
a piece of research. Although these steps may vary by methodology,
they generally include problem definition, literature review and re-
search design stages of sampling, data collection, data analysis and
reporting.

The stages in the research process have been illustrated by refer-
ence to research aimed at examining violence against women in rural
areas. What is important to note is the way qualitative research seeks
to discover and explore issues in a different way to quantitative
research. While quantitative research seeks to tabulate, quantify and
discover cause-and-effect variables, qualitative research seeks to un-
derstand a situation from the inside by investigating the lived
experience of research subjects. These are important concepts for
beginning researchers to understand. Equally important is the fact
that research projects may contain both quantitative and qualitative
elements. In fact, we have often found that this may produce the
most comprehensive results. Furthermore, despite any claims to
methodological purity, experienced researchers will tell you that the
type of research you choose to conduct is often determined more by
pragmatic considerations such as time and resources than by any
overriding methodological orientation.
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QUESTIONS

1
2
3

\O o

What factors might influence your research?

What are the steps in the research process?

How does the process of quantitative research differ from quali-
tative research?

How do methods of data collection differ in quantitative and
qualitative research?

What means of data analysis would you use in qualitative re-
search?

How might you analyse quantitative data?

What administrative arrangements should you make in order to
conduct your research successfully?

What is the purpose of a literature review?

How and why should you report your research findings?

EXERCISES

1

In your work as a hospital social worker you have become aware

of an increasing number of patients presenting with AIDS-related

illnesses. Consider how:

= a quantitative study could add to our knowledge of the
problem

= a qualitative study might assist us to develop an under-
standing of the area.

Outline the steps in your research process.

Part of your work in a local community centre is to construct a
day care program for the aged. You have become conscious of the
difficulties experienced by carers. How might you:

= develop a quantitative study?

= develop a qualitative piece of research?

Outline the steps in your research process.

FURTHER READING

Fortune, A. E. & Reid, W. ]J. 1999, Research in Social Work, 3rd edn,

Columbia University Press, New York.

Herbert, M. 1990, Planning a Research Project, Cassell, London. An

easy-to-read guide to the stages in a research project.

Mark, R. 1996, Research Made Simple: A Handbook for Social Workers, Sage

Publications, London. This is a step-by-step guide to the research
process.

Rogers, G. & Bouey, E. 1996, ‘Reviewing the literature’, in Social Work
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Research and Evaluation, R. M. Grinnell Jr (ed.), 4th edn, E E. Peacock
Publishers, Itasca, Ill. Appendix A provides a useful examination of
the process of reviewing literature.
Sarantakos, S. 1998. Social Research, 2nd edn, Macmillan, Melbourne.
Yegidis, B. L., Weinbach, R. W. & Morrison-Rodriguez, B. 1999, Research
Methods for Social Workers, Allyn & Bacon, Boston.
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5 SAMPLING

All those 1 favour of
Sampling say aye

Sampling is about choosing who or what we wish to study in order
to answer our research question. Sometimes these units of study are
chosen randomly (more typically for quantitative research) and some-
times they are purposively selected (more typically for qualitative
research). In any case the way we choose the units of study will have
a major impact on our results and should, therefore, be done thought-
fully and with a clear rationale.

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
SAMPLES

It is important to note that quantitative researchers use probability
sampling while qualitative researchers will more often opt for non-
probability sampling. Quantitative researchers require a random or
probability sample for the statistical processes they undertake (see
chapter 14). Qualitative researchers, on the other hand, use non-
probability sampling because of the nature of their research which is
largely exploratory. Researcher bias is unavoidable but the process
allows a significant sample to be generated quickly.

Qualitative researchers often seek typical cases. Sometimes, how-
ever, they deliberately seek atypical, extreme or deviant cases, as a
means of shedding light on the typical or for their own intrinsic
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interest. Often sampling in qualitative research is controlled not by a
need for statistical rigour but by the developing theoretical argument,
and so the sampling paradigm is sometimes referred to as theoretical
sampling. In other words, the sample is chosen to assist the researcher
to understand the phenomena under study and to illuminate the
researcher’s emerging theory. Because the type of research under-
taken by quantitative and qualitative researchers is different, neither
probability nor non-probability sampling is superior to the others, or
necessarily more effective.

Quantitative versus qualitative sampling

Quantitative Qualitative

= Probability sampling = Non-probability sampling
= Objectivity = Subjectivity

= Representative = Non-representative

= Results generalisable = Results not generalisable
= Statistically rigorous = Not statistically rigorous

= Random sampling = Theoretical sampling

»  Claims no researcher bias = Researcher is integral to

sample selection
= All units equal or known = No attempt to give units an
chance of selection equal chance of selection

WHAT IS A SAMPLE?

Thus once we have decided on our research question and other
aspects of our research design, some thought must be given to the
subjects, cases or events we wish to study. In order to be completely
accurate, every person (or case or event) in the population under
study would need to be surveyed. This is called a saturation sample
or census. In practice, saturation sampling is rarely possible because
of the nature of the study question, the size of the population and
because of time and resource constraints. Instead, we select a sample
from the total population under study. In quantitative research, this
sample is ideally chosen at random. As a result, researchers can claim
that results are generalisable because inferences can be drawn from
the research about the wider population (that is, the results from the
sample are representative of results in the population).

For a sample to be representative, it must be chosen in such a
way that subjects or cases have beliefs, attitudes or experiences which
are similar to the population being investigated. Conventional social
science wisdom suggests that a random sample drawn from the study
population and selected according to sampling theory will reflect the
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characteristics of the entire population. In this way, the researcher is
able to make informed statements about the group under study.

Let us look at an example to allow us to better understand the
concept of sampling. Imagine yourself an employee of a government
income-support organisation that provides payments for people who
are unemployed, ill or unable to work due to disabilities. It also pays
pensions to people of retirement age and income supplements to
people caring for others full time, or for children with disabilities.

You are interested in examining the attitudes and experiences of
clients coming to your agency for the first time. You are concerned
that clients may find the experience humiliating and confronting.
Your ultimate aim with such a study might be to make this experience
easier for clients. To study such an issue affecting a very large group
you must draw a sample. First-time clients will represent at least
several thousand people each week. Ideally you would study all
first-time clients in every office of the income-support organisation
across the country over a specific period of time. Pragmatically, you
might choose a sample that is localised (first-time clients in your own
office) and time-defined (in a one-week period). Such a sample may
allow you to generalise beyond the subjects of the study but with a
large degree of caution.

No doubt you have noted that drawing such a sample will have
serious limitations. Can you generalise beyond the local area? Do
your findings reflect the experiences of clients in branches in other
locality areas? Will clients in small communities find the experience
more difficult than those in larger, more impersonal offices? By
confining your time frame to one week, are you picking up on
seasonal variations in the workforce? Are recent school leavers, for
example, a part of your sample?

As you can see from this example, drawing a sample that accu-
rately reflects the study population requires a great deal of thought.
Because of pragmatic concerns such as time and resource constraints,
you may have to make trade-offs that reduce the generalisability of
your findings. This is not to say that you should not undertake the
proposed study. Your findings, and particularly any strategies you
develop which improve client service, will be useful to workers in
offices across the country.

Let us examine some of the most common types of sampling.
First, you should note that sampling can be categorised as either
probability or non-probability sampling.

PROBABILITY SAMPLING

Probability sampling refers to sampling in which each unit of the
population has an equal (as in the case of simple random sampling)
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or known chance of being selected for study. The units of the popu-
lation under study are referred to as the sampling frame. The sample
is chosen from the sampling frame in an unbiased and rigorous way,
allowing a small sample to be used to assess or predict the studied
behaviour in the larger population. Probability sampling is favoured
by quantitative researchers as it allows a high degree of repre-
sentativeness from which results can be generalised. The four main
types of probability sampling are:

1 Simple random sampling

2 Systematic random sampling
3 Stratified random sampling
4 Cluster random sampling

Probability sampling

= Each population unit has an equal, or known, chance of
selection
= High degree of representativeness
= Allows researchers to generalise results
= Favoured by quantitative researchers
= Four main types:
Simple random sampling
Systematic random sampling
Stratified random sampling
Cluster random sampling

Simple random sampling

Simple random sampling is the most common form of probability
sampling. There are several methods we might choose to select a
simple random sample.

Let us use another example to illustrate the process of simple
random sampling. Imagine you are working on a government policy
research team and you are interested in assessing the effects of a new
policy to move previously institutionalised people with psychiatric
problems into group homes in the community. Your study is moti-
vated by a number of violent incidents reported by police and causing
community concern. Your sampling frame represents the entire pop-
ulation of people who have moved from institutions to group homes
in the five years since the policy was adopted. Suppose that you find
that there are 10 000 people in your sampling frame and you choose
to sample 1000 of them. We might first allot a number to each person
on the list from 1 to 10 000. Numbers from 1 to 10 000 are then placed
in a container and are selected (without replacement) until 1000
numbers have been drawn. Referring to your list, the numbers are
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related to the people in the sampling frame. These 1000 are then used
as subjects for your study.

Alternatively, you might use a table of random numbers; these
are readily available in many research methods textbooks or can be
generated by a computer. Begin at a randomly selected point in the
table and choose the first number on the table between 1 and 10 000.
Work your way up (or down) the column selecting numbers and
relating them to your list of names. In this way you can generate
your sample of 1000.

Table of random numbers

1986 3067 1309
2254 5321 05632
4763 9854 5643
1589 8623 2875
7415 9792 3261

A simple random sample may be chosen in a number of other
ways, including by dates of birth or by initials. Any randomised
technique is suitable.

Simple random sampling

Sampling frame is identified

Desired sample number identified

Numbers assigned to subjects in sampling frame
Random numbers selected in some way
Numbers related to list of subjects

Sample generated

Systematic random sampling

Systematic random sampling varies from simple random sampling in
that the chosen units are not independent of each other. For instance,
you might decide to select every tenth person in order to generate
your sample.

The size of the interval between chosen units is decided by
dividing the total population, or sampling frame, by the desired
sample size. Thus, using our previous example of previously insti-
tutionalised people (10 000) and our desired sample (1000) we decide
the interval (x) in the following way:

_ total sampling frame
~ desired sampling

84



Sampling

10 000
¥ =000 - ¥

The first name on our list is chosen at random from those numbered

from 1 to 10. Thereafter, we choose every tenth person. We will

generate a sample list of 1000 using this method.

When using this method, we need to be careful that no unin-
tended bias creeps into the sample. For example, by choosing every
tenth name, we might be missing residents in smaller communities
and in certain types of group housing. (If the initial list is randomly
generated this should not be an issue.) Once your sample is selected,
carefully check that you have generated a sample that is not biased
on certain variables that may be important to your study.

Systematic random sampling

Sampling frame identified

Desired sample number identified

Numbers assigned to each subject in sampling frame
Sampling interval (x) identified

First subject randomly chosen

Every xth subject chosen

Sample generated

Stratified random sampling

Stratified random sampling allows us to divide our sampling frame
into various strata or groups before selecting our sample. This allows
us to ensure that each group is represented proportionately or dis-
proportionately to their numbers in the overall population. For
example, we might decide that it is important to assess how the
effects of group home living vary by gender. We divide our frame by
gender and select a random sample of 500 from each group.

Alternatively we might decide that age is a critical factor. We thus
divide our sampling frame by age and select from each group. If we
are to select a proportionate sample then we choose a sample from
the subgroup that reflects their numbers in the total sampling frame.
If we choose to sample disproportionately, then we choose equal
numbers from each group regardless of their relative proportions.
Table 5.1 illustrates the way we might select a stratified random
sample by age.

Whether you choose a proportionate or disproportionate sample
depends on how valuable you feel the information from each group
might be and what it is you wish to find out. For example, reported
incidents of violence among deinstitutionalised people might be
related disproportionately to the older age groups, in which case you
might feel a disproportionate sample will be more valuable. To choose
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Table 5.1  Selection of a stratified random sample by age

Number in sampling 1/10 proportionate  Disproportionate

Strata frame sample sample

Age 20-29 4000 400 250 (1/16)

Age 30-39 2500 250 250 (1/10)

Age 40-49 2000 200 250 (1/8)

Age 50 + 1500 150 250 (1/6)
10 000 1000 1000

a disproportionate sample the sampling frame is divided into age
groups. The sampling fraction is used to decide the interval between
chosen subjects. For example, in the 20-29-year age group every 16th
person is chosen, in the 30-39-year age group every 10th, in the
40-49-age group every 8th and in the 50+ age group every 6th.

A proportionate sample, on the other hand, is selected by choosing
every tenth person in each group.

