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Theoretical approaches to research
Historically the debate about theoretical approaches to research was between positivists and interpretivists 
but this debate is no longer so clear-cut. Realist sociologists seek to reconcile the differences between 
positivists and interpretivists and in doing so have developed an alternative approach to research. Realists 
do not entirely agree amongst themselves but all offer a challenge to previous debate. 

To access top mark bands, it is important students understand different theoretical approaches to research. 

Positivist approach to sociological research

Use the digital resource – Positivist approach to sociological research

Students will be presented with the graph below. Encourage them to discuss and then answer the questions. 
The hint button can be used to provide extra support.

Source UCL Institute of Health Equity – Marmot Review team – 2015

Questions

1. What type of data does the graph depict?

2. Describe a pattern that can be seen.

3. Describe a trend.

4. What type of sociologists will be looking for patterns and trends?

5. Whose methods are they emulating?

6. To what extent might this research be described as reliable?
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Hints 
Positivists are interested in taking a scientific approach to research. They look for social facts. In 
doing this they attempt to follow the approach taken by natural scientists. They are interested in 
what might cause something to occur and the effect that might have in relation to the social world.   
They are interested in quantitative data which enables them to look for patterns and trends and to 
make comparisons. 
They also want to replicate research from one year to the next or to use a standard measuring 
instrument, such as a questionnaire, which would enable other researchers to replicate the 
research.

In order to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the different theoretical approaches the concepts 
associated with each one should be used accurately. They should be used to explain what is being discussed.

Key terms/concepts associated with positivists

Use the digital resource Key terms used by positivists

The definitions are hidden. Students should be encouraged to discuss what they think they might be before 
revealing the suggested definition. 

Cause and effect        Where one variable may lead to another. 

Correlations              A relationship that can be measured between two or more variables. 

Hypothesis                  A statement that can be tested. 

Objectivity              A scientific approach to the study of society. An approach which is free from  
    the bias of researchers.

Pattern                       A consistent relationship between variables which can be viewed as a result  
    of a cross-sectional or snapshot study. 

Replicability/reliability    Research that can be repeated.

Scientific                      Research which follows the methods of the natural sciences.

Social facts                A concept originally used by Durkheim. Used to describe the institutions,   
    values and beliefs of a society. Things which can be objectively measured.

Trends                   Something that happens/changes over time and can be measured. May be  
    identified as a result of longitudinal studies.

Value-free                   Research that is not influenced by the values of the researcher. 
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It is often useful to:

1. develop the meaning of a concept by following a term with ‘– this means that……’. For example: 
reliability – this means that a standard measuring instrument such as a questionnaire has been 
used. 

2. be able to give examples to explain what you mean. For example, with regard to a hypothesis, the 
following could be tested – pupils in receipt of free school meals will do less well at GCSE than pupils 
who are not.

3. be able to evaluate or question concepts. For example, to what extent can any research be value-
free? Questionnaires may claim to be value-free but the researcher who designed the questions will 
have made decisions as to which questions to ask. 

Positivists Terms Table 

Use the concepts identified in the digital resource and complete the table according to the suggestions given.

Concept Meaning Example Evaluation
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The interpretivist approach to research

Use the digital resource – Interpretivist approach to research

Students will be presented with the text below. Encourage them to discuss and then answer the questions. 
The hint button can be used to provide extra support.

Paul Hodkinson carried out an ethnographic study of goths over four years. As a goth himself, Hodkinson 
was able to spend time as an ‘insider’ with goths at Whitby weekends, on internet chat rooms, and at small 
goth events. This enabled him to study the norms, meanings and motivations of the goths. He argued 
that his long term participation in the goth culture placed him in a strong position to research the group. 
However, he did say that once he decided to do the research he had to reposition himself, meaning he was 
now a researcher and would be viewing what was happening through researchers’ eyes as well as through 
the eyes of the goths. Whilst Hodkinson was at Whitby he distributed a questionnaire on a fairly random 
basis to 112 people. It had some open-ended questions. He used the data from this to add to the ethnographic 
data he had collected.

1. What type of data was Hodkinson collecting?

2. What is meant by verstehen in terms of this research?
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3. To what extent might this research be described as producing valid data?

4. How easy would it be for another researcher to repeat this research?

5. What use would the questionnaire have been to an ethnographer?

Hint 
Ethnographers are looking for the meanings and motives that people attach to their actions. They 
want to be able to ‘walk in the shoes of those being researched’. They are not particularly interested 
in obtaining statistical data. The questionnaire had a number of open questions which would have 
given Hodkinson additional qualitative data.

Key terms/concepts associated with interpretivists

Use the digital resource Key terms used by interpretivists

The definitions are hidden. Students should be encouraged to discuss what they think they might be before 
revealing the suggested definition. 

Hawthorne effect  This occurs when those being studied change their behaviour as a result of  
    being studied.

Meanings and motives The interpretations people give to their actions and why they act in the way  
    they do.

Qualitative data  Data in words.

Rapport   Relationship, one of trust, between the researcher and those being researched.

Validity   A true picture of the social reality of those being studied.

Verstehen   Understanding the world from the viewpoint of those being studied. 
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Interpretivists Terms Table 

Use the concepts identified in the digital resource and complete the table according to the suggestions given.

