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SERIES 1: Foundations of Sociological 

Thought and Scientific Inquiry 

Series outline 

• Part 1: Historical Roots of Sociological Thought 

• Sub-Part 1.1: Emergence of Sociology from Social Philosophy 

• Sub-Part 1.2: Contributions of Early Thinkers (Comte, Durkheim, Marx, Weber) 

• Sub-Part 1.3: Influence of Later Scholars (Parsons, Malinowski, Cooley) 

• Part 2: Sociology and the Scientific Tradition 

• Sub-Part 2.1: Defining Science and Scientific Methods 

• Sub-Part 2.2: Parameters of Science in Physical, Biological, and Social Contexts 

• Sub-Part 2.3: The Claim of Sociology as a Science 

• Part 3: Limitations and Logic of Sociological Analysis 

• Sub-Part 3.1: Boundaries of Sociology Compared with Natural Sciences 

• Sub-Part 3.2: Logic and Reasoning in Sociological Inquiry 

• Sub-Part 3.3: Why Sociological Research Can Be Regarded as Scientific 

 

 

Introduction 
Throughout history, human societies have sought to explain their organisation, behaviour, and 

development. These explanations gradually evolved into systematic thought, giving rise to 

sociology as a discipline. Understanding the foundations of sociological thought is essential 

because it allows us to see how ideas about society were shaped by pioneering thinkers and how 

these ideas connect to the broader tradition of scientific inquiry. This Series will help you 

appreciate the historical roots of sociology and its claim to be regarded as a science. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the knowledge to analyse the historical contributions 

of key sociologists, evaluate the scientific parameters of sociology, and assess both its strengths 

and limitations as a discipline within the social sciences. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the historical roots of sociological thought, focusing 

on how sociology emerged from social philosophy and the contributions of early and later 

thinkers. Next, we will examine sociology in relation to the scientific tradition, considering 
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definitions of science, scientific methods, and the parameters that distinguish physical, 

biological, and social sciences. Finally, we will wrap up by discussing the limitations of 

sociology compared with natural sciences, while also highlighting the logic and reasoning that 

make sociological research scientific in its own right. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 
Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 define the historical roots of sociology and explain how it emerged from social 

philosophy, 

• SLO 2.2 analyse the contributions of early sociological thinkers such as Comte, 

Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, 

• SLO 2.3 evaluate the influence of later scholars including Parsons, Malinowski, and 

Cooley on sociological development, 

• SLO 2.4 define science and describe the main features of scientific methods, 

• SLO 2.5 compare the parameters of science across physical, biological, and social 

disciplines, 

• SLO 2.6 assess the claim of sociology as a science within the wider scientific tradition, 

• SLO 2.7 evaluate the limitations of sociology when compared with natural sciences, and 

• SLO 2.8 demonstrate the logic and reasoning that underpin sociological analysis and 

justify its scientific character. 

 

 

1.1 Historical Roots of Sociological Thought 
1.1.1 Emergence of sociology from social philosophy 
The discipline of sociology is the systematic study of society, social institutions, and social 

relationships. It emerged in the nineteenth century as scholars sought to move beyond 

speculative philosophy and provide structured explanations of social life. Unlike moral 

philosophy, sociology aimed to explain social phenomena using evidence and systematic 

reasoning. 

The Enlightenment period was crucial in this development. Enlightenment thinkers emphasised 

reason, observation, and scientific inquiry, which encouraged scholars to apply similar principles 

to the study of society. Industrialisation and urbanisation in Europe created rapid social changes, 

and sociology arose as a response to these challenges, aiming to provide explanations grounded 

in systematic analysis rather than speculation. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology emerged in the nineteenth century as a response to rapid ________ 

and urbanisation. 
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Diagram showing the transition from social philosophy to sociology Caption: Figure 1.1 

Transition from philosophy to sociology  

 

1.1.2 Contributions of early thinkers (Comte, Durkheim, Marx, Weber) 
Auguste Comte is often regarded as the father of sociology. He introduced the term “sociology” 

and argued that society could be studied scientifically, much like the natural sciences. His idea of 

positivism emphasised observation, experimentation, and comparison as methods for studying 

social phenomena. 

Émile Durkheim focused on the importance of social facts, defined as patterns of behaviour and 

thought external to individuals but exerting control over them. His work on suicide demonstrated 

how even personal acts could be explained through social causes. 
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Karl Marx analysed society through the lens of economic structures and class conflict. He 

argued that material conditions and struggles between classes were the driving forces of social 

change. 

Max Weber introduced the concept of verstehen, meaning interpretive understanding. He 

emphasised the importance of grasping the subjective meanings individuals attach to their 

actions, while also analysing the role of bureaucracy and rationalisation in modern society. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of ________ showed how personal acts could be explained 

through social causes. 

