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RESEARCH METHODS FOR THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 

human beings we are generally not interested in behaviour per 
se, but what líes 'underneath' it: the human mind in its various 
attributes (intelligence, mood, attitude, and motivation), group 
dynamics, societal forces, culture and so on. That 'undemeath' 
constitutes a realm of latent, or hidden, variables, which cannot 
be observed directly, but only inferred from observable beha­
viour. How that should be done is never straightforward. 
Further still, the very existence of those latent constructs is often 
a matter of heated controversy (think of the Marxist construct of 
base and superstructure, or the Freudian concept of personality 
as a dynamic interplay between Id, Ego and Superego). 

For example, a study of depression could involve observa­
tion, a questionnaire and life history interviews or, at the other 
extreme, even an investigation of the chemistry of the brain. 
The necessity for a range of methods leads to debate over which 
methods are most 'appropriate' (in sorne circles, which methods 
are 'better'). This is a debate that looks likely to remain live and 
contested. 

Another answer is that researchers working in the natural 
sciences appear to simply 'just get on with it' without really 
questioning their methods or whether what they are seeking is 
'the truth' or (more instrumentally) the best theory. This may 
be because they are dealing with observables and (in most cases) 
with variables that can be identified and controlled. lt may also 
be due to the fact that scientists as a community seem to spend 
little time reflecting on the so-called 'scientific method' 
(although there are numerous books, dating back for decades, 
on the philosophy and sociology of science). One of the famous 
scientists of the past, Sir Peter Medawar, once described the 
scientific method as a 'mixture of guesswork and checkwork' 
(Medawar, 1979). He also recounted his experiences with fel­
low scientists who, when asked what the scientific method is, 
went very coy and cloudy-eyed. 

Perhaps the answer is that there is no such thing as 'the 
scientific method' although there may be many methods that 
could be deemed to be 'scientific'. In this book, we examine the 
traditional meaning of 'scientific' and ask whether any twenty­
first-century science could possibly live up to those standards in 
a complex, postmodern world. But if we question these old 
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hallmarks, by which standards should social research be judged?
Again, we offer our own discussion of these questions.
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Vignette One 

Left-handed women run twice the risk of 
breast cancer 

Headlines of this ilk featured in many of the papers in 
September 2005. The media reported a study carried out in 
Utrecht which investigated 12,000 women, born between 
1932 and 1941, and claimed to show that left-handed 
women were over twice (2.41 times to be exact) as likely 
to develop breast cancer before the menopause as right­
handed ones. The relationship held even after other factors 
connected to breast cancer in past studies (such as body 
weight, smoking habits, farnily history and socio-economic 
status) were taken into account. The authors explained the 
results by proposing that higher levels of sex hormones 
(oestrogen) in the womb induce left-handedness and also 
increase the risk of breast cancer la ter on in life. 
