Stratified random sampling

Sample frame identified

Desired sample identified

Strata or groups identified

Proportionate or disproportionate sample numbers identified
Sampling interval (x) identified for each strata or group
First name in each group randomly selected

Every xth person chosen from each group

Sample generated

Cluster random sampling

The final type of random sampling to be discussed here is cluster
random sampling. Cluster random sampling is generally used when
there is no sampling frame available; that is, we do not know who
is in the group from which we are sampling as there is no readily
available list of subjects. We also use this type of sampling when we
are limited by resource constraints. Suppose, for example, that we
wish to survey homeless street kids. We do not have access to a
convenient list of names from which to draw our sample. What we
can do is randomly select certain areas or clusters that are relevant to
our research problem. For example, we might choose to survey kids
in youth refuges in both city and country areas. While we cannot
hope to survey all homeless youth in all areas we can choose the
areas or clusters that represent the sample under study. To reduce the
possibility of sampling bias, it is a good idea to increase the number
of clusters surveyed. In our homeless youth study we might reduce
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bias by surveying in inner-city areas and in outer suburbs with high
ethnic populations. We might also survey in regional cities and a
selection of country areas, making sure we sample coastal as well as
inland regions. Once our clusters or areas are identified, we then
randomly choose our desired sample from the current population in
the identified youth refuges.

Cluster random sampling allows us to systematically sample a
population which is not readily identified. While it allows us to work
within budgetary limits and other constraints, it does increase the
possibility of sampling error. The only way to minimise this problem
is to increase the number of clusters surveyed.

Cluster random sampling

Sampling frame unknown

Desired sample identified

Clusters identified

Random sample drawn from clusters
Sample generated

NON-PROBABILITY SAMPLING

The second major category of sampling is non-probability sampling.
Non-probability sampling is generally used in exploratory research
and by qualitative researchers. It does not make any claims to be
representative of the population under study and therefore the
generalisability of results is limited. This, however, is not the point
of the research.

Non-probability sampling is very useful and justifiable when the
researcher is seeking information in a new area and targets subjects
or cases who typify the issue to be studied. Suppose, for example,
you are working in a respite unit and you wish to examine the
pressures facing carers of AIDS patients. Because AIDS is a relatively
new disease, little is known about the unique issues facing carers. To
explore this new area of investigation you select a small sample (for
example, ten) of carers known to you through your position in the
respite unit. You will note that these ten cases will not be repre-
sentative of all carers of AIDS patients because of the small sample
number and because they are limited by locality. However, this
sample will give insights into a previously unexplored area and will
provide a qualitative researcher with a rich source of data.

The four most common types of non-probability sampling are:

1 Accidental (sometimes called convenience or availability)
sampling
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2 Quota sampling
3 Purposive sampling
4 Snowball sampling

Non-probability sampling

s Each population unit does not have an equal chance of
selection
s No claim to be representative
= Does not necessarily allow the researcher to generalise
results
» Favoured by qualitative researchers
s Four main types:
Accidental sampling
Quota sampling
Purposive sampling
Snowball sampling

Accidental sampling

Accidental sampling is, as the name implies, a sample you chance
upon by accident. The sample is convenient or available to you for
some reason. The most common form of accidental sampling is
standing in a public place such as a supermarket or railway station
for a certain period of time and interviewing people who walk by.
For workers in the welfare industry an accidental sample might be
drawn from a worker’s caseload or from clients coming to the agency:.
Suppose you are working in a women’s refuge and you wish to
understand more about the difficulties women have seeking court
protection orders. You might choose a sample from your case records
or, alternatively, you might sample all new residents over a two-week
period. In either case, your sample is not representative of the entire
population of women seeking protection orders but it will give you
valuable insights into the legal and court process and allow you to
explore the problems facing women in this situation.

Accidental sampling

Sample drawn from available or convenient group
Sample reflects the problem being investigated

Number of subjects determined by access and availability
Sample generated
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Quota sampling

Quota sampling allows us to set quotas for subgroups of our sample.
Suppose, for instance, that we believe from our experience in the
women’s refuge that women with ethnic backgrounds find it more
difficult to obtain protection orders because they are reluctant to
approach the court system. We might then choose to study women
from a non-English speaking background as well as English speaking
women. We might also decide that it is important to survey women
with children under five as well as those with no children or older
children. We can draw up a matrix that will allow us to categorise
women in the study.

Children under 5

Non-English speaking

English speaking

background background
Yes A B
No C D

We must now decide how many women in each category will be
surveyed. If we decide all categories are important, we may seek
equal numbers of subjects for each category. For example, should we

seek a sample of 20, our matrix will look like this:

Children under 5

Non-English speaking

English speaking

background background
Yes 5 5
No 5 5

Quota sampling allows us to target certain characteristics that are
important to our research problem. Because it is a type of non-
probability sampling technique, it does not claim to be representative
of the population being studied. While it does allow us to make
observations about particular subgroups of the population, these
results cannot be generalised with any degree of certainty.

Quota sampling

Significant categories determined
Quota determined for each category
Quota selected

Sample selected for each category
Sample generated

Purposive sampling

This sampling technique allows us to select the sample for our study
for a purpose. We may have prior knowledge that indicates that a

89



Research for Social Workers

particular group is important to our study or we select those subjects
who we feel are ‘typical’ examples of the issue we wish to study. In
our study of women seeking protection orders, we might decide that
women from rural areas or outlying metropolitan areas appear to
have more serious problems and so we choose a sample from these
clients in order to determine why the system appears to be letting
them down. Alternatively, we might choose a sample of experienced
women who work in refuges in these areas to allow us a different
perspective to aid our understanding of the issues involved.

Purposive sampling

= Sample is chosen for a particular purpose

= Sample gives insights into a particular issue related to the
study area

s Number determined by the research topic, availability

s Sample generated

Snowball sampling

Snowball sampling is used when we have no knowledge of the
sampling frame and limited access to subjects who may meet the
criteria for our research. Suppose we do not have access to women
seeking protection orders as we do not have access to a refuge.
However, we do know a woman who has taken out an order.
We might approach her for an interview and ask her to nominate
other women she might know in the same circumstances. We contact
these women for interviews and they nominate further women. We
continue collecting our sample in this way until we feel we have
reached the stage where our sample is saturated. In other words, no
new information is emerging from our research and so we determine
our sample is complete.

Snowball sampling

= Contact a ‘typical’ case
= Ask this person to recommend further cases
s Continue until sample is complete and saturated

HOW BIG SHOULD MY SAMPLE BE?

One of the most often asked questions is about sample size. Students
and beginning researchers often beg for a magic sample size number.
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Research, however, is not as simple as that. Sample size depends on
what it is we wish to know, how certain we want to be about our
findings, the resources we have available, the research design and its
purpose, the type of statistical analysis required and the degree of rep-
resentativeness we consider desirable (Yegidis, Weinbach & Morrison-
Rodriguez 1999). Naturally, to be entirely accurate we would need to
survey the entire sampling frame. As this is rarely possible, you should
note that, in general, the larger the sample the more accurate will be
your findings. Of course, you should also note that a small repre-
sentative sample may be more accurate than a large unrepresentative
one. It depends on the accuracy of the sampling technique. For small
populations you should choose proportionately more for your sample
than for samples drawn from larger populations.

With quantitative research, sample size is related to the type of
statistical analysis you may wish to undertake. A minimum size for
adequate statistical analysis would be 30, although many texts sug-
gest your sample should be at least 100 or 120 (see, for example,
Williams, Tutty & Grinnell, 1995, p. 233).

It is important that you understand the concept of sampling error
in relation to sampling in quantitative research. We will explain this
concept in detail in chapter 14, once we have explained some basic
statistical concepts. For now, it is important to know that sampling
error is an estimate of the amount of error you could make if you
use just one sample of a certain size from a population to estimate
the results for the whole population. In chapter 14 we show you that
standard error or sampling error is inversely proportional to the size
of your sample—hence you will have more confidence that your
sample statistics will be closer to those of the population if you use
a larger sample. The general principle is to take the largest repre-
sentative sample you can.

Experienced statisticians have developed ways of estimating
sample sizes that will give you a fairly accurate result based on the
size of the population. One such table is reproduced here (Table 5.2)
for your consideration. Note that the ideal sample size varies accord-
ing to the confidence level required.

Confidence level (or confidence interval) refers to the level of
confidence we have that the results accurately reflect the views of the
population. A 95 per cent confidence level means that our results
could occur by chance only 5 times in 100 trials. You should aim to
have a 95 per cent confidence level with a 5 per cent standard error,
meaning that the results will be out by 5 per cent only 5 times in 100
(Royse 1999).We will discuss confidence intervals in more detail in
chapter 14.

Using Table 5.2, you can see that should you wish to sample a
population group of 100 with a 95 per cent confidence level and a
5 per cent margin of error, you would need to draw 79 of the
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Table 5.2 Appropriate sizes of simple random samples for specific permissible
errors expressed as absolute proportions when the confidence level
is 95 per cent

Sample size for permissible error

Population size 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.01
100 79 86 91 96 99
200 132 150 168 185 196
300 168 200 234 267 291
400 196 240 291 343 384
500 217 273 340 414 475
600 234 300 384 480 565
700 248 323 423 542 652
800 260 343 457 600 738
900 269 360 488 655 823

1000 278 375 516 706 906
2000 322 462 696 1091 1655
3000 341 500 787 1334 2286
4000 350 522 842 1500 2824
5000 357 536 879 1622 3288
6000 361 546 906 1715 3693
7000 364 563 926 1788 4049
8000 367 556 942 1847 4364
9000 368 563 954 1895 4646
10000 370 566 964 1936 4899
15000 375 577 996 2070 5855
20000 377 583 1013 2144 6488
25000 378 586 1023 2191 6938
30000 379 588 1030 2223 7275
40000 381 591 1039 2265 7745
50000 381 593 1045 2291 8056
75000 382 595 1052 2327 8514
100000 383 597 1056 2345 8762
500000 384 600 1065 2390 9423
1000000 384 600 1066 2395 9513
2000000 384 600 1067 2398 9558

Note:  This table was calculated for binomial distributions.
Source:  Research Methods in Social Work, 3rd edn, David Royse, Nelson-Hall Publishers, Chicago.

members of that group into your research sample. If the population
is 1 000 000, your sample size should be 384.

Social work students frequently do qualitative research where
sample size is not such a big issue and relates more to convenience
and availability. With qualitative research you tend to continue to
sample until no new information is emerging. Once you get to the
point where you feel you've heard it all before you know your sample
size is complete.

Size of sample is also guided by the diversity of the population
you are studying. If your target group is heterogeneous you will need
a larger sample size than if it were homogeneous. For example, if the
target group is white, anglo-saxon and middle class you will achieve
a high level of accuracy with a small sample. If the target group
includes several ethnic groups, and diverse income levels, you will
need a much larger sample.
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SUMMARY

When we conduct a piece of research we are interested in a particular
target group or population. It is rarely possible to survey the entire
population so, using sampling techniques, we select a sample of this
target group. This chapter has examined the types of sampling tech-
niques we can use to generate an adequate sample. We have seen
how a sample can be developed using either probability or non-
probability techniques. Probability sampling is a more precise or
non-biased method which allows a representative sample to be
selected, and results to be generalised. In order to use probability
sampling we should have access to the entire target group—this is
called the sampling frame. Four types of probability sampling have
been discussed in this chapter. They are simple random sampling,
systematic random sampling, stratified random sampling and cluster
random sampling.

Non-probability sampling, on the other hand, is less precise and
involves researcher bias. It allows the researcher to carefully select
the sample for a particular, usually theoretical, purpose. Non-
probability sampling techniques are used for exploratory, qualitative
and often feminist research. They include accidental sampling,
purposive sampling, quota sampling and snowball sampling.

Decisions on sample size, which are particularly critical in quan-
titative sampling, are governed by the accuracy we desire and the
degree of homogeneity of the group. In general, the larger the sample
the more confident we can feel about the generalisability of our
findings. However, if the group is homogeneous we can feel confident
about limiting sample size.

Non-probability sample sizes are not as critical as they are for
probability sampling, as sample size is governed by the emerging
data such that a researcher should continue sampling until no new
data is emerging.

QUESTIONS

—_

Why can’t I make it easy on myself and do a saturation sample?

2 What is the difference between probability and non-probability
sampling?

3 Outline the four main types of probability sampling and provide
an example for each of when they would be an appropriate choice.

4 OQutline the four main types of non-probability sampling and
provide an example for each when they would be the most
appropriate choice.

5 What issues affect the size of the sample you should take?
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EXERCISES

1 Go to the library and find three social work research articles. List
the article and the sampling technique used for each. Note
whether you feel the sample is adequate for the research problem
discussed.

2 Go to the library or a government department. Locate a govern-
ment report based on research which lists policy recom-
mendations. Assess whether the report is based on an appropriate
sample and whether the recommendations are well-grounded in
the research.

