
Critical Analysis Skills 

Lecture 1: Introduction to Social Science Research 

Characteristics of Social Science Research 
• Empirical evidence: strives for objective knowledge, theories must be falsifiable, and 

concepts must be relevant to the real world 

• Systematic, methodological rules: research is driven by clear concepts and theories 

“Concepts without empirical data are empty - empirical data without concepts are blind”, 

along with formal rulesets of procedures and research strategies 

• Replicable/open: research must be open to the scrutiny of other researchers, data must be 

accessible, methods and research decision must be documented 

• Uncertain: Knowledge is always uncertain, always selective, and based on the past 

• “As far as our propositions are certain, they do not say anything about reality, and as far as 

they do say anything about reality, they are not certain” 

Goals of Social Science Research 
• Exploration: just sort of feeling around, trying to find out what needs to be found out (e.g. 

unstructured interview, perusing documents. Often small samples, and qualitative open 

methods (e.g. biographical study on British Ex-Serviceman) 

• Description: more structured descriptive information, like descriptive statistics or description 

of socio-cultural practices 

• Explanation: trying to construct models and explanations to identify the underlying factors 

which determine some phenomenon 

• Evaluation: how a new legislation works out in practice 

Issues in Practical Research 
• Ethics: No harm to the subject, no embarrassment or psychological distress, confidentiality, 

consent, no fooling or misleading of the subject 

• Human irrationality & social awareness: We are not always clear about our motives, and in 

surveys or interviews we might like to present ourselves better than we are, or we respond 

to as we think is publicly desirable 

• Social and personal change: unlike the natural world, social and personal worlds are 

constantly changing in time and place 

• Cultural factors and assumptions: Our ways of doing and understanding things are rooted in 

our socio-cultural world, which differs between cultures  (a big problem in surveys) 

• Hawthorne effect: this refers to the impact of the research study itself on the subject(s) or 

system being studied 

• Complicating social contexts: Social phenomena are entwined within political and moral 

belief systems or ideologies, hence the same data might be interpreted and explained 

differently (e.g. relative/absolute poverty measures) 



Lecture 2: Approaches to Social Research 

Positivism 
 Positivism refers to a set of epistemological perspectives and philosophies of science which 

hold that the scientific method is the best approach to uncovering the processes by which 

both physical and human events occur 

 It was developed by Comte in the early 19th century, and also used by Durkheim 

 Espouses methodological monism: only the scientific method 

 Its guiding directive is to uncover universal empirical laws about the social world 

 Assumes that pre-existing stable social patterns exist ‘out there’ in the world to be observed 

and studied 

 Holds that all such research should be value-free and objective 

 Mechanical model of man: observing people’s behaviours and documenting outside forces 

acting on them are sufficient to provide adequate explanations of human thought and action 

 Rational choice: assumes a general rationality of humans you have only to vary the contexts 

to get the behaviour 

 Purposes research in a rigours manner with hypotheses, methods, results and explanations 

clearly set out and defined 

Post-Positivism 
 Postpositivism (also called postempiricism) is a metatheoretical stance that critiques and 

amends positivism 

 Advanced by Karl Popper, it rejects the positivist idea of a growing body of certain 

knowledge in favour of the idea of a growing body of not yet falsified knowledge 

 One of its core tenants is ‘every scientific statement must remain tentative forever’ 

Antipositivism 
 Antipositivism (also non-positivist or interpretive sociology) is the view in social science that 

academics must necessarily reject empiricism and the scientific method in the conduct of 

social theory and research 

 The basic argument is the social realm is different (as humans are thinking beings that can 

change their behaviour when under study), and hence different methods are required than 

those used in the natural sciences 

 They propose that research should concentrate on human cultural norms, values, symbols, 

and social processes viewed from a resolutely subjective perspective 

 As a nonpositivist, one seeks relationships that are not as "ahistorical, invariant, or 

generalizable" as those pursued by natural scientists 

 Because antipositivists reject the idea of an objectively pre-existing social reality, they 

believe that society can only be studied by detailed analysis of the concepts and meanings 

that underlie this social construction 

 ‘If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences’ 

 Unlike positivists, antipositivists also reject the idea that values can be removed from 

research – for example, how we define terms and what we decide to measure is a reflection 

of our values 



Critical Inquiry 
 The basic idea of critical theory comes from Marx "Philosophers have only interpreted the 

world in certain ways; the point is to change it” 

