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Module 1 

Social Research 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The following module discusses different aspects related to research in a general way and the 

social science research with specific reference to Population Sciences. 

Objective: To become familiar with definitions of key terms pertaining to social research along 

with how they are applied through Population Sciences with examples. Many of these will be 

discussed at length in other modules as well and the above presents a brief introduction to them. 

Learning Outcomes: 

1) Understanding of Definition and Characteristics of Research 

2) Definition, Meaning and Assumption of Social Sciences Research  

3) Importance of Objectivity in Social Science Research 

4) Uses and Problems of Social Science Research 

1.2 Research: Meaning and Characteristics    

 

The English work ‘research’ is derived from the French word ‘rachercher’ which means 

to seek again (Cardasco and Gatner, 1958). Another simple meaning of research is that “the word 

‘research’ is composed of two syllables, re and search, which means again or over again and to 

examine closely and carefully to test and try, or to probe, respectively. Together, they form a 

noun describing “a careful, systematic, patient study and investigation in some field of 

knowledge, undertaken to establish facts or principles” (Grinnell, 1993). 

 

Though the meaning of research looks simple, definitions vary from discipline to 

discipline as well as from researcher to researcher. However, across disciplines and researchers, 

there seem to be an agreement with respect to the functions it performs, that is, to find answers to 

research questions. A few more definitions of research are as follows. 

 

The Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary defines research as "a studious inquiry or 

examination; especially investigation or experimentation aimed at the discovery and 

interpretation of facts, revision of accepted theories or laws in the light of new facts, or practical 

application of such new or revised theories or laws (www.merriam-webster.com, 2017) 

 
In the words of Kerlinger (1973), “scientific research is a systematic, controlled, 

empirical and critical investigation of hypothetical propositions about the presumed relationships 

among natural phenomena”. 

 

According to Black and Champion (1976), “scientific research consist of obtaining 

information through empirical observation that can be used for systematic development of 

logically related propositions attempting to establish casual relations among variables”. 
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Consolidating all these definitions, it may be stated that research is an original 

contribution / addition to the available knowledge on a particular topic, which contributes to its 

further advancement. It is also an attempt to pursue truth through scientific methods of study, 

observation, comparison and experiment. In sum, research is the search for knowledge, using 

objective and systematic methods to answer or find solution to a problem.    

 

1.2.1 Characteristics of Research  

  As most of the definitions of research are abstract, its characteristics or features can better 

clarify the spirit and its meaning. All these characteristics are common not only to a particular 

discipline, but also to Population Studies. The most important characteristics of research are 

(Saravanavel, 2010):  

 

 Research adds to the existing knowledge. It is also directed towards the solution of a 

problem. Research lays emphasis on the development of generalisations, principles or 

theories that will be helpful in predicting future occurrences.  

 

 Research is based upon observations, experiences or empirical evidence. Knowledge of 

the field of study is an essential prerequisite for research.   

 

 Research demands accurate observation, experimentation and description of the 

phenomena of study. Without precision research can has no acceptable basis.  

 

 Research should be carried out in an objective manner. It also requires the use of 

scientific methods and logical reasoning to probe deeper and deeper, and arrives closer to 

the truth or as near to reality as possible.   

 

 Research results are obtained either by way of generalisations of the observation or 

establishing some generally observed phenomena. It may be either based on inductive or 

deductive logic.  

 

 Research findings are systematically recorded and reported without involving value 

judgement.  

 

 Research never solves a problem finally. Rather, it leads to identification of some aspect 

of the problem which may become a topic of further exploratory research.    

 

1.2.2 Essential Principles of Good Research  

  

  In order to carry out good (quality) research, one should adhere to the scientific 

guidelines given below (Saravanavel, 2010):  

 

 Research should be Systematic: Research should be done with specified steps in specified 

sequence in accordance with a well defined set of rules. Creating thinking should be part 

of a systematic examination of the phenomenon under study, which is also to be 

considered  in arriving at certain conclusions.   

 

 Research should be Logical: Application of the rules of logical reasoning and the logical 

process of inducting and deduction are most essential in carrying out research. Through 

logical reasoning the research would become more meaningful while taking major 

decisions related to natural and social phenomena.  
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 Research should be Empirical: Though ideas and hypotheses pertaining to any research 

problem develop based on theories or intuition, they have to be supported with concrete 

data (either primary or secondary sources) so as to validate the research results. 

 

 Research should be Replicable: Any good research should have the characteristic of 

replication so as to verify the results of a particular study and thereby, to arrive at 

sensible decision related to the theoretical knowledge.     