Concept Meaning Example Evaluation

Realist approaches to research

This is available as a handout for students

Realism is an approach which tries to reconcile the differences between positivist and interpretivist research. 
It is an approach which also has many differences between those who espouse it. 

Realists argue that aspects of any reality will remain hidden from the observation/s of the researcher, 
whether they are the scientific observations of the positivist seeking causal explanations for behaviour/
actions, or the observations of interpretivists looking for the meanings and motives people attach to their 
actions. They argue that we observe events and actions, but we cannot draw conclusions about the causes 
of these events and actions or why people behave as they do, without considering the underlying processes, 
mechanisms and structures which are not possible to observe.  
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They use aspects of both positivist and interpretivist approaches to research and in doing so, try to improve 
on them.

Similarity of realism in relation to positivism

Concerned with: objectivity

Realists want to know, for example, what causes social processes and events. For example, pupils on free 
school meals tend to do less well than pupils who are not in receipt of free school meals. This can be measured. 
But they go further than simply measuring the observable social facts. They ask why the result has been 
found, why pupils on free school meals do less well. They suggest the result covers a much deeper and 
unobservable reality/set of structures. Easton (1999) argues there is a ‘dark veil’ that hides these structures.

Key similarities between realism in relation to interpretivism

• Human beings are not objects and therefore cannot be studied as if they were.

• People are conscious beings who create and recreate the social world.

What do realists want to do?

1. They want to start with causes and motivations but then ask why. What are the underlying reasons 
for underachievement? Poverty? The class system? Capitalism?

2. They want to examine the causes of behaviour beyond the will of the individual.

3. They want to understand the views of the individuals involved in social processes and events.

4. They want to suggest that just because males and females do not overtly engage in conflict, a conflict 
that can be measured, that does not mean sexism in society does not exist.

5. They want to be as objective as possible, but are realistic that it is difficult to be value-free.

How do they do this?

1. By examining the wider social world in all its dimensions.

2. By considering the underlying ideologies and social structures which underpin actions and events, 
for example, sexism, racism, discrimination, capitalism. Understanding this will help to understand, 
for example, sexist comments in the workplace. Understanding the nature of capitalism will help to 
understand why twelve lads in Birmingham in the 1970s were disaffected by school.

Realists assume that the way people behave is always influenced by the wider institutional structures 
of society. Resisting sexism at an individual level will not on its own change the sexist ideology of a 
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society.

3. By using a range of methods and breaking down the division between the collection of quantitative 
and qualitative data.

4. By undertaking research in at least two stages – the first will then inform the second stage.

5. Developing layers or peeling off layers – the analogy of an onion could be used, as each layer is 
removed, another slightly different one is exposed.

This is available as a worksheet for the students 

Read the extracts below. Using the material in section 5 to what extent could they be described as taking a 
realist approach. Explain why.

Eileen Barker – The making of a Moonie: choice or brainwashing

Barker carried out her research on the Moonies in a number of stages. She wanted to uncover whether 
Moonies were brainwashed or had made a choice about belonging to the cult. Barker wanted to understand 
the Moonies on an individual/personal level, to observe the interaction between the Moonies themselves 
and then to look at the structure of the movement and its overall role in society.

Barker undertook a study which was to last six years. She carried out unstructured interviews, attended 
workshops and seminars, lived in a number of the centres in Britain and abroad, observing the lives of the 
Moonies. Her participant observation involved three stages from the passive observer to the fully integrated 
active stage where she felt able to join in conversations and ask questions. She also interviewed some people 
who had left the movement.  

Geoff Dench, Kate Gavron and Michael Young – The new East End: kinship, race and conflict

This research was a repeat of a study carried out in the 1950s – ‘Family and kinship in East London’ by Young 
and Willmott.

The researchers used a range of methods. They started by gathering statistical data from secondary sources 
to obtain a general picture of life in the East End. At this stage they looked for gaps and issues thrown up by 
the facts and figures.

They then carried out a survey based on a randomised sample, using a standardised questionnaire. Following 
that, they selected a smaller sub-sample of 799 and conducted interviews with them. At the end of these two 
stages they had accumulated data on approximately 8,000 people. A further 51 people with children were 
interviewed ‘intensively’ on at least one occasion. Additional in-depth interviews were conducted with some 
of the Bangladeshi respondents in order to ‘understand as much as possible about their family life’.
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Paul Willis – Learning to labour

Willis studied a number of groups of young people, most notably 12 ‘lads’ from a town in the West Midlands. 
His work was set in the context of a number of changes to the education system in the 1970s, for example 
the raising of the school leaving age. He carried out an intensive study of the ‘lads’. He spent time with them 
in and out of class, went on school trips with them, he recorded group discussions, carried out informal 
interviews. He also interviewed in-depth the parents of the ‘lads’, teachers and careers officers. In addition, 
he conducted smaller-scale studies on a number of other groups in the same school and other local schools.

Willis was interested in the structures of the workplace, the ideology of capitalism and class culture.

Use these hint to support students.

1. Do they use a multi-method approach?

2. Are they seeking to go beyond the immediate observable lives of those they are studying?