3 How would you develop a sample to study the employment
status of graduates of your social work course?

4 How would you develop a sample to study the opinions of people
about euthanasia?

FURTHER READING
You will find that most research textbooks have a detailed section on

sampling techniques. Select those that support your methodological
position and review the discussion on sampling.
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Having decided on your research questions, the basic design of your
research (whether qualitative, quantitative or multimethod design)
and who will be researched (your sample), the next step is to create
your research instrument. In this chapter we will consider the two
most common forms of research instrument: surveys (or question-
naires) and interviews.

Surveys and interviews generally lie on a continuum, with sur-
veys being at the more structured end and interviews at the less
structured. Usually, surveys are the research tools for quantitative
methodology, with the design and questions being prepared well
before the research subjects are contacted. Interviews, on the other
hand, can be more flexible and are often the tools of qualitative
research. Sometimes, however, surveys may be administered by an
interviewer (structured interviews), and qualitative researchers can
use surveys. We have already seen one example of how a mailed
questionnaire was used in qualitative research in chapter 3, in the
evaluation of rural postnatal depression groups. Keeping these things
in mind, the continuum of research tools from surveys to interviews
is as shown in Table 6.1.

Interviews can also be held with groups of people. Such inter-
views are often called focus groups and will be discussed at the end
of this chapter.

Of course, there are many other research instruments as well as
surveys and interviews, some of which are covered in later chapters.
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Table 6.1 Continuum of research tools

Structured, Unstructured,

pre-planned, spontaneous,

quantitative qualitative

mailed survey telephone structured semi- in-depth

surveys personally interview interview structured interview
delivered interview

Nevertheless, surveys and interviews are still the most commonly
used tools in social research and it is important to understand some
basic principles for using them. In this chapter we will first discuss
surveys, including issues common to both surveys and interviews.
We will deal mainly with quantitative surveys in this section. We
provide some tips on how to construct a questionnaire, then we
discuss the sorts of questions you might include in your survey. The
third section summarises the process of conducting a survey. Follow-
ing this we review different styles of interviews, including handy
hints on interviewing, in-depth interviews and focus groups.

SURVEYS

On designing surveys for quantitative research, most of the hard
work is done before you conduct the interviews or mail the question-
naires to the people you are researching. For the purposes of this
chapter, we will assume that you have thought about your research
topic and its general design, read about it and discussed it widely
with key stakeholders and interested people, perhaps formed a steer-
ing committee or advisory group, and formulated your research
questions (including transforming them from concepts into measur-
able variables). We will also assume that you have decided what the
unit of study is to be, who the population is, and how you will design
and find your sample.

Constructing your questionnaire

There are five aspects which you need to address when constructing
your questionnaire. These are: the cover letter, the instructions, the
structure of the questionnaire itself, layout and follow-up procedures.

Cover letter

The cover letter is essential and needs to be carefully planned if you
want people to take your survey seriously and be willing to partici-
pate. The cover letter can make the difference between whether
people will return their survey, or agree to a telephone or personal
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Figure 6.1 Cover letter

Consumer Consultancies Inc.
PO Box 54 Country Gardens Inland City Australia 8276
Telephone 09 333221 Fax 09 333222

February 1998

Dear Citizen

| am part of a group of independent consultants who have been employed by the
government income support agency. We are conducting research on how people
found their first visit to an office of this organistion.

Please fill in the enclosed questionnaire. Everyone who visited the agency for the
first time this week has been given a copy. Your response will provide valuable
information about the operation of the organisation. Answering the survey is entirely
voluntary—you are not required to fill it in. However, if you do, you will help us
improve the quality of service the agency provides.

You will see that although personal questions are asked, you do not identify
yourself. The information you provide is completely confidential. Only your
postcode, age and gender are requested so that comparisons can be made
between regions, age groups and men and women. The agecny will not know
who answered the survey—it is sent to us, not the agency.

Please ring me on the above number if you have any questions about the survey.

Your time in filling in the questionnaire is greatly appreciated. It should not take
longer than half an hour. When you have completed the questionnaire please post
it, in the Freepost envelope provided, by the end of the week. No stamp is needed.

Thank you for your time and cooperation
Yours sincerely

Miranda Bloggs
Principal Researcher

interview. Be prepared for many drafts to get the right tone and form
for your cover letter!

Your cover letter should include a number of elements. Explain
who you are, which agency you represent, what the survey is about
and what it is aiming to achieve. It is also important to reassure
people about their anonymity and confidentiality, and about their
right not to participate. If you are using an identity number to follow
up non-respondents, you need to explain its purpose, how it is used
and how privacy will be protected. In mailed questionnaires a reply-
by date (usually two weeks) should be specified and a reply-paid or
freepost envelope included. For interviews, the next stage of contact
is explained. The cover letter must be as brief as possible, never more
than a page. Your aim is to arouse people’s curiosity and motivate
them to become involved.

Sometimes the cover letter doubles as a consent form, especially
in mailed surveys where consent is implied if people return the
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Figure 6.2 Consent protocol

This research project on sports reporting is being conducted by the Associate
Director of the Centre for Rural Social Research.

The purpose of the research is to assess the extent of women’s involvement in
sport in rural areas and to examine the portrayal of women’s sport in rural media.
Sporting representatives will be interviewed in three different rural areas. They will
be asked about women’s involvement in their sport and about their perceptions
of sports reporting. Media representatives will also be interviewed. Questionnaires
will be used for the initial interviews. In-depth interviews will also be held with
selected sporting representatives and media personnel. These will be taped,
transcribed and analysed via computer.

In order to ensure confidentiality, no person will be identified on tape, and names
will be changed where any reference is made to informants in the final report.
Tapes will remain the property of the researcher and no other persons (other than
the research assistant and the transcriber) will have access to the tapes.

Please note that, should you have any complaints about the conduct of the
research, you may contact the Executive Officer, Ethics in Human Research
Committee on 099 654321.

Consent Form
Research Project: Women and Sport in Rural Areas
Principal Investigator:
Dr Miranda Bloggs
Centre for Rural Social Research
099 654321

| am willing to participate in this research project. | understand that | am free to
withdraw my participation in the research at any time.

The purpose of the research has been explained to me and | have been given
the opportunity to ask questions about the research.

| understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of
this research about me are confidential and that neither my name nor any other
identifying information will be used or published without my written permission.

| understand that if | have any complaints or concerns about this research | can
contact the Executive Officer of the Ethics in Human Research Committee on 099
654321.

Signed:
Date:

questionnaires. At other times it is necessary to include a separate
consent form with your covering letter, and to make sure that respon-
dents have read it and signed it (that is, given their informed consent
to participate in your study), before you proceed with any form of
interview or questionnaire completion. Figures 6.1 and 6.2 contain
examples of a cover letter and consent protocol.
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What to include in your cover letter

Official letterhead of sponsoring organisation

Introduction to yourself and your role in the study

What the survey is for and why it is important

How the person was chosen and why their response is

important

=  Measures to protect confidentiality or anonymity (explain
identifying number if using one)

= Right to refuse

= General information about the research procedure (whether
they will be contacted again, who will interview them, reply
dates, etc.)

s  Contact phone number for further questions

Instructions

There are three types of instructions that you need to give when
sending a mailed survey or conducting a structured interview. The
first type involves general instructions about the whole survey. These
are usually in the cover letter with the most important instructions
sometimes repeated in an introductory paragraph at the beginning
of the survey itself. General instructions include: who should com-
plete the survey, how you want the questions answered and in what
order, that there are no right and wrong answers, that all questions
should be attempted and how to return the questionnaire by what
date.

The second type of instructions introduce different parts of the
survey. These instructions also act as signposts and punctuate the
‘flow” of the questionnaire (for example, ‘In this section you are asked
to answer some background questions so that we will know how
different people think about this issue’). Remember to thank respon-
dents at the end of the survey and to provide a contact number for
further questions or information, if this is possible.

The third type of instructions are specific guidelines to answering
different questions (for example, ‘Please tick the box which corres-
ponds most closely to your employment situation at present. Choose
one option only from the following list . . .").

Simple, clear instructions are vital to the success of your survey,
both in relation to the accuracy of people’s answers and also to the
response rate. If people are confused about what is expected of them
and the general reasons for it, they may give up and not return the
survey at all, perhaps only partially complete it, or answer a different
question from the one you intended. Figure 6.3 provides an example

99



Research for Social Workers

Figure 6.3 Example of questionnaire (page 1 only)
QUESTIONNAIRE ON QUALITY OF LIFE
Introduction

This questionnaire deals with quality of life and access to education. You are asked
questions about various areas of life including your housing, health, education,
work, transport and leisure.

Most questions just require you to tick or circle the answer which applies to you.
Please write ‘don’t know’ if you do not know the answer to any question, and ‘N/A
if it is not applicable. Leave blank any questions you do not wish to answer.

The information you provide is completely confidential. Only your postcode, age
and gender are requested so that comparisons can be made between regions,
age groups and men and women.

The questionnaire should take no more than half an hour of your time. Thank you
for your assistance. The first section is about your housing and household.

Housing and Household
1. Is your home in a:
[ City [ Large town [ Small town [ Isolated dwelling [ Other

2. Your postcode is: (for regional comparisons)
3. Are you living in a:
[J Caravan [ Flat/apartment [J Townhouse
1 House ] Farm ] Hostel
I Institution [J Retirement village [J Boarding house
[J College [J Nursing home [J Hospital

[ Training facility [J Other (e.g. rehab centre)

4. Please tick whether you own, rent, pay board for your home, or whether it is

free:

[J Owned by self/spouse [J Owned by self and others

[J Privately rented I Public rent: Department of Housing
] Rented through organisation [ Pay board to relatives

[J Pay board to others [ Free

1 Other

5. How long have you lived here?
years months

of the first page of a survey, showing introductory and specific
instructions.

Questionnaire structure

Good questionnaires are structured similarly to good conversations.
Initially it is important to establish rapport with the respondent by
asking enjoyable, interesting questions which are not too difficult,
challenging or personal. The researcher then ‘takes the respondent
by the hand” and guides them through a series of questions which
are grouped into topics or sections, providing brief rationales and
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clear instructions as discussed. Thus, it is important that the sections
or topics are meaningful, following a logical or sensible sequence,
and that within each section, questions follow a logical order.

Usually it is best to move from concrete to abstract, from easy to
hard, from simple to complex, from impersonal to more personal or
sensitive questions. This allows respondents who may not have
thought about issues in detail to think through the topic as they go.
Respondents are more likely to answer personal questions, including
background information such as age, gender, employment or marital
status, if these arise further into the questionnaire when they have
become more comfortable with the process.

It is important not to waste respondents’ time by asking them
questions which are irrelevant to their situation. Written surveys and
structured interviews avoid this by using filter and contingency
questions which direct respondents to other parts of the survey if a
particular topic does not apply to them. These questions will be
discussed in the next section.

Try to finish the interview or survey on a high note, leaving
people feeling a little better than when they began the process. As
most respondents volunteer their time to complete surveys or inter-
views, this is the least researchers can do. Asking people’s advice
about a particular topic and acknowledging their contribution are two
ways to achieve this. Remember to thank them for participating.
A reminder to post the questionnaire at the end of the last page is
also a good idea.

Layout

In these days of computers and a discerning public, the layout and
presentation of your questionnaire are increasingly important, espe-
cially for mailed surveys. It is now accepted that the presentation of
your questionnaire, even down to the type of envelopes and colour
of the paper, will affect your response rate. Paying attention to detail
and presenting your survey as an important document that is worthy
of the respondents’ involvement (and also reflects the hard work you
have put into it) has become a vital prerequisite for a successful
survey.

Most researchers advise printing one side of each page only,
because people often miss the second page on the back of another.
Having only one side of the page printed also allows room for extra
notes to be made on the blank side. Take advantage of the different
fonts now available to distinguish between instructions and ques-
tions. Make sure that filter questions and instructions about where
to go in the questionnaire can be seen at a glance. Space the questions
so that the page does not look crowded, leaving adequate room for
answers to open-ended questions. Also, remember to leave a column
on one side of the page for computer coding.
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Layout is not so important for interview schedules, as these are
usually for the interviewer’s eyes only. However, it is important to
leave plenty of room for comments and, where possible, guides to
directly computer-code the respondents’ answers onto the form. Spac-
ing needs to be clear so that interviewers can find their place easily.
On interview schedules it is also possible to include extra suggestions
about prompts and, in more qualitative, semi-structured interviews,
probes to explore topics further.

Follow-up procedures

Whether interviewing or sending mailed questionnaires, you need to
plan what to do in case of non-response. Many researchers label each
of their mailed questionnaires with an identity number so that they
can keep track of who has replied. Some researchers send a reminder
postcard to all people in the sample a week after the survey was due,
thanking those who replied and reminding those who have not.
A week or so later, another copy of the questionnaire and a new cover
letter is sent to non-respondents. Sometimes researchers also use
follow-up reminder telephone calls. Of course, it is important to
respect people’s right not to participate in the study, and not to harass
non-respondents who are actually refusals.