Designing Good Research 
 Chose a specific topic and research question 

 Should be based upon a conceptual/theoretical framework 

 Will need specific methodology to test/examine the question 

 Must then carry out the study, using appropriate sampling and other methods 

 Conduct appropriate analysis of one’s data 

 Consider the ethical implications of one’s research 

 “Research design is a plan for collecting and analysing evidence that will make it possible for 

the investigator to answer whatever questions he or she has posed” 

Selecting a Research Question 
 A research question must be empirically testable in some way, so asking about the existence 

of god would not be a good question 

 Hypotheses typically are developed in a very messy way, for example from everyday life 

experience or unstructured observations of social behaviour 

 One should also precede a study by analysing previous research findings to see what is 

already known and where the gaps are 

 Thus, qualitative research methods are useful for exploring a new area and developing 

hypothesis and theories; quantitative research is useful for testing specific hypotheses 

Lecture 3: The Quantitative Method I 

Background 
 Quantitative methods are not as prevalent in Australian social science research than they 

are in the US, as we tend to follow the more qualitative British approach 

 Some argue that such methods are atheoretical and not very useful 

 Others attack its commitment to value neutrality, believing this to be inappropriate for the 

social scientist 

 Nevertheless, quantitative methods are becoming more commonplace, and are attracting 

significantly more funding, especially in the US 

Positivism 
 Focuses on studying the observable and the measurable, leaving alone the subjective and 

the normative 

 Knowledge was perceived to be objective, value-free, not subjective 

 When applied to the social sciences, positivism also sought to emulate the natural sciences, 

including the considerable use of mathematics 

Post-Positivism 
 Independence of observer and the observed is rejected 



 Facts are not independently existing, but are constructed as generalizations and relevant 

‘rules of thumb’ by researchers 

 The insights of Popper and Kuhn 

Examples of Quantitative Research 
 According to the Freakonomics book, the legalisation of abortion in the US in 1973 was the 

primary reason for the reduction in US crime rates in the 1990s 

 The reason for this was that an increase in abortion led to a reduction in births to poor single 

mothers, in turn reducing the portion of the population most susceptible to crime 

 In the book red state blue state rich state poor state, Andrew Gelman explained how the 

belief in rich people voting democratic and poor voting republican is totally wrong, owing to 

the ecological fallacy 

 That is, rich states tended to vote democrat, but richer individuals are actually more likely to 

vote republican 

Survey Data 
 Surveys are a relatively recent phenomenon, having originated around the 1940s to 1950s 

 Indeed, the necessary statistical sampling techniques were only developed in the early 20th 

century 

 Before this time normative political theories were the only source of knowledge about public 

opinion, and these proved to be highly inaccurate when compared to polls 

 In any case, a crucial aspect of survey data is that the sample is drawn randomly from the 

population; otherwise the sample will be biased 

 Regardless of the population size, only about 1,000 to 2,000 people are necessary for most 

surveys 

 This is not always easy – for example, many young people don’t have fixed line phones, only 

mobiles 

Commercial Opinion Polling 
 These types of opinion polls are often not very in depth, and are just interested in one or 

two key variables 

 Professional polling agencies often conduct political polls for newspapers mainly as a 

method of free advertising – the more often they are cited by media (especially when they 

are right), the more advertising 

 This advertising in turn is used to gain new high-paying corporate jobs, such as conducting 

polls on the popularity of new products – this is where the real money is 

 Journalists often play up spurious results in commercial polls 

 Unlike commercial polls, academic surveys are more in depth, and generally are more 

concerned with actually finding the truth 

Lecture 4: The Quantitative Method II 

Descriptive Statistics 
 The type of descriptive statistics that we use will depend upon the type of analysis that we 

want to do 



Young People and Voting 
 Young people are less likely to vote, write to politicians, and belong to political parties in 

virtually all developed democracies 

 In some countries the difference in proportions of people answering that they think voting is 

very important in the 20s compared to the 50s age bracket is up to 50% 

 There are three main explanations for this: young people don't trust politicians, young 

people don’t care about politics, and young people are much more engaged in non-electoral 

forms of political engagement (e.g. demonstrations, petitions) 

 Survey data support all of these hypotheses as being true; the question is, how important 

are each of them in influencing voting? 

