
Factors Influencing Method Choice

Access to the Participants

The ability to gain access to the 
group you wish to study will 
determine which type of method 
you are able to use. For example is 
your participant are working class 
parents they may not have the time 
to complete interviews but could do 
a questionnaire. 

Informed Consent 

All participants have to give informed 
consent. This would mean that the 
sociologist would have to explain to 

about, what taking part would involve 
and how the data will be used. 

Personal Characteristics of the 
Researcher

The personal characteristics of the 
researcher will influence their choice 
of method as different researchers 
will have different skill sets making 
some methods easier to use than 
others. For example a researcher 
would need good communication 
skills in order to use a interview and 
good memory and powers of 
observation f using an observation. 

Subject Matter

The subject you are studying may lend 

itself more to one research method 

than another. For example it may be 

difficult for a male researchers to 

interview victims of domestic violence 

and questionnaires may not be 

appropriate for participants who have 

English as a second language.  

Size of the sample

The sample size can influence the choice 

in methods as if you have access to a 

large sample a interview would take too 

long to complete but if you have a very 

small sample a in depth interview might 

be required to get enough information. 

Practical Factors Ethical and Moral Factors

Type of data required

Different methods will provide 
either qualitative or quantitative 
data, so the type of data required 
will influence the method used. 

Time Available 

Different methods require 
different amount of time to 
complete and this may influence 
a researchers choice and they 
may have a deadline to meet. 
For example unstructured 
interviews and observations can 
take a lot more time to complete 
than a web based questionnaire. 

Research Opportunity

There are times when a research 
opportunity can occur suddenly 
meaning that the research will not 
have the time to prepare 
structured interviews or 
questionnaires. 

Cost / Funding

Research funding can influence 
the research method used not just 
due to the requirements of the 
funding body but also the amount 
it could cost as the researcher will 
need to stay within budget. 

Confidentiality

Any and all identifying features 
about the participants should not be 
released to the public or published 
in the report on the study. 

Privacy

The researcher should not ask or 
involve themselves in the private 
lives of their participants which do 
not pertain to the research they are 
conducting. 

Legality 

The researcher cannot break the 
law during their research or take 
part in illegal activities. 

Harm

The participants and researcher 
should not be put in any harms way 
during the research, wither physical, 
psychological or emotional harm.

Pre-emptive Consent means 
speaking to a similar group to your
sample to see if they would give
consent to the researcher and if so
the researcher can assume the
sample will as well.

Covert Research & Consent

When conducting covert research it 
may be necessary for the researcher 
to gain informed consent after the 
data had bee collected, the can 
also gain pre-emptive consent from 
a similar group.

Deception means deliberately lying 
to the participants about the 
purpose of the research or how the 
data will be used. This can 
sometimes be necessary if the 
nature of the research could lead to 
researcher effects and invalidate 
the data. 

Gate keepers are the people that 
you need to gain permission from in 
order to gain access to your 
participants. 



Primary Research Methods

Method Description
Practical Ethical Theoretical

+ - + - + -

Open 

Questionnaire

A self complete form with questions 

which allow the respondent to answer 

in as much detail as they want. 
Easy 

Cheap 

Lack of researcher 

effects

Quick to analyses and 

reach conclusions

Low response rate 

Misunderstand the 

question

Answer may not fit 

those given (closed)

Leading Questions

Informed consent 

given by completing

Anonymous 

Questions may be 

sensitive.

Detailed data (Open)

Reliable 

Large Sample

Easy to quantify and 

analyse (Closed)

Detachment and 

objectivity

Participants may lie

Someone other than 

the intended 

participant may 

answer 

Right answerism 

Lack of rapport

Closed 

Questionnaire

A self complete form with questions 

which give a set of responses that the 

respondent can choose from. 

Web based 

Questionnaire

A self complete form which is sent out 

via the internet or by using a site such 

as survey monkey.. 