In the case of interviews, researchers often contact potential
respondents by telephone soon after the initial letter or approach is
made, to seek consent and arrange a time for the interview. Follow-up
procedures for people who are not at home when the researcher calls,
or who are not on the phone, also need to be planned.

Survey questions

Survey questions can be about facts, knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, moti-
vation, behaviour and many other aspects of life. When formulating
your questions, it is important to be clear which of these you wish
to collect information about and word your questions accordingly.

Types of questions

Questions in surveys can be broadly divided into two categories:
open-ended and closed-ended. In closed-ended questions, a range of
answers are set out for the respondent: either a yes/no, or multiple
choice, or a scale showing a range of responses. From the example
of the government organisation providing income support in the
previous chapter, some examples of closed-ended questions are
provided.

Devising closed-ended questions is difficult and requires much
work to make sure that a wide enough range of options is provided
not to prejudice the results. Sometimes the options for closed-ended
questions are created after extensive pretesting and pilot testing (see
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Examples of closed-ended questions, including scaled
questions

1 Please tick the box which describes the social security pay-
ments you were receiving when you first visited the office
of the Department of Social Security:
Sole parent Pension
Young Homeless Allowance
Aged Pension
Disability Support Payment
Special Benefit
Unemployment Benefit
Other
Not receiving payments at the time

0o

oooogg

2 Please indicate how you felt about your first interview with
departmental staff by circling a rating out of 5 for the fol-
lowing statements. On the scales, 1 = strongly disagree and
5 = strongly agree.

From my first interview at the Department of Social Security I

would say:
a. staff listened carefully to what I had to say:
1 2 3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree
b. staff acted as though I was lying:
1 2 3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree
c. staff treated me with respect:
1 2 3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree
d. staff attitudes need to improve:
1 3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree
e. staff provided me with the information I required:

3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree
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f. staff understood my situation

1 2 3 4 5
strongly neutral strongly
disagree agree

3 Were you told of your right to appeal decisions made by the
Department during your first interview?
Yes O
No O

next section) and are based on the results from earlier open-ended
questions. One advantage of closed-ended questions is that respon-
dents may be more inclined to circle a point on a scale, or to tick a
box, than to take the time to write sentences or comments, especially
about sensitive issues. A disadvantage is that closed-ended questions
could reflect the reality of the researcher rather than the people being
researched.

When creating the options for closed-ended questions, three rules
must be kept. First, the options listed must cover all the possibilities
so that all respondents can choose an answer (thus, sets of options
are said to be exhaustive). The second rule is that each category must
not overlap with any other (this is called having categories which are
mutually exclusive). Lastly, each set of categories should refer to only
one dimension (this is called unidimensionality). For example, a scale
referring to the agency’s staff would not be: ‘rude—aloof—courte-
ous—punctual’. Note that when using scales it is best to alternate
between positive and negative statements to avoid ‘response bias’
(respondents selecting answers in a set pattern).

Open-ended questions invite comments or opinions without antici-
pating the results. They are used extensively in qualitative research,
especially in interviews. Open-ended questions in mailed surveys are
best placed towards the end of the survey, and should be used
sparingly as they require more time and effort on the part of the
respondent than closed-ended questions. Prompts can be added to
clarify open-ended questions in mailed surveys. In interviews, the
interviewer can clarify, probe and prompt respondents about open-
ended questions. The advantages of open-ended questions include
that they make no assumptions about how the respondent will reply
(allowing for surprises that you may not have anticipated), and that
they provide much more scope for the respondent to express their
thoughts and feelings.

Two other types of questions that are important in questionnaires
are filter questions and contingency questions. These questions help
respondents to avoid topics that do not apply to them and to move
on to relevant parts of the questionnaire. In the income support
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1

Examples of open-ended questions

What happened the first time you visited an agency office?

Please describe how the staff behaved towards you during
your first interview at the agency.

How would you describe the attitude of agency staff towards
you?

agency survey a filter question might be: ‘Do you have young chil-
dren?’ (followed by instructions such as: ‘If yes, please answer the
following questions, if no, please turn to Section Two of this ques-
tionnaire.”) The contingency questions following the filter question

might be about taking children into an agency office, for example:

‘Would you feel comfortable taking your children with you to an
interview at the agency?’ ‘Could you suggest improvements we could

make so that our office is more friendly to parents and children?’

Tips on wording questions

Use plain, simple English; avoid jargon, acronyms and
initials

Make questions as short as possible

Be clear and avoid ambiguity (check the cultural meaning of
terms as well)

Avoid double-barrelled questions (e.g. ask about mother and
father separately, not parents)

Beware of leading questions (e.g. “‘Wouldn’t you agree that
all people on the dole are lazy?’)

Beware of the word ‘not’ (avoid negatives, especially in
closed-ended questions—they can be very confusing)
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= Beware of artificially creating an opinion (allow for the
options of ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’. Use filter questions
to check if people know about the topic you are researching)

s Decide if wording should be direct or indirect (‘Have you
ever been unemployed?’ versus ‘Please list your employment
history.”)

s Decide if wording should be personal or impersonal

Adapted from de Vaus (2002, pp. 97-9)

Steps in conducting your survey

There are several steps in designing a survey or questionnaire. Note
that they overlap, and that many will be carried out concurrently. For
example, as you design your sample you will also need to have in
mind the method for your survey (mailed questionnaire, telephone
interview or face-to-face interview) and your research topic. When
you are constructing the survey and the questions you will ask, you
will also be planning your data analysis.

1 Define the research topic

See chapters 2 and 3. Think about the problem, consult and read
widely, formulate your research topic, decide on qualitative, quanti-
tative or mixed design, formulate questions and hypotheses and
operationally define variables (if quantitative).

2 Choose the research instrument

Decide on the form your survey will take. Will you choose to mail
out a questionnaire, personally deliver the questionnaire to individ-
uals or a group, conduct a telephone survey or undertake structured
interviews? Your decision will rest upon the aims of your project, the
resources at your disposal, the sample of people you aim to research,
and the types of information you are seeking.

Generally if you are aiming to reach a large number of people
and have well-thought-out research questions which have been oper-
ationalised into indicators, a mailed survey will be the most
convenient and possibly most effective research instrument. On the
other hand, for exploratory research on sensitive or complex issues,
or for research with populations who have difficulty with written
English, face-to-face interviews may be the most effective method.
Telephone interviews can also be a useful strategy. Costing some-
where between interviews and mailed surveys, and allowing more
flexibility than written surveys though less than face-to-face inter-
views, they are also well worth consideration. However, if doing
telephone surveys, your questions must be kept simple unless you
also mail people a copy of the questionnaire to look at during the
interview. Another limitation of telephone interviews is that you will
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Table 6.2  Comparison of three survey research instruments
Face-to-face
Mail survey Telephone survey interview
cost lowest cost middle cost highest cost

response rate

coverage

convenience

accuracy and type
of information

anonymity

lowest response rate

reaches greatest
number of people
yet only those with
good literacy skills
and motivation
respond

respondent can
complete in own
time, at own pace

quick results ready
for computer entry

visual layout can
help comprehension

cannot clarify
confusion, probe or
prompt

cannot check if right
person answered
the questions

cannot check if
questions were
answered in the
right order

partial response
possible

needs to be short to
ensure response rate

least chance of bias
caused by
interviewer attitudes,
presence

highest level of
anonymity/
confidentiality

moderate response
rate

reaches
respondents with
poor literacy skills
but only those who
have telephones

can be completed
quickly

direct computer
entry of results
possible

can clarify questions

limited opportunity
to probe and prompt

misses nonverbal
responses

ensures questions
answered in right
order

can't always ensure
the right person
answers the
questions

more chance that
survey is completed
fully

must use simple
questions

moderate chance of
interviewer bias

less assurance of
anonymity

highest response
rate

reaches smaller
numbers but wide
range of people
whether illiterate,
low income, without
phone

time-consuming for
interviewer and
respondent

more time-
consuming to code
and enter data

can clarify
questions, probe
and prompt

can record
nonverbal and other
responses

can ensure the right
respondent answers
questions in right
order

interviewer may
misrecord response

most likely that
survey will be
completed

allows for longer,
more open-ended
responses

highest chance of
interviewer bias

less assurance of
anonymity

only be able to interview people who have a telephone. As you can
see from this very brief discussion, there are advantages and disad-
vantages of each method. These are summarised in Table 6.2.
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3 Identify population and sample

Review chapter 5. In defining your population and the units of study,
it is most important that you know who is included within the scope
of your definitions—who is in and who is out. It can be easy to
exclude people who should have been included and thus weaken the
impact of your results. As you design your sample and work out
sampling procedures, you will also be thinking about the most effec-
tive research method.

4 Construct draft questionnaire

Develop your questions, keeping in mind the objectives of your study
and the research questions and indicators you have created as you
operationalised your variables. As you work out the questions, you
will also be thinking about how you will analyse the data you collect.
All the variables you have come up with will need corresponding
questions.

A good idea at this early stage is to draw up ‘dummy tables’ of
the results you expect to get, to make sure that you are collecting the
right information to explore the relationship between the variables
that are most important for your study. Dummy tables are most
helpful in explanatory research. They can assist you to think through
whether your questions are at the right level of measurement, and
have the right amount of detail, for the purposes of your study.
Dummy tables are also useful in descriptive and exploratory research
for checking that the questions you ask will provide the information
you need to address your research questions.

Taking the income support agency example from the previous
chapter, suppose that you want to know whether clients have differ-
ent experiences of the agency depending on whether they live in the
country or city. At this stage you are interested in whether the clients’
experience was good, satisfactory or bad. In this case, it is implied
that coming from the country or city will be the independent variable
and clients’ experiences the dependent variable. The first dummy table
could look like this:

Location

Rural City
Experience at agency % %
Good
Satisfactory
Bad
Total 100 100

(n=) (n=)

You will need to work out questions which measure whether
respondents come from the country or city, and whether their experi-
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ence of the agency is good, satisfactory or bad. The series of scales
described in the section on question formulation can be transformed
into a summary measure to suit this table.

Perhaps you suspect that the length of time people have been
unemployed may also affect clients’ treatment when they visit the
agency’s office. Length of time of unemployment would then be an
‘interfering’ or ‘test’ variable, because it may ‘interfere” in the rela-
tionship you are investigating between living in the country or city
and people’s experience of the Department. The dummy table for the
interfering variable ‘length of time unemployed’ could look like this:

Long term unemployed Short term unemployed
Experience at Rural City Rural City
agency % % % %
Good
Satisfactory
Bad
Total 100 100 100 100
(n=) (n=) (n=) (n=)

As well as including questions about all the variables you have
devised for your research topic (independent, dependent and interfering
or test variables in the case of explanatory research), surveys include
questions on background information such as gender, age, education,
employment, marital status and ethnic background, depending on the
nature of the research. Such issues may affect the relationships you
are investigating and also provide a baseline of information about
the characteristics of your sample, which you can compare with the
population you are studying. Generally you should include questions
about these four types of variables in your draft questionnaire. At
this draft stage, it is wise to have a few extra questions about each
variable to try out during the next step of survey design.

Four aspects to include in questionnaire design

Independent variables
Dependent variables
Interfering or test variables
Background variables

5 Pretest questionnaire

Once you have your first draft of questions, including questions
relating to each of the major variables and background variables, it is
time to pretest your questionnaire. Try out sections of it, or the whole
thing, on friends, family, colleagues, experts and non-experts in the
area of your research, to see if the questions you have devised really
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elicit the information you want. Ask people if the questions could be
improved and generally obtain as much feedback as possible.

This is one of the most important stages in the process. It can be
very embarrassing to have the final version of the survey returned,
only to find that the majority of respondents ticked the ‘other’
category for an important question. You would still be none the wiser
as to what people thought about the issue! Thorough pretesting will
help you to pick up such difficulties early in the process.

Pretesting also assists you to discard poorly worded or confusing
questions, and questions which are repetitive or boring. During the
pretest you may also discover that some of the language is offensive
to the people you are researching. If so, change it immediately. It is
important that only the most effective questions end up in the ques-
tionnaire, and that the survey itself is not too long, while covering
the essential aspects of the topic.

6 Revise questionnaire

While you are pretesting the questionnaire on a wide range of people,
revise it and make changes, testing the new or revised questions as
you go. At the same time as you are pretesting the questionnaire, you
will probably be working out how you will select your sample for
the study. Once you are satisfied that the questions seem to work,
and that you have drawn the sample you hope to interview or send
the questionnaire to, it is time for the next step.