 Conducting such an analysis, we find that level of interest that people have in politics is 

correlated with voting behaviour, though the effect is much larger for young people than 

older people 

 Surprisingly, alternative methods of political activity are not significantly correlated either 

way with voting behaviour in the young 

 From these results we can conclude that the best explanation for low voting turnout of 

young people is low interest in politics and the type of electoral system 

Implications of Findings 
 Young people do not seem to have inherited the sense of ‘civic duty’ associated with voting 

behaviour that older generations had 

 Young people are more rational and calculating in their voting behaviour – they vote when 

they are interested 

The Black Swan  
 Social scientists are notoriously bad at prediction, as discussion by Nassim Taleb in the Black 

Swan 

 He was a derivatives trader who developed an investment strategy that incorporated 

expectations of rare catastrophic market crashes 

 As such, he made a great deal of money in the 1987 and 2008 market crashes 

 A black swan is a rare, high impact event that is only predicted retrospectively 

 Taleb criticises alleged ‘experts’ about failing to predict events beforehand, but then 

claiming afterwards that it was all predictable 

 Experts are very bad at predicting the future, but very skilled at developing elaborate 

explanations for why predictions failed beforehand 

 Taleb also argues that more information is often not helpful, as it simply increases the 

amount of noise 

Mediocristan and Extremeistan 
 We often assume that events or variables of interest are normally distributed 

 However, Taleb argues that many things of interest in the social realm are not 

 Examples include wars, incomes, and financial crises 

 These are not normally distributed because even a single outlier can completely dominate 

the rest of the distribution (e.g. Bill Gates income) 



The Status of Predictions 
 Studies have shown that academic experts are very bad at making accurate predictions; in 

fact prestigious academics are no better than undergrads 

 This should make us very suspicious of anyone who claims to make accurate social 

predictions 

 Social scientists should stick to explaining things in the present and the past, something they 

are much better at 

Lecture 5: Interviews and Grounded Inquiry 

Qualitative Research Methods 
 Focus groups: emphasis is on group dynamics, how are issues/ideas/attitudes negotiated 

within the group; not the same as a group interview 

 Qualitative questionnaires: not multiple choice, but ask open questions to let people provide 

as much detail as they wish, discussing whatever is of importance to them; rich data 

 Direct observation: direct observation and recording of data, but without any personal 

involvement 

 Participant observation-ethnography: ‘going native’, emersion in social setting; these can be 

ethically and practically problematic about how behaviour changes under known 

observation 

 Case studies: detailed and intense analysis of specific event/organisation/group 

Types of Interviews 
 Semi-structured: these have a defined schedule and set of questions, but permits flexibility 

to follow up on answers and go off on individual tangents; accounts for flow of conversation 

 Unstructured: do not have a clear list of specific questions to ask, rather there are general 

themes in mind that the interviewer pursues with on-going development of questions, 

prompts and probes; very useful for initial exploratory research where little is initially known 

Sampling Methods 
 Purposive sampling: selecting interviewees non-randomly, but on the basis of the ability to 

address the specific concerns of the research (e.g. not all the sample will know about topic) 

 Convenience sampling: selection based on the availability of target group 

 Snowball sampling: obtain referrals from existing or previous interviewees 

 All these sampling methods are non-random, and can change over the course of the 

research as more is learnt about the subject, and relevant questions become clear 

Asking Questions 
 Often the first questions asked are broad basic questions that establish what the interview is 

about and get the interviewer to mention some initial areas to explore 

 Dimension mapping: after these initial questions, focus in on some of the things the 

interviewee mentioned in previous answers in more detail 

 Perspective widening: use techniques to help people to reconsider previous answers and 

perhaps give more accurate answers 



 Content mining: encourage people to give more detailed and specific answers; eg. 

Describing a particular event or experience 

 oasis 

Issues to Consider 
 Clarity: ambiguous questions can be interpreted in multiple ways, maybe not those you 

expect 

 Double-barrelled questions: that is questions with multiple parts 

 Leading questions 

 Ability to respond to questions: some people who agree to participate cannot actually 

provide any useful information (e.g. too inexperienced) 

 Relevance 

 Willingness to answer: sometimes people will get upset about things you wouldn't  expect 

 Example of a terrible question: “Do you think that an offender who has committed more 

than one crime should go to prison for life or receive the death penalty, and are human 

rights organisations are too soft on this issue?” 

Research Instruments 
 Consent form: must include purposes of research, permission to tape interview and store 

data, even specifying methods of storage 

 Interview guide vs. Interview schedule 

 Level of structure and style of interview – need to think about this 

 Pilot (test) interview before actually using it to collect a sample, adjust accordingly 

 Collect relevant demographic data for interviewees 

 Harm: need to avoid this, including avoiding making people feel uncomfortable, for example 

by not assuming a degree of literacy that interviewees do not possess 

Challenges 
 Requires high level of engagement: must pay attention to answers, make notes, consider 

next questions, consider their emotional situation, etc 

 Reliant upon honest answers: how do you know if they are being truthful? 