Image of portraits of Comte, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber Caption: Plate 1.1 Pioneers of 

sociology  
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1.1.3 Influence of later scholars (Parsons, Malinowski, Cooley) 
Talcott Parsons advanced structural-functionalism, a perspective that views society as a 

system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. He highlighted the importance 

of institutions such as family, education, and religion in sustaining social order. 

Bronisław Malinowski, an anthropologist, contributed to sociology by emphasising the role of 

culture and social practices in meeting human needs. His fieldwork demonstrated how societies 

develop systems to address basic requirements such as food, shelter, and reproduction. 

Charles Cooley introduced the concept of the looking-glass self, which explains how 

individuals form their self-concept based on how they believe others perceive them. This idea 

underscored the importance of interaction and communication in shaping identity. 

Fill in the blank: Cooley’s concept of the ________ self explains how identity is shaped by social 

interaction. 
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Box 1.1 Key contributions of later sociologists 

 

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Who is regarded as the father of sociology and introduced the term “sociology”? 

2. Which sociologist studied suicide to demonstrate the role of social facts? 

3. What concept did Weber introduce to emphasise interpretive understanding? 

4. Which scholar is associated with structural-functionalism? 

5. What is the central idea of Cooley’s looking-glass self? 
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2.2 Sociology and the Scientific Tradition 
2.2.1 Defining science and scientific methods 
Science is the systematic pursuit of knowledge through observation, experimentation, and logical 

reasoning. It seeks to explain phenomena and establish principles that can be tested and 

replicated. The scientific method is a structured process of inquiry that involves identifying a 

problem, formulating hypotheses, collecting data, testing through observation or 

experimentation, and drawing conclusions. 

In sociology, the scientific method is applied to study social behaviour and institutions. 

Sociologists use surveys, interviews, and observations to gather data, then analyse patterns to 

explain social phenomena. This approach distinguishes sociology from speculative philosophy, 

as it relies on evidence-based conclusions. 

Fill in the blank: The scientific method involves identifying a problem, formulating hypotheses, 

collecting data, and drawing ________. 
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Diagram showing the steps of the scientific method Caption: Figure 2.2 The scientific method in 

social sciences  

 

2.2.2 Parameters of science in physical, biological, and social contexts 
The parameters of science are the standards that define scientific inquiry. In the physical 

sciences, such as physics and chemistry, experiments are conducted under controlled conditions, 

producing results that can be replicated with precision. In the biological sciences, such as 

medicine and biology, variability is greater because living organisms are involved, yet results 

remain measurable and testable. 

In the social sciences, including sociology, parameters are more complex. Human behaviour is 

influenced by culture, values, and emotions, making it less predictable than physical or 
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biological phenomena. Nevertheless, sociologists strive for objectivity, reliability, and validity in 

their research. They use statistical tools, comparative studies, and theoretical frameworks to 

ensure their findings meet scientific standards. 

Fill in the blank: In sociology, parameters of science are more complex because human 

behaviour is influenced by ________, values, and emotions. 

Table 2.1 Comparison of parameters of science across disciplines 

 

2.2.3 The claim of sociology as a science 
The claim that sociology is a science rests on its use of systematic methods to study society. Like 

other sciences, sociology seeks to explain phenomena, predict outcomes, and establish general 

principles. Its reliance on empirical data and theoretical frameworks supports this claim. 
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Critics argue that sociology cannot be fully scientific because human behaviour is not always 

predictable or measurable in the same way as natural phenomena. Despite these challenges, 

many sociologists maintain that the discipline qualifies as a science because it applies rigorous 

methods, produces testable theories, and contributes to knowledge about social life. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology claims to be a science because it relies on ________ data and 

theoretical frameworks. 

Box 2.2 Key arguments for sociology as a science 

 

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. What is the scientific method and how is it applied in sociology? 
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2. Which parameters of science distinguish physical sciences from social sciences? 

3. Why is human behaviour considered more complex to study scientifically than physical 

phenomena? 

4. What is the main argument critics use against sociology being regarded as a science? 

5. List two reasons why sociology can still be considered a science despite its limitations. 

 

 

3.3 Limitations and Logic of Sociological Analysis 
3.3.1 Boundaries of sociology compared with natural sciences 
While sociology applies systematic methods similar to those used in the natural sciences, there 

are clear boundaries that limit its scope. The natural sciences such as physics and biology deal 

with phenomena that can often be measured precisely and replicated under controlled conditions. 

In contrast, sociology studies human behaviour, which is influenced by culture, values, emotions, 

and historical contexts. These factors make sociological findings less predictable and harder to 

replicate. 