 

 

1.3 Social Research 

 

Social research (or prominently known as Social Science Research in the recent past) 

attempts to discover facts concealed in a social phenomenon or the law governing it. Social 

research is a tool used by social scientists to understand the social processes, social values, ideals, 

reality, their interrelationships and linkages with nature laws. Social behaviour is not an isolated 

phenomenon; it is affected by a large number of environmental and biological factors besides the 

value system of the society. Social research, therefore, attempts to reveal the cause and effect 

relationship existing in various social phenomena and various factors contributing to change in 

the society. Thus, social research is that domain of human inquisitiveness which primarily deals 

with the structures and processes of the social world, in both their enduring and changing 

dimensions. It also probes social realities at ever deeper levels, gives rise to new perspectives 

which are then questioned by future researchers, further probed and which ultimately lead 

to social theories to explain the phenomena of question. Social science research also includes 

both qualitative as well as quantitative measurement of research (Sharma, 2002).  

 

Social sciences include various disciplines dealing with human life, human behaviour and 

institutions, viz., Anthropology, Sociology, History, Economics, Education, Commerce, 

Demography / Population Studies, Psychology, Social Work, etc. Social sciences are not exact 

science like physical sciences. It deals with human beings like in the case of Population Studies.  

As Population Studies / Sciences also fall under the gamut of Social Sciences whatever discussed 

in this section is applicable to the same.  

 

According to Young (1975), social research may be defined as “a scientific undertaking 

which by means of logical and systematized techniques aim to (1) Discover new facts or verify 

and test old facts, (2) Analyse their sequences, inter-relationships, and causal explanations, which 

are derived within an appropriate theoretical frame of reference, and (3) Develop new scientific 

tools, concepts and theories which would facilitate reliable and valid study of human behaviour.”  

 

In the words of Bogardus (1947), social research is “the investigation of the underlying 

processes operative in the lives of persons who are in association.”   

 

Best and Kahn (1986) defined social research as “the systematic and objective analysis 

and recording of controlled observations that may lead to the developments of generalisations, 

principles or theories, resulting in prediction and possibly ultimate control of events.”  

 

Thus, social problems and human behaviour are the subject matter of social research. A 

social research like scientific research is based on scientific investigation in the field of social as 

well as behavioural sciences. The broad objective of social science research is to explore, analyse 

and conceptualize human behaviour or social life in order to extent, correct or verify the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_theories
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knowledge related to these issues in a scientific manner. It also seeks to find explanations to 

unexplained phenomena, to clarify the doubtful and correct the misconceived fact of social life. 

 

1.3.1 Objectives of Social Research 

 

 Social Research used to be carried out with the following major objectives (Sharma, 

2002; Saravanavel, 2010).   

 

 Development of Knowledge: The major objective of social research is to seek fresh 

knowledge and discovering the truth. To this end, through social science research one 

would try to discover new concepts and techniques as well as scientifically acquire 

further knowledge about the social phenomena and social facts so as to deal with 

social problems more effectively.  

 

 Scientific Study of Social Life: Social scientists, through social research, study the 

various social processes, social change, social structure, etc., which are part and 

parcel of the social life of human beings and human behaviour, besides the social 

relationships and thereby, formulate laws in this regard.      

     

 Human Welfare: The basic characteristics of  any research activity is for the ‘welfare 

of humanity’ and such feature is more unique in the case of social research since 

social scientists deal with human beings living in different societies.  

 

 Clarification of facts: In the worlds of P. V. Young (1975), ‘social research aims at 

not only identifying new knowledge / addition to the existing knowledge, but it also 

aims at clarify the existing facts. Several social facts are likely to change over a 

period of time and thereby, understanding the same has become inevitable to social 

researchers.'  

 

 Social control and prediction: Social science researches mostly study the social 

phenomenon, events and the factors that govern and guide them. Through this one 

can understand the cause and effect relationships in social phenomena and thereby, it 

would be possible to predict the behaviour of particular type of individuals under 

specific conditions.   

     

1.3.2 Basic Assumptions in Social Research  

 

While pursuing social research, social scientists generally believe the following 

conditions would underlie the phenomenon under study (Saravanavel, 2010).  

 

 Objectively studying: Like in the case of natural and physical sciences, in some or in 

positivistic disciplines of the social sciences, the researchers presume that they will 

be able to study or investigate the social problems in an unbiased manner. 