7 Pilot the questionnaire

This is an important stage, particularly for written questionnaires. To
pilot the questionnaire, you literally give the survey a ‘test run’,
under the same conditions in which you intend to conduct the whole
survey. Thus, you use the sampling procedures you have worked out
to try out the survey on a small group of respondents just as though
it were the ‘real thing’.

During the pilot you have the opportunity to fine-tune three main
areas of the survey. First, you are checking the questionnaire design
itself, including the wording of questions and scales, and the ‘flow’
of the questionnaire. Second, this is your chance to finalise field
procedures, such as the number of call-backs you will make if the
people you are interviewing are not at home when you call, or people
do not respond to mailed surveys. The pilot may also allow you to
gain an idea of how many refusals (to participate in your study) you
can expect, and to form ground rules about how you will deal with
this. Will you select a larger sample to begin with, to account for
refusals? While all researchers would welcome a 100 per cent
response rate, refusals indicate that respondents have genuinely
been given a choice about being involved, and that those who do
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participate have given their informed consent. You also need to
ensure that you only survey people once and don’t double-count
people in your sample. This can be a problem in large surveys or
when you are constructing a sample from multiple lists of names,
and is known as the issue of coverage.

Third, during the pilot you can test your definitions of population
and sampling procedures to ensure that your sampling frame has
allowed for all the people who should be included. You need to
include enough cases in the pilot to cover the variability which exists
in the total population. For example: Is the gender balance right? Is
there provision for people from non-English speaking backgrounds
to be included? Is the right age range covered? This is called attending
to the scope of the survey. Often researchers nominate a referee (it
could be your advisory committee) to make decisions about problems
of scope and coverage.

Another function of the pilot can be to test your tools for data
analysis and make sure the questions provide answers with the right
level of detail and measurement for analytical purposes. Thus, you
could use the data from the pilot to fill in the dummy tables and
check if the information gained will be sufficient for the statistics you
wish to perform. You also trial your coding procedures at this time.

During the period of the pilot test, training for interviewers often
takes place, if there is to be more than one interviewer in your study.
Feedback from interviewers during the pilot as to how the survey is
received is invaluable. Many researchers devise evaluation sheets for
their interviewers’ comments during the pilot test (a survey within
a survey!).

If the pilot test shows that there are only a few minor changes to
be made (that is, if your pretesting was thorough enough), then you
can keep your pilot test results to include in your data analysis. If
major changes are made to the questionnaire or sampling procedures,
however, you may not be able to include pilot results in your final
data analysis.

8-11 Data collection, coding and data entry, data analysis and
interpretation, publication

These last four steps are covered in chapters 12, 13, 14 and 15.
Further references on surveys are provided at the end of this
chapter.

INTERVIEWS

As we have seen, interviews are more flexible research instruments
than questionnaires. They can be used for a wide range of re-
search purposes: from very structured settings (literally as ‘spoken
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questionnaires’) through to unstructured in-depth interviews, and for
both quantitative and qualitative research designs. In this section we
will examine some of the extra features of interviews that are different
from surveys and provide some handy hints for conducting inter-
views. Note that many of the general principles identified for surveys,
such as establishing rapport, and being clear about your expectations,
also apply to interviews and will not be repeated in detail here. The
chapter concludes with a brief look at focus groups and other types
of group interviews.

THE CONTEXT OF SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH
INTERVIEWS

Before discussing the various types of research interviews you could
use, we raise some of the issues social workers must engage with
when they are doing research interviews.

Your role as interviewer—researcher or social worker?

Social workers undertaking research interviews face an interesting lot
of challenges—particularly if they are doing research as one of their
work roles in an organisation in which they also do face-to-face or
other client work. On one hand they can use their communication
skills to assist interviewees to feel comfortable, to be open and to
explore in depth their feelings about a research issue. On the other
hand, social workers must be very careful how they use their skills
so that they do not ‘lead the witness’ in any way.

Social workers interviewing people with whom they have other
relationships (for example, clients, relatives of clients, colleagues,
supervisees or supervisors) must be aware of the power and the
political and ethical implications of their research and its effects on
the people they are interviewing. If you have something your inter-
viewee wants, such as access to resources, or if they just want to
please you because you are their counsellor and they like you, they
are likely to tell you what they think you want to hear rather than
their actual opinion about an issue. This applies particularly to social
workers attempting internal evaluations of their own services. In such
cases other methods, such as anonymous questionnaires or using
interviewers from outside your service who can guarantee some
protection or privacy, are preferable to you doing your own
interviews.

The ethical issues raised throughout this book are especially per-
tinent to social workers undertaking research interviews, particularly
when they are in the dual roles of researcher and service provider.
You must be sure that interviewees are not exposed to additional
risks as a result of being part of the research. For example, how will
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you deal with a situation where an interviewee reveals something
confidential during a research interview which directly impacts on
whether they will continue to receive a service? In such cases the
issues of privacy, confidentiality, protection from harm and informed
consent are of paramount importance. It is part of your duty of care
as both a social worker and a researcher to have thought through
such issues well in advance and to have worked out strategies which
will protect the interests of all the players. Many of these dilemmas
can be solved in advance, particularly if representatives of the people
you are interviewing are also involved in designing the research (for
example, being on the advisory committee). Another important way
of preventing the dilemmas arising in the first place is to develop
clear role delineations with your supervisors about the separate roles
of practitioner and researcher.

A related dilemma social work researchers face when they are
interviewing people is drawing the line between helping and research
roles during the interview. Of course, this dilemma is not limited to
social work researchers! Researchers doing qualitative research, for
example, talk of the times when the people they are interviewing
become emotional about a topic, or it becomes obvious that they need
some assistance or information that the interviewer has. At this point,
you the interviewer may decide to ‘turn off the tape” and switch roles,
becoming a social worker for a while, then returning to the research
interview when it is appropriate. If such a situation arises, it is
important to be clear with your interviewee what you are doing and
what role you are undertaking at the time.

Researching sensitive issues

Most social work research which is relevant involves sensitive issues.
Usually these issues affect the people you interview, so the commu-
nication skills you have as a professional are particularly important.
Just as we noted for surveys, it is best to locate discussion of sensitive
issues around the middle of an interview. This gives you and the
interviewee time to develop some trust and rapport to be able to
discuss such topics, and also allows time for you to deal with any
unexpected outcomes.

It would be disastrous to raise an emotionally laden topic towards
the end of an interview, then finish abruptly leaving the interviewee
distressed. Remember that as most research participants are volun-
tary, the least you can do is leave them feeling a little better at the
end of the interview than they did at the beginning.

Diversity and interviewees in social work research

Because social work directs much of its effort towards improving
conditions for people who are disadvantaged and disempowered, it
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is to be hoped that much of your research will include people from
a wide range of backgrounds. An essential social work skill which is
also a research skill is the ability to work with a diverse range of
people, including people who come from different backgrounds from
your own.

While we mention various aspects relating to differences between
interviewers and interviewees throughout the rest of this chapter, we
thought it would be useful to include a checklist of ‘respectful com-
munication” hints. This checklist was devised by Cindy Lesley, an
indigenous advocate for people with disabilities. Originally created
as a tool for teaching students how to enter indigenous communities
and work with indigenous people with disabilities, it is also useful
as a checklist for respectful communication generally. It is relevant to
situations in which the people you are interviewing are different from
you and may have different assumptions about the world, and/or
ways of talking about things. This includes differences such as cul-
ture, language, disability, sexual preference, age or gender. You will
notice that it is as much about homework and preparing for the
interview beforehand, as it is about your behaviour during the inter-
view itself.

Guidelines for interviewing people from backgrounds
different from your own.

Note: As each situation is different, this is a list of questions and
things to be aware of, rather than rules!

When entering a new community

= Know the country/community you are visiting.

»  How do the people of the community refer to themselves?
» Do you have permission to enter the community?

Dress sense

s What is respectful and appropriate dress for this community?

= As a general rule, don’t wear glitz and glitter—usually basic
wear causes less offence.

= Do not wear clothes that could be seen as sexually provoc-
ative.

Non-verbal communication skills

» Find out what is appropriate: should you use eye contact or
not? How is other body language used (for example, head
gestures)?

= What is respectful nonverbal communication?

Verbal communication
When people are from non-English speaking backgrounds
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(including deaf people using sign language), or have learning
disabilities, it is important to:

= Use an interpreter whenever possible.

Speak in plain English.

Use minimal written material unless in the person’s language.
Use simple words without being patronising.

Find out about and use respectful verbal communication.

Concepts and language about sensitive concepts

= Build trust and rapport before launching into delicate issues.

= What words do people use about concepts such as ‘disability’
or ‘poverty’?

s How do they refer to these concepts within their commu-

nity?
= Do you need to go around the issue rather than ask directly?
Gender

= What are the usual rules for speaking with people from your
own and different genders?

= Do you need to take special measures in this community as
a result of your gender?

Cindy Lesley, Northwest Regional Advocate, Disability Service Aboriginal
Corporation, personal communication (2002).

Structured interviews

Structured interviews are usually questionnaires which are conducted
by an interviewer. In the strictest quantitative tradition, interviewers
working with quantitative interview schedules try to use exactly the
same wording, prompts and tone of voice for each interview, to
ensure that every interview is conducted as similarly as possible.
Nowadays computer interviews provide the closest approximation to
this ideal. In an interview situation with two human beings involved,
it is virtually impossible to make each interview the same. This has
its advantages, even in quantitative designs. The added flexibility of
an interview allows misunderstandings to be clarified, and enables
the researcher to ensure that the right person answers the questions
in the right order. None of these advantages are available in mailed
questionnaires.

The general rules for structured interviews follow the same prin-
ciples as for questionnaires. Go over the section on surveys carefully
if you are planning a structured interview as your research instru-
ment. Depending on the design of the study, it is often possible to
include more open-ended questions in structured interviews than in
mailed questionnaires, as the interviewer can prompt the respondent,
probe for more information, and clarify what the questions mean.
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Structured interviews can also be longer than mailed surveys, as
respondents will be more motivated to talk with interviewers than
to complete lengthy pen and paper exercises, and there is less con-
centration involved if the interviewer is recording the answers.

Semi-structured interviews

As their name implies, semi-structured interviews fall somewhere
between structured and in-depth interviews. Usually semi-structured
interviews follow a set outline of topics with some pretested ques-
tions and prompts in each section. These are the triggers for the main
directions of the interview and interviewers are mostly required to
at least ask the questions on the schedule as they appear. However,
having asked a particular question and recorded the answer/s, the
interviewer is often allowed to explore additional information that
the respondent has raised, to ask other questions, or to follow up
issues that were not originally included in the interview schedule.

Thus, the interviewer is allowed more initiative and has more
ability to respond to the perceptions and priorities of the respondent.
Semi-structured interviews vary enormously in the degree of struc-
ture and amount of initiative which is given to the interviewer. They
can be ideal research instruments for exploratory and descriptive
designs in which the researcher is finding out about a topic and/or
has little prior knowledge of what the respondents think about it.
Skilled interviewers are needed for semi-structured interviews
because so much depends on the interviewer’s ability to pick up,
explore and accurately record additional information.

Typically, semi-structured interview schedules contain many
open-ended questions, with lots of suggestions for prompts and
probes. Probes can include summary technigues, in which you summa-
rise what the person has said (checking that you understood in the
process) and controlled non-directive probing (Sarantakos 1998, p. 263)
in which you ask further questions (for example, ‘Can you tell me
more about that?’, ‘What do you mean?’, ‘Can you give me an
example?’). It is important to leave plenty of room on the page under
appropriate headings for the extra information interviewers may
collect. Sometimes semi-structured interviews are audio-recorded but,
due to the costs of transcription, it is more usual for the interviewers
to record the responses on the interview schedule.

Interviewers using a semi-structured approach need careful train-
ing about the aims of the research and the stance of the researcher,
and to be skilled in interviewing techniques. The gender, age, class
and ethnicity of interviewers can heavily influence how the respon-
dent answers questions. This is more of an issue in face-to-face
interviews than in mailed surveys or telephone interviews in which
the characteristics of the interviewer may not be as obvious. Some-
times feminist and other researchers deliberately match such
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interviewer characteristics with respondents, believing that respon-
dents will be more open and honest with interviewers who are similar
to themselves. This is an area of debate, as other feminist researchers
believe that respondents are more likely to be honest with strangers
or people who are different from them.

Depending on the ideology of the researcher, the ability of the
interviewer to maintain ‘objectivity’” or meutrality” is considered to
be more or less important, and more or less possible (see chapter 1).
Whatever the researcher’s position on this, throughout the process of
data collection regular checks with interviewers are needed to keep
track of how the interview process is developing. After a few inter-
views it can be tempting for different interviewers to develop their
own hypotheses about the topic, which they may indirectly ‘suggest’
to respondents. In some designs this may be acceptable and even
encouraged and shared with other interviewers, in others not. In any
case the researcher should be aware of what is happening and be
guiding the overall process. One way of achieving this is by holding
regular group meetings with the interviewers during which they
discuss how the interviews are going.