 Misunderstandings/misinterpretations: be sure to check that you understand what they 

have said, don’t be afraid to ask 

 Establishing a rapport: use of body language, use their own terms back to them, try to relate 

to them 

Grounded Theory 
 Theoretical sampling: sampling as an on-going process which is concept driven 

 Coding: data are broken into component parts and named, constant process 

 Theoretical saturation 

 -continue sampling until no new/relevant data emerge or the category is well developed or 

categories are validated 

 Constant comparative method 

 -compare concepts that emerge to each case, integrate categories 



Lecture 6: Discourse Analysis 

What is Discourse Analysis? 
 There is no single, standard definition as to what is a discourse 

 Linguistics focuses upon language and its use, including the particular sounds and words 

 In other disciplines (e.g. sociology, political science), discourse is considered in relation to 

social contexts of language use, including context, author and meaning 

 Social Science DA looks beyond words, sentences and linguistic features and focuses 

attention on the way language is used, what it is used for, and the social context in which it 

is used 

 DA encompasses ideas, statements or knowledge that are dominant at a particular time 

among sets of people. Implicit in the use of such knowledge is the application of power 

 It is a way of examining how relations and structures of power are embedded in the forms of 

everyday language use, and thus how language contributes to the legitimation of existing 

social relations and hierarchies of authority and control 

 Language defines how social reality is to be understood 

Things to Look For in a Text 
 The form of sentences 

 The overall organisation (e.g. Of a news report, government document) 

 Rhetorical devices (such as metaphors, similies, puns) 

 Lay-out 

 Choice of words 

 Photos 

 Voice intonation 

 Stress, volume 

 Binary oppositions ‘Us‘ and ‘Them‘ 

 Presuppositions and implications 

 Quotes and appeals to evidence 

Example One – 2001 Tampa Incident 
 Words repeated in the media like ‘boat people’ and ‘illegals’ 

 The Daily Telegraph warned its readers of a ‘human tide’ and a wave of illegals’ 

 The Herald-Sun described a ‘human flood’ 

 Howard: ‘[if we] say we‘re going to stop doing this… that would be a recipe for the shores of 

this country to be, to be I don‘t want to use the word invaded it‘s the wrong expression, but 

the shores of this nation to be thick with asylum seeker boats, thick with asylum seeker 

boats.’ (2GB, 31 October). 

 Howard: ‘we believe that the measures we have taken since August have began to slow the 

number coming into the pipeline’ (2BL, 6 November). 

 Howard: ‘one of the reasons that we took the action we did some weeks ago, was a concern 

based on a large number of reports of the great build up of people in Indonesia who were 

wanting to come to this country’ 

 Howard: ‘what I‘m asserting is the right of this country to decide who comes here…we 

cannot have a situation where people can demand entry into Australia’ 



 Howard: ‘people can‘t present themselves here and demand entry’ (2GB, 31 October). 

 Howard: ‘this country is not going to allow a situation where people can present themselves 

at our borders and in effect demand entry’ 

Example Two – Commercial Advertisements 
 According to an ideological analysis of advertising, ads have an ideological function 

 They encourage us to view our consumption positively, as something that is normal and 

desirable, and makes us valuable people 

 Mask the real economic differences between us 

 Or from another angle –feminist analysis –ads naturalise ideologies which oppress women 

 But there are also other views –postmodern perspectives 

Lecture 7: Ethnography 

What is Ethnography? 
 A research project to study and explore different ways of life in context 

 Ethography: ethnos (people) + grapho (writing) - writing that is produced from the 

experience of fieldwork; both the fieldwork and the writing are ethnography 

 The key point of ethnographic methods is that they privilege ‘being there’, actually doing 

everyday basic things 

 Ethnography developed out of the schools of social/cultural anthropology that in turn arose 

in response to European attempts to understand the native cultures and peoples that lived 

in the areas they conquered 

Ideas of Franz Boaz 
 Based on extensive fieldwork with Inuit (Eskimo) and other Indians including Kwakiutl 