This does not mean sociology lacks scientific value. Instead, it highlights the unique challenges 

of studying society. Sociologists must account for variability and complexity, which makes their 

discipline distinct from the natural sciences. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology differs from natural sciences because human behaviour is influenced 

by culture, values, and ________. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Diagram comparing sociology and natural sciences Caption: Figure 2.3 Boundaries between 

sociology and natural sciences  

 

3.3.2 Logic and reasoning in sociological inquiry 
The strength of sociology lies in its use of logic and reasoning to analyse social phenomena. 

Logic refers to the principles of valid reasoning, while reasoning involves drawing conclusions 

based on evidence. Sociologists use these tools to interpret data, construct theories, and explain 

social behaviour. 
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For example, when studying social inequality, sociologists collect data on income, education, 

and occupation, then apply logical reasoning to identify patterns and causes. This approach 

ensures that conclusions are not based on assumptions but on systematic analysis. 

Fill in the blank: Sociologists use logic and reasoning to interpret data, construct theories, and 

explain ________ behaviour. 

Box 3.3 Logical reasoning in sociological analysis 

 

3.3.3 Why sociological research can be regarded as scientific 
Despite its limitations, sociological research can be regarded as scientific because it follows 

systematic procedures, relies on empirical evidence, and produces theories that can be tested. 
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Sociologists design studies carefully, use established methods of data collection, and apply 

rigorous analysis to ensure reliability and validity. 

Although human behaviour is complex, the discipline’s commitment to systematic inquiry and 

evidence-based conclusions supports its claim to scientific status. This makes sociology valuable 

not only for understanding society but also for informing policies and practices. 

Fill in the blank: Sociological research is regarded as scientific because it relies on systematic 

procedures and ________ evidence. 

Table 2.2 Features of scientific sociology 
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Pilot questions 3.3 

1. Why is sociology less predictable than natural sciences? 

2. What role does logic play in sociological inquiry? 

3. How do sociologists ensure their conclusions are not based on assumptions? 

4. What makes sociological research scientific despite its limitations? 

5. Give one example of how empirical evidence is used in sociology. 

 

 

Series summary 

This Series has guided you through the foundations of sociological thought and its relationship 

with scientific inquiry. Its purpose was to help you appreciate how sociology developed from 

social philosophy, how pioneering thinkers shaped the discipline, and how sociology claims its 

place within the scientific tradition. By exploring these themes, you have gained insight into both 

the strengths and the limitations of sociology as a science. 

We began by examining the historical roots of sociology, focusing on the contributions of early 

and later scholars. We then moved on to consider the scientific method and the parameters of 

science across physical, biological, and social contexts, before assessing the claim of sociology 

as a science. Finally, we discussed the boundaries of sociology compared with natural sciences 

and highlighted the logic and reasoning that underpin sociological analysis. In line with the 

Series Learning Outcomes, you should now be able to define the origins of sociology, analyse 

the contributions of key thinkers, evaluate the scientific parameters of sociology, assess its 

limitations, and demonstrate the logical reasoning that makes sociological research scientific. 

 

Glossary of terms 

• Empirical evidence: Information gathered through direct observation or experience, used 

to support scientific conclusions. 

• Enlightenment: An intellectual movement in the eighteenth century that emphasised 

reason, observation, and scientific inquiry, influencing the development of sociology. 

• Logic: The principles of valid reasoning used to draw sound conclusions from evidence. 

• Looking-glass self: A concept introduced by Charles Cooley, explaining how individuals 

form their self-concept based on how they believe others perceive them. 

• Positivism: A philosophy introduced by Auguste Comte, which argues that society 

should be studied using scientific methods such as observation and experimentation. 

• Scientific method: A structured process of inquiry involving problem identification, 

hypothesis formulation, data collection, testing, and conclusion. 
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• Social facts: Patterns of behaviour and thought external to individuals but exerting 

control over them, a concept introduced by Émile Durkheim. 

• Sociology: The systematic study of society, social institutions, and social relationships. 

• Structural-functionalism: A perspective advanced by Talcott Parsons that views society 

as a system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. 

