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1-8 The distinction between primary and secondary 
data and qualitative and quantitative data 
 
The theoretical, practical and ethical considerations 
of research 
 
Questionnaires and structured interviews 
 
Semi-structured and unstructured interviews 
 
Participant observation 
 
Non –participant obeservation 

Prescribed textbook -  
Cambridge International AS 
and A level Sociology 
Coursebook by Livesey 
 
Hand-out given to students 
 

Social surveys seek to collect information from a 
wide range of people. To achieve this, researchers 
will choose what they consider to be a suitable 
sampling technique to select a sample. Social 
surveys usually use a sampling technique which 
aims for a highly representative sample, such as a 
stratified sample. Other research methods may 
use a sampling technique, such as a snowball 
sample, to select a particular group of people who 
may not be representative of the wider 
population. Sociologists use a variety of random 
and non-random sampling techniques. Social 
surveys usually collect quantitative data. 
Sociologists consider quantitative research 
methods to be high in reliability. 
Interpretivists, however, argue that the data 
produced may lack validity. 
(a) What is meant by the term reliability? [2] 
(b) Describe two factors that affect the choice of 
research method. [4] 
(c) Explain why researchers are careful to select a 
suitable sampling technique when carrying out 
large scale social surveys. [8] 
(d) Assess interpretivist arguments against the use 
of quantitative research methods. [11] 



9 Laboratory experiments and field experiments Prescribed textbook -  
Cambridge International AS 
and A level Sociology 
Coursebook by Livesey 
 
Hand-out given to students 
 

There are two types of experiment used by 
sociologists to conduct research: laboratory and 
field experiments. Both types of experiment can be 
used to test a hypothesis. Laboratory experiments 
take place under controlled conditions. In these 
experiments, a researcher typically takes two 
groups with similar social characteristics and 
subjects them to different experiences. An 
example of this approach is Bandura’s study of the 
effects on young people of observing violent 
behaviour. Field experiments are similar but take 
place in normal social conditions. Rosenthal and 
Jacobson used this approach to examine how 
teacher expectations affect pupil performance in 
schools. 
Positivists favour the use of experiments because 
they involve a scientific approach to research and 
collect mainly quantitative data. Interpretivists, on 
the other hand, are critical of both laboratory and 
field experiments. They identify a range of 
practical, ethical and theoretical problems with 
their use. 
(a) What is meant by the term hypothesis? [2] 
(b) Describe two reasons why a researcher may 
choose a laboratory experiment rather than a field 
experiment. [4] 
(c) Explain why positivists are in favour of methods 
that use a scientific approach. [8] 
(d) Assess arguments against the use of 
experiments in sociological research. [11] 
 

10 Content analysis, Longitudinal studies and cross 
sectional studies 

Prescribed textbook -  
Cambridge International AS 
and A level Sociology 
Coursebook by Livesey 
 
Hand-out given to students 

1. What is meant by the following terms: 
a) Content analysis[2] 
b) Longitudinal studies[2] 
c) Cross sectional studies[2] 

2. Describe two research topics that might be 
suitable for sociological investigation using 



 

 content analysis.[4] 
3. ‘Longitudinal survey provide a more complete 

understanding of society than can be achieved 
using other methods.’  Explain and assess this 
view. 

 
11 Official Statistics Prescribed textbook -  

Cambridge International AS 
and A level Sociology 
Coursebook by Livesey 
 
Hand-out given to students 
 

‘Official statistics are of limited use as a source of 
sociological evidence’.  Explain and assess this 
view. [25] 

12 Documentary sources Prescribed textbook -  
Cambridge International AS 
and A level Sociology 
Coursebook by Livesey 
 
Hand-out given to students 
 

Assess the strengths and limitations of using 
diaries and historical documents in sociological 
research.[11] 