Unstructured 

Interview

A conversation between the 

researcher and the participant where 

the questions are based on the 

responses given. 

Allows researcher to 

build rapport with the 

participants.

(US) Flexibility 

Allows for clarification 

of the questions. 

Time

Cost & Training of 

Interviewers

(US) Good for sensitive 

topics
Questions could 

cause harm if of a 

sensitive nature. 

In depth detailed 

data

(S) Reliable 

Hard to Quantify 

Demand 

Characteristics

(US) Unreliable 

Small Sample

(G) Peer Group 

Influence  

Structured 

Interview

A conversation between the 

researcher and the participant where 

the questions are set in advance. 

Group Interview

Where the interview can be structured 

or unstructured but involves more than 

one participant. 

Overt 

Observation

Where a researcher tells the 

participants that they are being 

observed and what they are being 

observed for. 

Flexible

[O] Researcher can 

ask questions 

Only option with some 

groups.

Time

Cost

Researcher effect

Requires a certain skill 

set not all researchers 

will have. 

[C] Relies on memory 

Some groups can be 

hard to access

[C] lacks informed 

consent.

Privacy can be 

breached. 

[P] Going Native

In depth detailed 

data

Allows for Verstehen 

Hawthorne Effect 

Hard to Quantify

Small Sample 

Unreliable 

Covert 

Observation

Where the researcher doesn’t tell the 

participants that they are being 

observed until after the study is 

complete.  

Participant 

Observation

Where the researcher becomes a 

member of the group they are 

researching.

Non-

Participation 

Observation

Where the researcher watches the 

group from the outside without taking 

part. 

Experiments  -

Lab

A study that takes place in a label 

where the researcher is able to 

manipulate and control all the 

variables. Variables are 

controlled.

Time 

Cost
Harm to participants –

Stress 

Deception in order to 

deal with researcher 

effects  

Highly reliable

Causation can be 

determined

Validity – not normal 

setting

Researcher Effects 

Small Sample
Experiments –

Field 

Field Experiments take place in real-life 

settings such as a classroom, the work 

place or even the high street.



Secondary Research Methods

Method Description

Practical Ethical Theoretical

+ - + - + -

Official 

Statistics

Numerical data that is produced by 

government of government agencies. 

Cheap

Easily accessible

May not ask the 

questions specific to 

the research 

No ethical considerations in using official 

statistics. 

Large sample

Valid 

Reliable 

Unofficial 

Statistics

Numerical data that is collected by 

charities and other organisations. 

Cheap

Easily accessible 

May not ask the 

questions specific to 

the research 

No ethical considerations in using unofficial 

statistics. 

Large Sample

Valid

Reliable 

Could be biased to 

the views of the 

organisation. 

Personal 

Documents

Documents such as personal diaries, 

letters and other personal 

correspondence. 

Cheap 
Can be hard to 

access

Invasion of privacy 

Informed Consent

Confidentiality 

In depth and detailed 

Open to 

interpretation

Personal view

Unreliable 

Public  

Documents 

Government documents that have 

been released such as OFSTED reports 

Some can be easy to 

access. 

Cheap 

Can take time to gain 

access under FOI Act
No ethical considerations 

In depth data

Unreliable 

Open to 

interpretation

Biased 

Historical 

Documents 

Original documents that contain 

important historical information about 

a person, place, or event.

Cheap 

Time 

Can be easy to 

access

May not be specific 

to the research being 

conducted

Confidentiality 

Invasion of Privacy 

In depth data 

Open to 

interpretation

Unreliable 

Personal View

Prior Research 
Research that has been carried out in 

the same area or on the same topic. 

Cheap 

Easy to access 

Time 

May not be exactly 

the same in terms of 

research aims. 

No ethical considerations 

Content 

Analysis

Formal Content Analysis is a 

quantitative approach to analysing 

mass media content and involves 

developing a system of classification 

to analyse the key features of media 

sources

Cheap

Easy  to access

Time No ethical considerations Reliable 

Open to 

interpretation 



Sampling Methods

A population is the people who 
live within a society. 