In-depth interviews

In-depth interviews are the most flexible type of research instrument
and are used in qualitative research. Generally the researcher/s con-
duct in-depth interviews themselves rather than employing other
interviewers. This is because the quality of data collected depends so
much on the skill of the interviewer and their developing under-
standing of the issues which they are researching. Whereas
semi-structured interviews include many open-ended questions, in-
depth interviews are often seen as being more of a discussion, and
ideally are guided by the respondent rather than the interviewer.

Some feminist researchers try to develop an ‘equal’ relationship
with the people they are interviewing, rather than the traditional
relationship of ‘expert researcher’ interviewing a subject or respon-
dent. These researchers may include personal self-disclosure, provide
information and answer questions as part of the discussion process.
They may also conduct multiple interviews with respondents, using
subsequent interviews to check the accuracy of their impressions and
information, and to discuss the results and their meaning. Such
researchers see themselves as being in partnership with the respon-
dents (also called “participants’) and may make conscious efforts to
share control and ownership of the research process and results with
them.

The structure of in-depth interviews depends on the nature of the
topic, the context of the interview and the personality and skills of
the researcher and the respondent. Although at one end of the
spectrum of in-depth interviews it is theoretically possible to begin
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with absolutely no structure other than a general topic, most
researchers arrive at in-depth interviews with a number of topics
or areas that they wish to cover and a loose structure for how they
anticipate the interview unfolding. This enables some comparison of
what different respondents think about the same issues. It is also
important, for ethical reasons, to be able to foreshadow the general
content of the interview and the way it will be conducted, in order
for the respondent to give their informed consent to the research.

During an in-depth interview and in follow-up interviews, new
issues which emerge can be fully explored. The aim of an in-depth
interview is to see the world from the eyes of the respondent as much
as possible, to explore with them their thoughts and feelings and to
thoroughly understand their point of view. Whatever structure is
planned before the interview is less important than capturing the
‘reality’ of the person being interviewed, including their own lan-
guage and use of words.

A critical skill in in-depth interviewing is the ability to establish
a relationship with the respondent in which they feel free to openly
express their inner thoughts and feelings. The social work skill of
demonstrating empathy, in which the person being interviewed feels
heard, accepted and understood, is vital to in-depth interviewing.
Empathy is a complex skill which involves the researcher’s own
characteristics (age, gender, socioeconomic status, etc.) as well as
learned communication skills. As Reinharz (1992, p. 26) has com-
mented: ‘every aspect of the researcher’s identity can impede or
enhance empathy’. Communication skills involved in empathy
include attending to the respondent’s verbal and non-verbal
messages, displaying attentive, respectful listening, and accurately
reflecting back the content and feeling of what has been said, includ-
ing the ‘message beneath the message’. Accurate empathic listening
is a powerful way to help respondents clarify what they think and
feel, to explore it in more detail and to become more specific. Em-
pathy can be built up over several interviews.

Generally, due to their flexibility and the huge amount of infor-
mation which is collected (typically an interview will last from one
to three hours), in-depth interviews are audiotaped by the inter-
viewer. This allows the interviewer to focus on the respondent and
the interview process, rather than having to attempt to record data
at the same time. Questions have been raised about the effects of the
microphone on the respondent and the data collected. In reply, quali-
tative researchers maintain that they have effective techniques for
overcoming reticence on the part of the respondent, and that once
the interview is underway most people forget about the microphone.

Clearly, given the nature of in-depth interviews, the researcher
must have exceptionally good interviewing skills, a highly developed
theoretical understanding of research methodology, and considerable
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experience in this method before they attempt it without close super-
vision. Researchers using in-depth interviews can experience high
levels of stress, which can adversely affect the quality of the data
they collect. For example, some researchers find themselves avoiding
painful issues with respondents, cutting them off with comments such
as ‘I know what you mean’ because they cannot cope with the distress
or painful nature of the material being discussed. Interviewers must
be aware of their own sensitivities and responses, and how these are
affecting the interview process, if they wish to use in-depth interview
techniques.

This section on interviews concludes with a list of ‘handy hints’
for interviewers. These hints apply to all forms of interviews,
although obviously some will be more important in structured, and
others in unstructured, formats.

Handy hints for interviewers

Arranging the interview

Send introductory letter covering the same issues as for a survey
cover letter. Follow up with a phone call. Sometimes you need to
obtain prior written consent before further contact; sometimes a
phone call is made to explain the purpose of the research, obtain
consent and organise the interview. Make sure that interviewer and
respondent are clear about the place, time, purpose and approximate
length of the interview, and that these are at the respondent’s
convenience. Try to organise a time and place that will be private
and have minimum interruptions.

Beginning the interview

Dress in a culturally appropriate manner to show respect and
avoid offence. Introduce yourself. Begin with a clear (re)state-
ment of purpose, time frame, general outline of process and
content of interview, confidentiality precautions. Make sure
appropriate consents have been signed, including the way in
which the data will be recorded (notes, tape-recording, video,
etc.). Establish rapport, perhaps begin with some small talk.
Same principles as for surveys: easy, interesting questions assist
in developing motivation and trust at the beginning of an
interview.

During the interview

Be sensitive to respondent’s state of mind. You have an ethical
duty of care not to upset or cause distress to respondents. Have
open-ended questions, prompts and probes prepared. Place dif-
ficult or potentially sensitive questions in the middle of the
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interview so that there is time to deal with any repercussions
before the end of the interview time.

Closing the interview

Finish on a high note. Clarify permission for follow-up proce-
dures, further interviews, call-backs, etc. Tell the respondent
how they can contact the researcher for more information, or
for anything further they wish to say. Arrange for other follow-
up such as results to be sent. Don’t make promises you can’t
keep. Thank the respondent.

Focus groups

Interviews can also be conducted with groups of people. Focus
groups are groups that parallel the range of interviews, from semi-
structured to in-depth interviews. Structured interviews are also often
administered in groups, but these are not focus groups because the
role of the interviewer is to administer the questions on the question-
naire, and the role of the respondents is to answer the questions as
presented.

In focus groups the researcher is usually prepared with some
structure, a list of topics and trigger questions, but also aims to use
the group discussion to explore the topic further. People in the focus
group are often specially chosen because of their interest, involve-
ment or knowledge in relation to the research issue. The group
process during the discussion allows people to develop their ideas
with each other, and to ‘brainstorm’ different options or opinions.
With skilled facilitation, focus groups can come up with ideas and
solutions which none of the individual members had thought about
beforehand. Focus groups can be an economical means of gathering
data. On the one hand, they can produce creative ideas; on the other,
‘group think’ can operate so that individual members feel afraid to
voice their true opinions and diversity is lost. Much depends on the
skill of the group facilitator.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have considered a range of research tools, begin-
ning with more structured quantitative surveys and moving through
a range of research formats, finishing with in-depth interviews. The
advantages and disadvantages of each method have been discussed,
along with key techniques and handy hints. Of course, it is possible
to mix these methods. Combining methods, if approached thought-
fully, can lead to much better results. For example, focus groups can
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be used following individual in-depth interviews to report back
results and discuss their meaning. Your choice of research tool will
largely depend on the topic, the design of your study and the type
of sample you are using.

QUESTIONS

1
2

3

10

11

What are the three types of instructions that are used in surveys?
What are the two broadest categories of questions in survey
research? Give examples of each.

What is wrong with the following questions?

(a) Please tick the box which corresponds most closely to your
marital status:

Single U
Married O
Living alone ]
Cohabiting with a partner O
Other O

(b) Please indicate your opinion of the government’s actions to
cut interest rates on the following scale:
1 2 3
bad very bad terrible
(c) Wouldn’t you agree that the savage beating of innocent chil-
dren should be punished by more than a ‘holiday at the taxpayers’
expense’ (i.e. prison)?

Yes O

No O
(d) When you last visited a police station, was the duty officer
polite and did he or she deal with your request to your satisfaction?
List four advantages/disadvantages comparing mailed question-
naires, telephone interviews and structured interviews as methods
of conducting surveys.
What is the difference between a pretest and a pilot test?
When would you use structured compared to in-depth inter-
views?
How would you record information from an in-depth interview?
What are some of the differences between semi-structured and
in-depth interviews?
Give some examples of non-directive probes which could be used
in interviews.
List some of the ways in which you could establish rapport with
an interviewee.
What is empathy? In which types of interview is it most frequently
used? What is its purpose?
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EXERCISES

1 Devise a questionnaire to examine the influence of media on the

body image of teenagers. Assuming that this is an explanatory

study, write questions around the following variables:

= Dependent variable

= Independent variable

= Interfering or test variables

s Background variables

Include examples of open, closed and scaled questions and at least

one example of a filter and contingent question.

List some strategies for pretesting this questionnaire.

3 Draw some dummy tables to show the relationships you are
investigating.

4 Write a cover letter of no more than one page, including the

aspects listed on page 99.

How will you pilot this survey?

What ethical issues are raised in this study?

\S]

o U1
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edn, Allyn & Bacon, Boston. Chapter 3 is a thorough treatment of
qualitative interviews.

de Vaus, D. A. 2002, Surveys in Social Research, 5th edn, Allen & Unwin,
Sydney. Chapters 7 and 8 provide an excellent guide to designing
and administering questionnaires.

McMurty, S. L. 1993, ‘Survey research’, in Social Work Research and
Evaluation, R. M. Grinnell Jr (ed.), 4th edn, Peacock Publishers,
Itasca, Ill. Chapter 13 provides a comprehensive coverage of
surveys.

Rogers, G. & Bouey, E. 1996, ‘Phase two: collecting your data’, in
Qualitative Research for Social Workers, L. M. Tutty, M. A. Rothery &
R. M. Grinnell Jr (eds), 4th edn, Allyn & Bacon, Boston. Offers a
detailed account of qualitative interviews from structured through
to unstructured interviews.

Sarantakos, S. 1998, Social Research, 2nd edn, Macmillan, Melbourne.
Chapters 10 and 11 cover surveys and interviews in qualitative
and/or quantitative designs.
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7 NEEDS IDENTIFICATION
AND ANALYSIS

T need to know
your needs — strictly
on 4 need to know
basis, you vaderstand .

In this and the following four chapters, we introduce you to methods
that will be useful for you as a social work practitioner. We begin
with needs identification and analysis. Part of your role as a commu-
nity social worker may be to identify the needs of your community
or target group, and to analyse and rank these needs with a view to
determining gaps in service provision. While needs identification and
analysis can be seen as a legitimate research activity in its own right,
it can be viewed as a first stage in a five-step process of program
evaluation. While program evaluation is discussed more fully in the
next chapter, you should be aware that needs identification and
analysis leads to the development of new programs or the overhaul
of existing programs and services which may be further evaluated
using the strategies discussed in chapter 8.

Before we attempt to define needs analysis, you should also note
that the process of identifying and analysing needs is an implicitly
value-laden and non-objective task that has the potential to dis-
empower the very group or community for whom you are working.
Providing a needs analysis implies that you, as a professional, have
made a value judgement that a group has an inadequate service or
a less than acceptable standard of wellbeing. As Ife (1995, p. 67) notes:
‘A statement of need, then is both a narrative and a descriptive
statement reflecting both the values/ideology and knowledge/exper-
tise of the said definer’. He uses the example of a community with
a high rate of juvenile delinquency and crime. A professional may
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define this as a ‘need’ for more policing whereas the community may
wish to examine the cause of youth alienation. In conducting an
examination of needs, then, you must be conscious that a statement
of need is a judgement laden with ideological and political notions
and that any identification of need should be informed by community
consultation.

While social justice and values of fairness and equity should drive
your analysis, be equally conscious of the potential to empower the
community or group with whom you are working to define their own
needs. As a community social worker, you should assist the process
of allowing the community or group to ultimately define and struc-
ture their own needs. As Ife (1995, p. 225) points out, ‘neither need
assessment nor evaluation should themselves be defined as commu-
nity work roles. Rather they are tasks for the community, and the
community worker will simply facilitate the process.’

WHAT IS NEEDS IDENTIFICATION AND
NEEDS ANALYSIS?

The ad hoc development of health and social services as a result of
interest group lobbying, changing political priorities and an in-
adequate coordination of services has resulted in uneven levels of
service delivery in many communities. An analysis of needs and
services may be necessary to focus on an improved level of service
for a particular community or group. Need identification is a process
of identifying health and social service requirements in a geographic
and social arena, whereas needs analysis is a process of prioritising
the identified needs. This implies a two-stage process where we (in
conjunction with the community or group) identify the needs and
then make a value judgement about the priority of needs.

What is needs identification and analysis?

