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The research process

Knowledge and understanding of the research process and an ability to evaluate it, is central to the methods 
course at A2.

You will be asked, as an A Level student, to design a piece of research.  

There are a number of stages to consider when designing research. A research design provides a framework 
for the collection and analysis of data on a topic. 

Task 1

Identify the different stages that need to be considered when designing a piece of research. Put them in the 
table below. 

Use the following scenario as a prompt:

• As an A Level student, you have been asked to design a piece of research to find out how young 
people feel about sports activities.

List the stages you would follow. Try not to overcomplicate the whole process. For example:

1. You are not expected to produce a design that an experienced sociologist of some standing would 
produce, but rather, a design that is based on your ideas as an A2 sociology student.

2. Try to avoid semi-structured interviews, because while they may seem attractive in terms of 
collecting qualitative and quantitative data, there is a significant risk that the key concepts may be 
used in a muddled way. 

3. If the scenario asks you to find out about how people feel about something, then the most suitable 
method will be unstructured interviews. If however, it asks you to find out the numbers of people 
who take part in, for example, sport on a regular basis, then the most useful method will be a 
questionnaire with closed questions.

4. You are well advised to avoid a multi-method approach. Keep it simple – just use one method. This 
should be either one that collects qualitative data, or one that collects quantitative data. 

5. You do not need to refer to the research of other sociologists in your design. You will not lose marks 
if you do, but unless it is very specific to your design, it is better to stick to your research design and 
the issues raised by it, particularly in relation to the key concepts and to ethics.

List the stages in the first column of the table below.
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Stage Explanation / 
Justification

Link to key concept/s Link to other relevant 
concepts

Problems Further thoughts

List the stages in the first column of the table below.
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Task 2

Go back to the table and explain each stage in the second column. Why did you decide to carry out the 
research in the order that you have identified?

A suggested order of the stages of your design might be: 

1. Aim of your research. If you wanted to take a positivist approach, you might have a hypothesis, but 
do not spend too much time on this. Hypotheses often let a design down, because having made the 
statement, students often go on to ignore it, or the hypothesis was not really a hypothesis at all.

2. Background reading. It’s enough to say that you will do some, in order to give you an idea of what, in 
this case, is the type of sports activities that might be available to young people. 

3. Operationalisation of relevant terms for example, in this case sports activities and young 
people. This is a crucial part of your design. Examiners will look for the clarity and focus of your 
operationalisation. See task below.

4. A decision regarding the theoretical approach to be taken. If you are asked to find out about how 
people feel about something, in this case sports activities, then you will be looking for qualitative 
data and taking an interpretivist approach. If, on the other hand, you had been asked to find out 
how many people took part in out of school sports, then you would be looking for quantitative data 
and taking a positivist approach.

5. Any ethical issues to be considered. See section on ethics below.

6. Select a research method – in this case, unstructured interviews would be a good method to use to 
identify peoples’ feelings. For a useful summary of the advantages and disadvantages of research 
interviews, the article by Andy Hobson (1998) ‘Which Research Interview?’ Sociology Review is as 
good as any. For the advantages and disadvantages of questionnaires, try the methodology section 
in Thompson and Swann (2011) Social Inequality and Difference with Research Methods. Collins

7. Who are the target population? Decide how you will access the target population. In the scenario 
above, for example, will you need a gatekeeper? Maybe the head teacher/principal or a tutor? 

8. Do you want to do a pilot study? This would give you the opportunity to test a questionnaire to see 
whether it works. Or, you could try doing an unstructured interview to check whether you are 
obtaining the type of information you want or hope to establish. Whether you are able to develop a 
rapport with an interviewee.

9. Is there a sampling frame? A list of students, a list of members of a sports club? 

10. What type of sampling technique will you use? If you are looking for qualitative data and are using 
unstructured interviews, you might use a convenience sample that is, for example, a sample that 
you might have ready access to, such as members of your tutor group. Remember, you may wish to 
raise ethics at this point, in relation to choosing a sample.
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11. Collecting the data. Remember, you are an A Level student with limited time, so do not try and do a 
sample that is too big. 

12. Analysis. This is often the most time consuming part of any research, so refer to the practical issues 
of time and cost here. The following is an extract from ‘Reading the Riots’ (2011):

‘All interviews were recorded, transcribed and stored in a database. In total, Reading the Riots collated more 
than 1.3m words of first-person accounts from rioters. Rigour in the analytical phase – mostly undertaken in 
November – was vital.

Once all the data was collected, a team of five research analysts, recruited by the LSE, began the complex task 
of analysing the lengthy transcripts in search of themes. 

The process began with an analyst reading a transcript to get an overview of its contents. After several 
readings, each transcript was then coded, so that particular themes could be identified and evidenced.’

As a reminder of the issues that need to be discussed in columns 3, 4 and 5, place yourself in the middle of the 
diagram below and identify issues raised by your research. Three have been done for you.

• You will need to make sure that you have evaluated your design, identified issues and problems and 
in particular, discussed the research in relation to the key concepts and to ethics. 

• You do also need to reflect on relevant practical issues, such as time and money. As an A Level 
student, you do not have the time to do a vast social survey. You do not, either, have the money to 
start offering incentives for completing your questionnaire/interview. If you want to offer a small 
incentive, you could say that you would offer a £5 token for one person for a local shop. 
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