 Human diversity: focus on unique entities rather than grand explanatory schemes 

 Historical Particularism: examine with reference to own history and environment 

 Cultural Relativism: idea that culture can only be evaluated in terms of the standards and 

values from that culture 

Emic and Etic 
 Emic perpective is an inside view -indigenous voice/viewpoints 

 Etic perspective is an outside analytic voice 

 By the mid 20th century, ethnographic writing would strive to combine these different 

elements -to consider people’s own analyses and understandings of their lives 

Ingredients of Ethnographic Fieldwork 
 Indirect observation: rituals, houseplans, behaviours, maps, sketches, diagrams, photos, 

noting times, counting 

 Participant observation: engaging, finding ‘gatekeeper’, establishing rapport, seeking social 

opportunities, conversations, notes 

 Don't rely on memory – write things down as you go 

 Analysis throughout the process from field to text, so as to permit reflexive analysis and 

ongoing interpretation of data 



 Some things bias what you see or how you interpret it: your ethnicity/colour, accent, age, 

disability, gender 

 Also note that what you observe is heavily biased by what you expect and what you are 

looking for – think of the ape basketball video 

Problems with the Data 

 Measuring unobserved process: if people report about how important they think voting is or 

how much they trust politicians, what does this actually mean? It is not a behaviour or 

observable process 

 One way of avoiding this would be to instead use more specific, observable behaviours, such 

as how often one reads the newspaper 

Problems with Survey Data 
 People do not like to say that they don’t know, and tend to give answers at random 

 For example, large proportions of random samples of the American population supported or 

opposed this Act. Yet the Public Affairs Act of 1975 does not exist! 

 Some of these problems with quantitative research may be avoided by using more in-depth 

qualitative procedures like focus groups and qualitative interviews 

 Of course the trouble with this is that inference is more difficult 

Lecture 8: Qualitative and Quantitative Methods 

Comparing the Two Approaches 
 Quant and qual are very different logics of research (compare: survey research, discourse 

analysis, ethnography, qualitative interviewing) 

 ‘Paradigm warriors‘ emphasise incompatibility of different methodological traditions, for 

example (Lincoln & Guba1985; Smith 1983) 

 In practice methods are only loosely coupled to specific theoretical approaches and 

epistemologies, and generally borrow aspects from many different perspectives 

 Qualitative and quantitative approaches have specific strengths and weaknesses 

 Quali: description and theory development; specification of character of relationships. 

 Quanti: testing theories; specification of strength of statistical relationships between factors 

Models of Methods Integration 
 Phase-model /sequential design: 1.Qualitative methods develop hypotheses, 2.Quantitative 

methods to test these hypotheses 

 Triangulation: Both methods provide a cumulative validation of research results; but what if 

quant and qual methods yield very different results 

Lecture 9: Policy Evaluation 

Types and Purposes of Evaluation 
 Effectiveness: did the policy do what it was supposed to 

 Efficiency: how efficiently were resources used and results achieved (opportunity cost) 



 Feasibility: perhaps the most important aspect; consideration of how to get things 

implemented 

 Evaluate not only to measure past performance, but also to improve future performance 

 Assess the degree of compliance with the program 

 Knowledge development: actually test the causal hypothesis that the initial policy 

recommendation was based upon 

Post-Hoc Policy Evaluation 
 It is very helpful to prepare for evaluation when formulating policy, in particular collecting 

baseline data 

 Clarify policy/program goals, including intended processes, outcomes & outputs (what did 

we think would happen?) 

 One important thing that is often not done beforehand is to clarify the original rationale for 

actions… causal hypothesis (why did we think it would happen?) 

 Establish accepted performance indicators (empirical expressions of progress), including 

‘proxy’ indicators 

 Another good things is to have a control case (where no policy intervention occurs) 

 Try and have a comparative case (most similar or most different ‘intervening’ variables) 

Who Evaluates 
 Bureaucracy/Statutory bodies: Auditors-General, Finance & Treasury, Pub Service 

Commissions, ACCC, SSAT, Fair Pay Commission 

 Elected governments & opposition parties 

 Courts, especially relating to implementation of laws 

 Policy ‘sub-system’ actors: Interest groups, experts, NGOs, civil society groups, mostly to 

provide evidence to support their lobbying efforts 

 Citizens: when deciding who to vote for 

 Academics: both for pure research and as consultants when hired for other agencies 

What Politicians Want from Social Science 
 Analysis that relates to practical real-world issues, not pure theoretics 

 In particular, institutional, historical and practical specifics to that case are much more useful 

for policy making than grand theories 

 Use of a wide range of appropriate research methods/tools 

 Focus on the plausible (least bad) rather than the ideal – understand the political constraints 

 Be a good, clear communicator of ideas 