 

 Existence of some Social Norm or Law: In social research, it is generally presumed 

that in any society there is some kind of natural law or norm, and any social event 

occurs based on it. Because of this social norm, prediction would be fairly easy.  

 

 Possible to Predict Future: Prediction of the future social phenomenon and/or social 

event / pattern, especially in the short-time period, would become somewhat reliable 



 

5 

 

as there is some definite pattern of social phenomena exists (in terms of social norm 

as stated earlier) in the society. For example, if the population of any country 

increases with specific rate, then the population of that country in near future can be 

predicted given constant conditions / certain assumptions.     

 

 Existence of Cause-effect Relationship: In social research, it is presumed that a cause-

effect relationship exists between social behaviour and events. Keeping this in mind, 

attempts would be made to find out the causes that are likely to be affecting a 

particular phenomenon and also causes from the effect. Because of these, one would 

presume that similar causes would produce similar results under similar conditions as 

there is some order of social relations exists.  

 

 Representative Sample: Social research presumes that there is possibility of selecting 

a representative sample from the whole population under study. It also assumes that 

the results of the study from the representative sample would be applicable to the 

whole population.  

 

 Possibility of Detached Study: It is presumed that the social researcher has no pre-

conceptions about the subject matter under study and thereby, carries out the research 

with neutrality and unbiased manner.   

 

 Experimentation is Possible: Social researchers, in the recent past, assumed that 

application of experimentation is possible like in the case of natural sciences. In some 

Social Sciences like Psychology, Social Work, Education, etc. research studies used 

to be carried out on experimental basis in comparison with control groups, but to a 

limited extent only.         

   

1.3.3 Importance of Objectivity in Social Research 

 

 One of the major criticisms against the social research is lack of objectivity in pursing 

research activities. Scientifically one should maintain objectivity, i.e., willingness and ability to 

examine the data or facts without bias and value judgement.  It is very difficult to maintain and 

achieve objectivity in social science research where human behaviour is being studied by human 

beings (researchers). The research works are more often influenced by personal prejudices, likes 

and dislikes, beliefs, faith and so on. Though subjectivity by itself is not detrimental to research, 

one should see that it should not enter into the analytical framework of research.  

 

 There are various personal, situational and environmental factors which stand in the way 

of objectivity of the researcher to carry out research. They include: personal emotions and 

motives, customs and superstitions, moral values, self interest, complexity and qualitative nature 

of subject matter, lack of uniformity, misunderstanding caused by lack of knowledge, ignorance, 

external pressure, ethnocentrism, and so on.      

 

 There are many sources and possibilities of bias in a social enquiry. Some of the 

following are major ones: 

- Personal bias of the researcher in approaching the research  

- Respondent is likely to be biased in providing information  

- Sampling bias in selecting unrepresentative data 

- Bias in preparation and administration of data collection instrument, viz., 

Questionnaire or Interview Schedule 
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- Bias due to faulty method of data collection and/or data itself may be biased 

- Faulty analysis and generalisations due to personal bias 

- The attitude and aptitude of the researcher may be biased either against or in favour 

of a notion or theory (Saravanavel, 2010) 

 
Figure 1.1: Sources of Bias 

Image Source: 

www.wikimedia.org 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SeesawWithKids_wb.png 

Public Domain 

Created on : 11 Jan,2006 

-  

 

1.3.4 Achieving Objectivity in Social Research 

 
Figure 1.2: Achieving Objectivity in Social Research 

Source: Data below 

 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SeesawWithKids_wb.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SeesawWithKids_wb.png
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 Objectivity in data collection and rejection of pre-conceived notions gradually occupied 

central place in the development of research in the social sciences. It gave rise to a very strong 

mind set in social thinkers that researchers have to be ethically neutral and their emotions should 

not vitiate the research process. Researchers have to come out of the pre-conceived and 

ethnocentric notions that something which is not part of their own culture is wrong. Though it is 

difficult to acquire this mindset (to be objective) while working in the community, one can come 

out as a good researcher in the social sciences, if he / she keeps track of some of the following 

steps (Saravanavel, 2010).  

 

 Less Dependence on Investigator: A majority of social science research depends upon the 

data collected from the field. While such data is generally collected by the researcher in 

the case of personal research or small-scale surveys, such task is assigned to field 

investigators in the case of large-scale surveys, of course, with appropriate training in the 

office as well as on the field. As individual researchers, he / she can take care of 

objectivity by controlling their own prejudices or subjective approach to a large extent. 