Needs identification is about collecting information about the
needs of the community in order to plan for improved service
delivery. Needs analysis is about evaluating and ranking those
needs. Information collected will help determine:
= The nature and characteristics of the community/group
s Whether current services and initiatives are responding
appropriately
= Where there is a gap in services
Where new services are necessary to remove an existing
health/service inequity
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= What environmental changes are necessary to improve
health and quality of life

s How community structures are affecting health, quality of
life and service delivery

= The need for community development

Adapted from South Australian Community Health Research Unit, Planning
Healthy Communities: A Guide to Doing Community Needs Assessment, Flinders
Press, Adelaide (1991).

What do we mean by need?

To adequately identify and assess need, we must understand what it
is we mean by need, and be aware that this will differ depending on
who is defining need. The typology developed by Bradshaw (1977)
is important in any discussion and definition of needs. He describes
four types of need: normative need, which is the standard or expected
need defined by professionals or others in authority; felt need, which
is the ‘wish list’ of the target group and which equates with want;
expressed need, which is the need of the target population expressed
overtly in some form (for example, waiting lists for services); and
comparative need, which is the need of the community or group
determined through comparison with other communities or similar
groups or national or state norms.

As you can see from this typology, need can be defined differently
by professionals/experts (normative and comparative) and by the
community (felt and expressed). Expert opinion may be misleading
because it is not based on lived experience and is limited by the
perspective of the expert. However, it may provide a broader view
of need. Community opinion, on the other hand, will be grounded
in experience but may also be unrealistic and self-serving. In any
needs analysis project you should incorporate the different levels of
need. Your ultimate aim is to work towards a convergent needs analysis,
which is a comprehensive assessment of all four levels of need.

Why do we conduct a needs assessment?
Needs assessments are important for adequate planning because:

m  They assess the needs of the community and, by providing a
‘snapshot’ of the community’s needs, empower the community to
seek action
They determine if services exist
They allow us to advocate for change and provide information
about gaps in service

ms  They determine if enough potential clients justify a new service
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They determine who uses existing services

They determine what barriers to service use exist

They allow an informed allocation of resources, policy formula-
tion and planning of services

They assist us to evaluate whether our service is responding
effectively to community needs

They document the existence of ongoing social problems (Marlow,
1998)

Additionally, a needs assessment allows us to work for change, secure
in the knowledge that we are responding to the community’s needs.
If the motivation for conducting the analysis has been to support or
sustain a political cause rather than to bring about needed change,
you should re-examine your motivation. We would caution you about
the more dubious reasons for conducting a needs analysis. These
include:

Using the research as a delaying action to stall opposition
Doing the research to use up available funds rather than from any
serious motivation to assess needs

To copy what someone in a similar position in another community
is doing

Conducting the research simply because there are experts avail-
able to assist

To prove what everyone already knows

As a ticket to legitimacy in our profession (South Australian
Community Research Unit 1991, pp. 18-19)

Needs analysis should be motivated by a desire to empower the
community and to better target resources.

Why do we conduct needs analysis?
Appropriate reasons:

To assess community/group needs

To empower the community/group

To advocate for change

To assess gaps in service

To assist allocation of resources, policy formulation and

planning

= To evaluate how effectively services are responding to
community needs

= To determine barriers to effective services

Dubious reasons:

= As a delaying action
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To use up funds

Because someone else is doing one
Because there are experts available
To prove what everyone knows
As a ticket to legitimacy

Adapted from South Australian Community Health Research Unit, Planning
Healthy Communities: A Guide to Doing Community Needs Assessment, Flinders
Press, Adelaide (1991)

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

Because there is no set formula or guide to conducting a needs
analysis, you must start with basic issues in order to establish what
it is you wish to know and what is the most feasible way to gather
that information. Your design is necessarily constrained by the
resources available to you (including your time), so your methods of
gathering information must fit the available funds and staff resources.
Determine what resources are available to you before you design your
analysis. With community involvement in your project you may be
able to count on extra resourcing and help. Your first task should be
to draw together a steering committee (as recommended in chapter 2)
that is representative of the community, service providers and fund-
ing bodies. It is important that the community ‘owns’ the data
produced in the needs analysis process and is therefore represented
on any committee which is deciding appropriate designs of services.
This committee should decide early what it is they wish to know and
why, and what will become of the data.

Before you design your needs analysis, carefully assess available
services—the criteria for clients to be accepted, service capacities and
whether the services are locally relevant. Social plans done by local
government authorities are excellent places to begin your data col-
lection. Seek advice from others about the important issues and
identify existing community strengths. This inventory of resources
allows you to analyse the services currently available to the target
population, who is providing them, which services are under-utilised
and where gaps exist.

When you conduct a needs analysis, it is important that you assess
the problem in question carefully before looking into a determination
of solutions. A lack of services for the aged or the disabled does not
necessarily imply a need for more residential nursing homes. Simi-
larly, lack of services for carers of HIV/AIDS sufferers may not
necessarily call for more respite services. What you should do is
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determine what services would best afford the frail aged, the disabled
and carers an improved quality of life. Before you begin, then, assess
and clarify the problem as defined not only by service providers
but also by the target population.

Ethical considerations must be acknowledged before commencing
your analysis. These include the need to ensure confidentiality for
informants and the need to gain permission from agencies to examine
client records if these are to be used for gathering information. In
most agencies or departments you will be required to submit your
needs analysis proposal to the research ethics committee for approval.
Your research plan should be comprehensive, taking account of
resource and time restrictions. Consequently, it will include a detailed
time line that allows the steering committee and the community to
understand the time commitment expected and the approximate time
when findings will be released. It will also include an outline of
methods and a list of responsibilities of staff and project personnel.
The final step before you begin gathering data is to conduct a detailed
literature review to ascertain what information is already available,
where other studies have been undertaken and how these results
might influence your study.

Before you begin

= Determine what resources (time, staff and funding) are
available

Draw on community resources

Establish a steering committee

Assess available services

Clarify the problem in consultation with the target
population

Be conscious of ethical concerns

Submit a proposal to the ethics committee

Draw up a research plan (including a time line)
Conduct a literature review

Case study one—needs of people living with HIV/AIDS

In 1995, the AIDS Council of New South Wales [Australia],
Illawarra Branch, conducted a needs analysis in order to
‘investigate, develop and evaluate support and education
services to the HIV positive community in the Illawarra and
Shoalhaven’. The project team was particularly concerned to
ensure that the target group had greater access to, and a better
quality of, services. They were also seeking to improve the
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network of support among the target group members. The
team was particularly concerned ‘to facilitate communities
empowering themselves’ and so ‘the direction of the project
is determined by the consumers and not by the experts’. In
adopting this stance, the team ensured that the target group
controlled the project and were involved from the beginning.

A Steering Committee was established and included target
group representatives, service providers, a local doctor, a
representative of the carers’ association and a representative
of the funding body. The Committee’s first three meetings
were spent clarifying the problems and deciding on appro-
priate information gathering techniques. A literature review
revealed that major issues of concern were confidentiality,
privacy and fear of discrimination. Further problems for the
target group related to isolation, lack of transport, a limited
choice of services, problems for carers and perceived attitudes
of workers.

Andrée Marie and Frank Vellozzi 1995, United Views Building a Stronger
Community: HIV Community Development Project Needs Assessment Report,
Aids Council of New South Wales, Illawarra Branch, Wollongong, NSW.

Case study two—the needs of young people

In 1991, two social work students on placement with the
Adult & Family Mental Health Team in a Sydney suburb were
assigned the task of conducting a needs analysis of young
people in the shire. The needs analysis was prompted by
media reports of the high rate of youth suicide in the shire.
The aims of the project were: to determine the dimensions of
the problem and whether the shire had higher rates than
other similar shires; to determine how to ‘recognise a poten-
tially suicidal person’; to investigate available services and
gaps in service delivery; and to examine possible preventative
methods.

The students devised their own plan to gather information
in consultation with their superiors. A detailed literature review
documented risk factors, external contributing factors, internal
contributing factors and precipitating factors. Risk factors
included psychiatric illness, previous suicide attempts, depres-
sion and drug/alcohol abuse and anti-social behaviour
patterns. External contributing factors were revealed as a family
history of suicide, exposure to another’s suicide, a family
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history of depression, physical/sexual/emotional abuse, family
discord, permissive or authoritarian parents, class factors, sib-
ling rivalry and the lack of an extended family. Internal
contributing factors included hopelessness, romanticisation of
death and problems of sexuality. Finally, precipitating factors
were listed as loss, unemployment, unwanted pregnancy or
abortion.

University of NSW 1991, Suicide Prevention: Sutherland Shire Needs Analysis
Report, Southern Sydney Area Health Service Health Promotion Unit,
Sutherland Hospital & Health Service, State Health Publication Number
(SSAHS) 91-108, Sutherland, NSW.

CONDUCTING A NEEDS ANALYSIS

When devising a plan to conduct a needs analysis you would do well
to revisit Bradshaw’s (1977) typology of needs discussed earlier in
this chapter. In any assessment of need we should attempt to examine
normative, felt, expressed and comparative levels of need. If we
neglect any significant area, our results will not provide a compre-
hensive analysis. This section will examine methods of gathering
information under three different groupings: social indicators analysis,
social area surveys and community group approaches (Seigel, Attkisson &
Carson 1987).

Social indicator analysis

In order to understand the nature of your target group, social indi-
cators are used to give an overall picture of the population, its
characteristics, the size of the target group in relation to the general
population, the size of the potential at-risk categories and, conse-
quently, the potential service users. Social indicators, which are
available at local, state and national level, can also be used to inves-
tigate historical trends and population changes. The most accessible
form of social indicator is the national census records, which can be
broken down to regional level, to reveal demographic details such as
age composition, ethnicity, gender, occupation, income levels, educa-
tion, marital status and religion. Other types of accessible records
include police crime and local court statistics, Bureau of Statistics’
information on special groups, health department indicators, local
government social plans and other government statistics. Govern-
ment departments at local, state and national level have records and
reports containing vast amounts of quantitative information which
may assist you to develop an understanding of the nature of your
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target group. Social indicators are a useful first step in analysing your
community and in identifying characteristics of the target population.
This data can be used to determine risk factors within your group
that may provide a preliminary indication of the potential use of
services at the local level. For example, if your service deals with
young people under 18 who are unemployed, social indicator analysis
of census material will give you the size of this target population in
your community. Members of this group are all potential users of
your service.

Social indicator analysis can also be used to compare regions or
communities with others to determine area variations and target
group variations. This information is useful when comparing different
levels of service delivery.

While social indicators provide valuable background research
information, you should note that such information should be care-
fully scrutinised for reliability and validity. In Australia, for example,
census material is collected every five years and may quickly become
dated, particularly if your community has a high transient popula-
tion. Also be aware that people may not be entirely accurate with the
information they provide. On examination of census data from an
isolated rural area of Australia, Margaret Alston noted that 6 per cent
of the population had claimed that they travelled to work each day
by tram. As the nearest tram was 500 kilometres away, we realised
that much of the data should be treated with caution! Be cognisant
of the purposes for which the data you are examining was collected.
This may influence what is reported and, more importantly, what is
not. Be cautious if you are relying on this information to tell you if
there are enough clients for a potential new service. You should also
note that social indicator analysis helps you outline the problems in
a community but does nothing to assist with the development of
solutions.

Social indicator analysis

Sources: census, government departments (national, state and
local), police and court records.

Outlines:

= Population characteristics

n  Target group size

» Characteristics of target group

= Comparisons between regions and communities
= Historical trends

» Size of potential service users
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Social area surveys

Social area surveys are used to determine felt and expressed levels
of need. These techniques are useful in estimating which of a range
of possible solutions or services may be the most appropriate. By
analysing existing services and the client demand for a range of given
services, you are able to determine a desirable range of service
delivery. Social area surveys include an analysis of the demand for
services, an examination of the resourcing of existing services and
surveys of clients.

Demand for services

In assessing needs in a particular community or target group, it is
important to examine the range of existing services to ascertain: what
services exist; existing service use; services which are popular; the
level of inter-agency cooperation; where there is any overlapping of
services and gaps in service delivery. This information is best gath-
ered from service providers, management committee members and
from agency records that may reveal historical trends in service use.
Such data may be collected by interview or survey with agency
personnel.

Analysis of service resources

A thorough community needs analysis will fully examine the extent
of available community resources in an endeavour to provide a com-
prehensive human services directory for the community being
examined. Information gathered from agencies will include staffing
levels, ranges of services provided, client profile data, number of
referrals, size of waiting lists, accessibility and availability of services
and the extent of inter-agency cooperation (Seigel, Attkisson & Carson
1987, pp- 82-3). This information is used in conjunction with other as-
sessments of need to determine the effectiveness of current services in
meeting identified needs. Service resource information can usefully be
gathered through interviews or through surveys of agency personnel.