A research population is the 
group of people that you wish to 
study.

A sample is those who are 
taking part in your study. 

Representative means the 
extent to which a sample mirrors 
a researcher's target population 
and reflects its characteristics.

Generalisability means the 
extent to which their findings 
can be applied to the larger 
population of which their 
sample was a part.

Random

Description
An example of random sampling 
would be picking names out of a 
hat. In random sampling everyone 
in the population has the same 
chance of getting chosen.

+

Easy to create 
and can be 
created by 
computer

-

Can lead to 
unrepresentative 
sample

Systematic

Description
Picking every Nth person from all 
possible participants. N = the 
number of people in the research 
population / the number of people 
needed for the sample. 

+

Relatively easy 
to create

-

Can lead to an 
unrepresentative 
sample 

Stratified

Description
Where the sample reflects the 
proportions of different groups in 
the research population. For 
example if 33% of the RP are 
female then 33% of the sample 
should be female. 

+

Provides a 
representative 
sample 

-

Can be 
complicated 
to create the 
sample. 

Quota

Description
In this method researchers will be 
told to ensure the sample fits with 
certain quotas, for example they 
might be told to find 90 
participants, with 30 of them 
being unemployed.

+

Representative 
Sample 

-

Can be difficult 
to find enough 
people to fill 
the quota. 

Snowball

Description
With this method, researchers 
might find a few participants, and 
then ask them to find participants 
themselves and so on.

+

Useful to use 
when 
researching 
had to 
access 
groups. 

-

Sample can be 
unrepresentative 

Opportunity 

Description
Uses people from target 
population available at the time 
and willing to take part. It is 
based on convenience.

+

Quick and 
easy 

-

Can lead to an 
unrepresentative 
sample.



Theoretical Factors in Research 

Research Method

Some research methods such as 
structured interviews and 
questionnaires are more reliable 
as they can be repeated in the 
same way multiple times. 

Data type

Quantitative data is more 
reliable than qualitative as it is 
quantifiable and not open to 
interpretation. 

Participants

It is unlikely that a researcher 
will be able to get participants 

who match exactly when 
repeating research, so 

participants will lower the 

reliability of a study. 

Factors impacting Reliability  Factors impacting Validity  

Hawthorne Effect 

The idea that participants will 
consciously or unconsciously 
change their behaviour when 
they know they are being 
watched – only applies to 
observations.  

Social Desirability 

Social desirability refers to the 
conscious or unconscious 
changes people make to their 
answers or behaviours so that 
they appear more socially 
acceptable / normal. 

Demand Characteristics

When the participants change 
their answers or behaviour to 
what they think they researcher 
wants to see or hear. 

Group Dynamics

Peer group pressure can 
change a participants 
behaviour or answers to appear 
more acceptable to the group 
or to gain symbolic capital 
amongst the groups. 

Data Type

Qualitative data is open to 
interpretation which can lower 
the validity as one researcher 
may interpret it differently to 
another .

Factors impacting 
Representativeness and 

Generalisability

Sample Size

The smaller the sample size the 
less likely it can be generalised 
to the wider research 
population and is unlikely to be 
fully representative of the  
groups. 

Research Method

Some research methods will 
mean that the sample will need 
to be small (interviews and 
Observations) which can limit 
both representativeness and 
generalisability. 

Reliability means the extent to 
which a study can be 
replicated in the same way. 
You do not need to get the 
same results but the process 
should be the same.

Validity means how well a 
piece of research actually 
measures what it sets out to, or 
how well it reflects the reality it 
claims to represent.

Representative means the 
extent to which a sample mirrors 
a researcher's target population 
and reflects its characteristics.

Generalisability means the 
extent to which their findings 
can be applied to the larger 
population of which their 
sample was a part.