But it would be difficult to check the subjective approach of many field investigators 

those who are actually on the field. Therefore, the researcher has to take care of this issue 

with appropriate monitoring and supervision of the field investigators as well as by 

checking data regularly.  

 

 Application of Statistical Measurement: Application of quantitative measurements and 

statistical methods to the data analysis and interpretation to a large extent would serve the 

purpose of lessening the subjectivity and to improve the objectivity.  

 

 Standardization of Terms: One of the serious problems in social science research is not 

using standardized concepts and terms while measuring majority of the social 

phenomena, which will lead to subjectivity. Each researcher uses the same concept and 

term to suit according to his / her research setting and thereby, comparison and 

uniformity will be difficult. For example, the terms like ‘women empowerment’ 

‘poverty’, ‘standard of living’ ‘education’, ‘occupation’, etc. are measured differently by 

different researchers and thus, a lot of subjectivity gets introduced in that.  

 

 Use of Questionnaire: Using standardized questionnaires for data collection to some 

extent would be helpful in maintaining objectivity in social research. This is because on 

the one side, terms and concepts are clarified thereby reducing subjectivity due to non-

clarification of terms and concepts. On the other side, since the information provided is 

available on record can be checked at any time, which can effectively check the element 

of subjectivity which can creep in by twisting, interviewing, misinterpretation and others.   

 

 Application of Random Sampling Methods: In social science research, the selection of 

sample is mostly done by making use of non-random methods, through which 

subjectivity arises. Therefore, if the researcher selects his / her sample by adopting 

random sampling techniques, which are known to have less bias, the problem of 

subjectivity due to sample selection can be reduced to a considerable extent.  

 

 Counter-checking: In order to avoid the prejudices and bias (subjectivity) of the 

researcher and/or field investigators in collecting data from the field, one can counter-

check the same by sending to some other investigators on the same or similar fields and 

findings are then compared. Through such counter-checks one can identify the bias and 

prejudices attached to data collected, which can be rectified to a greater extent.  
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 Extensive Use of Machines: Generally, it becomes easier for the social researcher to 

introduce subjectivity when manual labour is given predominance in the collection and 

interpretation of data. To avoid this one can make use of machines and mechanical 

devices during data collection and analysis and thereby, one can reduce the chances of 

subjectivity. In the recent past, most of the qualitative data is collected making use of 

tape recorders, video recording, films, computers, etc. which take care of objectivity to a 

considerable extent.  

                   

1.3.5 Utility / Significance of Social Research  

 

 Social research, by and large, focuses its attention on social problems and social events 

related to the social life of human beings. Therefore, social research has great relevance, practical 

utility and contribution towards social welfare and development. Some such areas wherein social 

research findings are used significantly are listed below (Sharma, 2002; Saravanavel, 2010).  

 

 Social Planning: Social research to a large extent collects and interprets the information 

systematically on several social problems, besides with regard to the needs of people, 

similarities and differences in their tradition and culture, societal resources and liabilities, 

etc. Such information is extensively useful for the formulation and implementation of 

social plans so as to improve the socio-economic conditions of people. 

  

 Facilitates Control over Social Phenomena: Knowledge is a type of power. Social 

research generates such knowledge about the ogranisation and working of the society and 

its institutions. This knowledge in turn would be useful for exercising control over social 

phenomena so as to maintain peace and harmony among the people. 

  

 Useful in Social Prediction: Social research affords a sound basis for predictions in a 

large number of situations. Though social predictions cannot be perfect in all cases due to 

variety of constraints and assumptions, yet they prove useful in guiding social growth on 

proper lines and achieving the most of the pre-determined goals.    

 

 Creates Social Understanding: Social research by and large will be helpful in better 

understanding the different groups and their social relationships and their 

interdependence. Through such understanding, some of the national and international 

social problems are likely to be solved and, at times, provides solutions to new problems 

that are likely to arise in the future.  

 

 Contributes to Human Welfare: Social research knowledge related to the magnitude, 

causes and consequences related to various social evils or social problems, ultimately 

provides a basis for taking up correct measures and reforms leading to social or human 

welfare.          

 

 Leads to Social Growth / Progress: It is a well known fact that the growth of any society 

is always influenced by its own structure, institutions, social values, motivations, etc. 

Social research in that way helps to understand these institutions, which in turn would be 

helpful in better social planning and control and thereby, leads to overall social change 

and social growth.  
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 Refinement of Social Science Research Methodology: Research in general, and social 

science research in particular helps in the refinement of various methods and techniques 

related to research methodology. These include approaches to research, research designs, 

sample selection, data collection instruments and methods, etc. since social research 

provides vast knowledge related to social life and human behaviour over time. All these 

would lead to improvement in the quality of social science research and also helps for the 

advancement of the social sciences.   