Community surveys

While demand for services and analysis of agency resources are
useful ways of examining the expressed needs of a community,
community surveys will elicit further information about felt needs
and about ongoing social problems. These surveys may be either
random community surveys or surveys targeted specifically at an
identified target group, and are designed to determine the level of
need. Commmunity surveys may be conducted as mail surveys,
personally administered surveys or by interview. In each case, you
will need to carefully select a representative sample of the target
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Table 7.1 Client users of family services program

Clients Census population

Clients using the service during a

12-month period 783
Female clients 564 (72%) 51%
Clients from non-English speaking

backgrounds 32 (4%) 28%
Indigenous clients 25 (3%) 19%
Low income clients 595 (76%) 28%
Aged clients 89 (11%) 15%

group. Reread chapter 5 on sampling and chapter 6 on surveys and
interviews before you conduct a community survey.

Barriers

Social area surveys elicit information about the demand for, and
extent of, services and the level of felt need in the community. When
compared with data from social indicator analysis, this information
may reveal discrepancies between the potential service users and
actual service users. Consider Table 7.1, which outlines the service
users of our fictitious family services program and compares this data
with population statistics.

You will note from the table that the client base of the service is
skewed towards women from low-income families. By comparison
with the population statistics, the service is not good at reaching
indigenous clients, clients from non-English speaking backgrounds
and aged people. As a result of this information you may wish to
examine the barriers preventing others from using the service. It may
be that those on higher incomes do not realise they are eligible for
assistance; there may be language barriers; transport may be a prob-
lem given the location of the service. The service may be too
expensive and have long delays, making it less desirable. Additional
problems may be the times and availability of the service, a lack of
awareness that the service exists and even a lack of acceptability of
the service because of its philosophy or service delivery style. This
type of information is important in assessing who uses the service
and in alerting you to potential barriers to service use.

Of course, you might also directly seek information from the
community about the barriers as they perceive and experience them.
In any case, your needs analysis should isolate factors which are
barriers to service accessibility.

Social area surveys

s  Demand for services
s Analysis of service resources
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Community surveys

Methods: interviews or surveys with agency personnel, manage-
ment committee members, workers and community residents.

Determines:

Services available
Service use

Interagency cooperation
Overlap of services
Gaps in service delivery
Agency profiles

Felt need

Barriers to service use

Case study one—people living with HIV/AIDS

The Illawarra AIDS Council decided to conduct qualitative
research in order to ensure that stakeholders were given the
opportunity to contribute a wide variety of perspectives to
the research. The steering committee developed information
packages for distribution to service providers in their area.
Fliers and media publicity alerted the population to the free
call telephone number. People coming forward were inter-
viewed using a semi-structured interview schedule or, for
those who did not wish to be identified, a questionnaire was
sent out. Service providers were also interviewed during the
data collection phase. In total 73 interviews were conducted,
34 with people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) and 39 with
service providers. Interviews were coded into themes and
priority issues identified.

The main points of concern for PLWHA were the lack of
support for carers, the need for a support network for HIV
people, the need for enhanced social support, better treatment
and management of the disease and a need for confidentiality
and a more accepting atmosphere among medical staff and
the community. Many called for increased levels of commu-
nity education and the development of an advisory support
service.

The Illawarra needs analysis was able to identify and rank
a number of gaps in service delivery as well as make recom-
mendations for practical support for PLWHA and for
community education strategies.
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Andrée Marie and Frank Vellozzi 1995, United Views Building a Stronger
Community: HIV Community Development Project Needs Assessment Report,
Aids Council of New South Wales, Illawarra Branch, Wollongong, NSW.

Community group approaches

Community group approaches are useful when a rapid appraisal
of community need is necessary and/or resources to conduct a needs
analysis are limited. Used in conjunction with the approaches already
outlined, community group approaches can give a clearer idea of a
community’s priority of needs because they elicit qualitative infor-
mation as opposed to the quantitative data gathered through
previously discussed methods.

Community forums

Community forums are open meetings of community members called
to discuss a particular issue. As a tool for needs analysis, a community
forum provides an opportunity to gather information about needs
and desirable services. All community members are invited and
meetings should be widely publicised to ensure a cross-section of the
community is represented. The aim of the forum should be to identify
community concerns or to seek community input into the design of
services.

Seigel, Attkisson & Carson (1987) note that community forums are
quick and inexpensive ways of gathering data, allow for a range of
views, serve as a catalyst to action and make it possible to identify
those willing to help. They can be especially effective if run by social
workers with group work skills. Disadvantages include the difficulty
of allowing everyone to have their say, possible lack of rep-
resentativeness of forum attendees, and the possibility that community
expectations will be unrealistically raised. If you are conducting
a community forum, be aware of the strengths and weaknesses of
this method of data collection and take steps to overcome the dis-
advantages. In particular, it may be more useful to use a combination
of methods to ensure your data accurately reflect community needs.

Nominal groups

The nominal group approach was developed by Delbecq (Seigel,
Attkisson & Carson 1987). It allows the generation and evaluation of
ideas from group members while avoiding problems which may
result from normal group processes. In this approach, a group of key
informants (people with expertise and unique knowledge about a
particular situation), clients and service providers are brought
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together to discuss problems and pose solutions. Nominal groups
follow a highly structured format which includes breaking initially
into small groups of up to ten members. Each person is given a list
of questions to which they must write responses during a silent
period of 10-15 minutes. These questions might include ideas about
service needs and community problems. Group leaders then record
answers on a flip chart with each participant giving one response in
round-robin fashion until all ideas have been listed. Discussion is
discouraged at this stage to ensure everyone’s opinions are recorded.

A discussion period follows during which ideas are clarified, new
ideas are added and others are combined. Participants are then asked
to privately select five or more ideas of highest priority. These are
handed in and results tabulated on a display chart. In a needs analysis
the prioritised, identified needs provide a useful basis for program
planning.

The nominal group method has proved a popular and useful
technique for ranking needs among key stakeholders. Each member
is assured that their ideas have been acknowledged and recorded.

Delphi panels

Delphi panels are a systematic, time- and cost-effective way of reach-
ing consensus among a panel of selected key informants or experts.
The group is chosen to reflect expert or key informant knowledge of
a particular issue. In the case of needs analysis, the group would
consist of experts, service personnel, clients and community repre-
sentatives. A questionnaire is developed by the project team to gauge
opinions on key issues such as service needs and use of services. The
questionnaire is distributed to the Delphi panel for response.
Returned questionnaires are tallied and redistributed with collated
responses noted, and this process is continued until consensus is
achieved and responses are no longer altered.

Delphi panels have the advantage of being quick and easy, of
ensuring anonymity and of allowing consensus to develop through
reasoned responses. They are a useful way of determining and rank-
ing community need among key stakeholder groups.

Focus groups

As discussed in the previous chapter, focus groups are small, homo-
geneous groups representative of the target population and of key
informants brought together to discuss pertinent issues. In needs
analysis, focus groups are conducted to discuss community needs and
priorities. Various focus group discussions, with 10-15 members, may
be held with community members, with service providers, with target
group members, with carers and with any other relevant group of
stakeholders. The number of groups held depends on the issues and
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the degree of consensus achieved. Issues are recorded and collated
and the degree of convergence between groups is noted.

Community group approaches

s  Community forums
= Nominal groups

= Delphi panels

= Focus groups

CONVERGENT ANALYSIS

Each of the methods of gathering data about community needs
discussed in this chapter is an important technique by itself. However,
they all focus on a particular aspect of need and hence have some
inherent bias. For example, demand for service analysis will deter-
mine the expressed community need while a focus group with service
providers may determine normative need. To improve the compre-
hensiveness of your needs analysis, and hence to achieve a
convergent analysis, you should consider using multiple methods or
triangulation. Triangulation involves the use of more than one
method to increase the validity of results and to synthesise results
from different sources. Of course, although the use of multiple
methods is inhibited by time and cost constraints, you should en-
deavour to ensure that your methods have determined the normative,
felt, expressed and comparative needs of your community. Conver-
gent analysis ensures that you have gathered information from a
variety of sources and from various levels of government, community
and services’ personnel.

Case study two—the needs of young people

The students undertaking the suicide study followed a
detailed plan for collecting data. The available literature,
government records and interviews with key informants
allowed them to identify the characteristics of the at-risk
groups of young people. Using available data, the students
discovered that the suicide rate in the shire was, indeed, a
cause for concern when compared with other, similar shires.

Next they identified the services currently available and
interviewed key staff about the service profile. Among a
series of findings, the analysis of services indicated that no
services dealing specifically with suicide prevention were
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available in the area. This gap in service delivery meant that
at-risk young people had nowhere to go and no knowledge
of available services. Interviews with young people and
workers allowed the students to compare the existing service
profile with identified felt and normative needs to determine
service gaps. Methods for prevention of suicide were evalu-
ated from the literature reviewed and compared with
available programs. Finally, the students presented their find-
ings to the health team.

School based programs were determined as one of the
most effective means of prevention, and early detection and
treatment were seen as essential. The students made a
number of recommendations for service provision and edu-
cation to address the significant problem of youth suicide in
their shire.

University of NSW 1991, Suicide Prevention: Sutherland Shire Needs Analysis
Report, Southern Sydney Area Health Service Health Promotion Unit,
Sutherland Hospital & Health Service State Health Publication Number
(SSAHS) 91-108, Sutherland, NSW.

SUMMARY

This chapter has examined the processes of needs identification and
analysis by focusing on the typology of need developed by Bradshaw
(1977) to determine the type of information required to ensure that
a comprehensive needs analysis is conducted. Three types of analy-
sis—social indicator, social area surveys and community groups
approaches, each incorporating a number of methods—have been
discussed. It is important in any analysis of need to work towards a
convergent analysis of the community’s needs and a comprehensive
understanding of the various levels of need.

Remember that needs analysis is not an end in itself; it is merely
a means of gathering data to assist informed decision making. Done
inappropriately, a poorly constructed needs analysis can lead to either
an overestimation or an underestimation of the need for a service
and, consequently, a poorly patronised or understaffed service. An
effective needs analysis is essential to adequate service planning and
delivery. Ultimately, however, the decision about need for services
and the priority of need must be a value judgement made by the
steering committee or the service planners on the basis of compre-
hensive data and wide consultation.
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QUESTIONS

N

SIS

What is a needs analysis?

Why would you conduct a needs analysis?

What issues need to be addressed before you begin your needs
analysis?

What are the four levels of need identified by Bradshaw?

What are the three approaches to needs analysis discussed in this
chapter?

What is a social indicator analysis and what information does it
provide?

What are the three social area surveys discussed, and what types
of need do they elicit information about?

What are community group approaches? Describe a situation
where this would be an appropriate method.

What is convergent analysis and why is it important?

What ethical considerations are important in a needs analysis?

EXERCISES

1

Examine the needs analysis conducted by social work students
discussed in this chapter. How might the methods, data collection
and recommendations have been different if they had involved a
steering committee representing key stakeholders?

Go to the library and find a journal article which describes a needs
analysis. Examine the methods used, the process undertaken and
the final recommendations. Has the researcher used appropriate
methods and are the recommendations well grounded in the data?
What might have been done to improve the study?
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8 HOW DO I EVALUATE
MY PROGRAM?

Hello- do you

oW a ‘\clephone ’

Workers in the welfare field must be accountable for the service they
provide, the resources they expend and the outcomes they achieve.
Accountability is expected by governments, clients and taxpayers.
Evaluation and accountability have always been important concepts
for social workers. Handled effectively, program evaluation gives us
the means to develop techniques for ensuring our practice is
enhanced and effective and allows us to incorporate accountability
and transparency into our practice. Program evaluation techniques
allow us to be more effective and efficient workers, which can only
enhance our work with clients and the communities we serve.

However, as we head into the twenty-first century, economic
rationalism and quality assurance are being emphasised as guiding
principles of management. Economic rationalism is an ideology of
accountability that dictates that funding be delivered efficiently and
with economic benefits. This principle stands uneasily beside those
of social justice and access and equity in the assessment of the
delivery of welfare support. For workers in the field this change has
ensured a focus on accountability for program benefits and outcomes.
We concur with the assessment of Everitt and Hardiker (1996) who
voice concern that

as part of new systems of public sector management, a form of
‘managerial evaluation’ is developing which, at worst, serves as a
mechanism to ensure that practice conforms to New Right policy
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agendas, and which, at best, will be fudged and regarded with
cynicism by practitioners (p. 1).

Therefore, we urge you to take special care when assessing the
purpose of your evaluation. Why are you doing it? Whose interests
are paramount? Will better service delivery result?

This chapter is designed to assist you to become familiar with ways
and means of assessing your programs in order to determine whether
they are effectively targeted, whether they are being