 

 Solution to Endless Social Problems: Through social research, it is possible to arrive at 

an understanding of various types of social problems from current as well as on 

retrospective perspectives. This would be helpful in giving solutions to various existing 

social problems and also to give suggestions to new problems likely to crop up in the near 

future.      

 

1.3.6 Problems and Limitations of Social Research 

 

Understanding several social problems, social life and human behaviour through social 

research is a complex one. Several problems / difficulties as well as limitations crop up in 

studying these through social research. These are enumerated along the following lines 

(Saravanavel, 2010).  

 

 
Figure 1.3: Problems and Limitations of Social Research 

Source: Data below 
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o Balancing between Theory and Application: To carry out social research, one should 

maintain a balance between theory and the application of theories to the research theme / 

topic selected. However, in some cases there is greater emphasis upon theory without 

much consideration to its utility and in some others more prominence is given to the 

application of different methods without building proper theory. In both cases, the quality 

of social research suffers and hence, a balance is very much essential.  

  

o Over emphasis on Quantitative / Statistical Analysis: Though quantitative measurement 

and statistical application and treatment is very much essential for reliable and valid 

results in social science research, in the recent past, most of the researchers are over 

emphasising  these. Because of this, in the process of drawing conclusions and making 

generalisations, at times, certain glaring differences and contradictions are safely / 

unknowingly ignored and/or mostly attributed to sampling variations. To avoid these, 

non-quantifiable factors also be given due weightage in drawing conclusions.   

 

o Scientific Objectivity: Social sciences researches though try to maintain objectivity in 

pursing research, knowingly / unknowingly, they introduce subjectivity because of their 

perception, experience, socio-economic background, approach to life, etc. However, as 

suggested in the earlier section, one should minimise the influence of external factors that 

are likely to affect objectivity.  

 

o Complexity of Social Data: Most social problems, social events and human behaviour are 

complex to understand given the variety of factors viz., physical, biological, socio-

cultural, economic, psychological, geographical, etc. Because of these, on the one side, 

the researchers may find it difficult to decide which one is to be studied, and on the other 

side, it is often very difficult to study all the factors that are likely to be relevant to the 

phenomena under study.    

 

o Dynamic Nature of Social Phenomena: Human beings as a part of society have to 

undergo changes in their behaviour and social life over a period of time, since human 

society undergoes constant change. In this process, techniques used in the past, may 

become less useful for the research to be carried out in the present and future conditions. 

Due to this dynamic nature, the social researchers’ task of analysing the data has become 

very much complicated and at times, the inferences drawn may be misleading.   

 

o Unpredictability: Predictability, one of the basic characteristics of science, is possible in 

any research, which is done in scientific manner. In social research, though it is difficult 

to predict exactly as in the natural science research, in the recent past, social science 

researchers are trying to predict certain groups’ behaviour and happening of social 

events, of course, approximately and some times almost nearly to the truth.   

 

o Inter-disciplinary Approach: Most social science research is interdisciplinary in nature, 

but unfortunately many social scientists, on the one side, lack knowledge about closely 

related disciplines and on the other side, lack co-operation and co-ordination with 

researchers of other related disciplines.      

 

o Problems related to Data Collection and Interpretation: Since social science researchers 

to a large extent collect data from human beings (respondents), who have different 

temperament and personality, besides non-cooperation, it has become difficult to collect 

reliable data. Likewise, difficulties also do exist to analyse and interpret the data 
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scientifically since the data may itself be faulty and sometimes does not have knowledge 

about the suitable techniques of analysis of data.     

 

o Funding to Carry out Research: In most of the less developed countries in general and in 

India in particular, funding for social research is meagre. Even though some finance is 

available, the allotment to different social sciences is not that equal or up to the needed 

level and thereby, small amounts of finance only are made available to individual 

researchers. With little funding, conducting research studies is not going to be effective.    

 

 

1.4 Conclusion  

 

Different features of social research like its definition, characteristics and assumptions related to 

social research with special reference to Population Sciences are given above. Hope through this 

module, you have become familiar with the fundamentals of research in general and social science 

research especially Population Sciences research in particular. Having understanding these it is 

presumed that it will motivate you to learn the other issues of social research in the other modules 

that follow in this course. 
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