• Verstehen: A term introduced by Max Weber meaning interpretive understanding, which 

emphasises grasping the subjective meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

 

Concept check questions 1 

Objective questions 

1. Who introduced the term “sociology”? (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Which sociologist defined social facts as external patterns of behaviour? (Linked to SLO 

2.2) 

3. What concept did Max Weber use to emphasise interpretive understanding? (Linked to 

SLO 2.2) 

4. Which scholar advanced structural-functionalism? (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

5. Sociology claims to be a science because it relies on ________ data and theoretical 

frameworks. (Linked to SLO 2.6) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define positivism and explain its relevance to sociology. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

7. Compare one parameter of science in the physical sciences with that in the social 

sciences. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

8. What is the looking-glass self and why is it important in sociological analysis? (Linked to 

SLO 2.3) 

9. Identify one limitation of sociology when compared with natural sciences. (Linked to 

SLO 2.7) 

10. Explain how logic and reasoning are applied in sociological inquiry. (Linked to SLO 2.8) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the contributions of Comte, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber to the foundations of 

sociology. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

12. Evaluate the claim of sociology as a science, highlighting both strengths and limitations. 

(Linked to SLO 2.6, SLO 2.7) 

13. Demonstrate how sociological research can be regarded as scientific despite the 

complexity of human behaviour. (Linked to SLO 2.8) 
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Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective questions 

1. Auguste Comte. 

2. Émile Durkheim. 

3. Verstehen. 

4. Talcott Parsons. 

5. Empirical. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Positivism is a philosophy introduced by Comte that argues society should be studied 

using scientific methods such as observation and experimentation. It is relevant because it 

established the foundation for sociology as a science. 

7. In the physical sciences, precision and replication are key parameters, whereas in the 

social sciences, complexity and objectivity are emphasised due to the variability of human 

behaviour. 

8. The looking-glass self is Cooley’s concept that individuals form their self-concept based 

on how they believe others perceive them. It is important because it shows how identity is 

shaped through social interaction. 

9. One limitation is that sociology cannot replicate results with the same precision as natural 

sciences due to the unpredictability of human behaviour. 

10. Logic and reasoning are applied by collecting data systematically, identifying patterns, 

constructing theories, and explaining behaviour through evidence-based conclusions. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Comte introduced sociology and positivism, Durkheim emphasised 

social facts and studied suicide, Marx analysed class conflict and economic structures, and 

Weber introduced verstehen and studied rationalisation. Value-added response: Beyond these 

contributions, learners may connect their ideas to broader historical contexts such as 

industrialisation, Enlightenment thought, and the rise of modern institutions, showing how these 

thinkers collectively shaped sociology’s scientific identity. 

12. Basic response: Sociology claims to be a science because it uses systematic methods, 

empirical data, and testable theories. Its limitation lies in the unpredictability of human 

behaviour compared with natural sciences. Value-added response: Outstanding learners may 

evaluate how sociology balances scientific rigour with interpretive approaches, and discuss 

debates between positivist and interpretivist traditions, showing how these perspectives enrich 

the discipline. 

13. Basic response: Sociological research is regarded as scientific because it follows 

systematic procedures, relies on empirical evidence, and applies rigorous analysis. Value-added 

response: Learners may demonstrate this by citing examples such as Durkheim’s study of suicide 
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or modern sociological surveys, showing how sociologists design studies carefully and apply 

statistical tools to ensure reliability and validity. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1.1 

1. Auguste Comte. 

2. Émile Durkheim. 

3. Verstehen. 

4. Talcott Parsons. 

5. The looking-glass self. 

Part 1.2 

1. The scientific method is a structured process of inquiry involving problem identification, 

hypothesis formulation, data collection, testing, and conclusion; in sociology it is applied 

to study social behaviour systematically. 

2. Physical sciences emphasise precision and replication, while social sciences emphasise 

complexity and objectivity. 

3. Because human behaviour is influenced by culture, values, and emotions. 

4. Human behaviour is not always predictable or measurable in the same way as natural 

phenomena. 

5. Sociology uses systematic methods and empirical data to produce testable theories. 

Part 1.3 

1. Because human behaviour is influenced by culture, values, emotions, and historical 

contexts. 

2. Logic provides valid reasoning principles, ensuring sociologists draw sound conclusions 

from evidence. 

3. By collecting data systematically, identifying patterns, and constructing theories based on 

evidence. 

4. It follows systematic procedures, relies on empirical evidence, and applies rigorous 

analysis. 

5. For example, Durkheim’s study of suicide used empirical data to explain social causes. 

 

 

References and Attributions [Series 1] 
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• Sub-Part 3.4.2: Reasoning and evidence in sociological explanations 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

• Sub-Part 3.4.3: Balancing scientific rigour with interpretive approaches 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the contributions of pioneering sociologists such as Comte, 

Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, and saw how their ideas shaped the foundations of the discipline. 

Building on that knowledge, this Series turns to a central question: can sociology truly be 

considered a science? This is a significant issue because it determines how sociology is 

positioned among other fields of knowledge and how its findings are valued in both academic 

and practical contexts. 

The aim of this Series is to help you critically assess the scientific claims of sociology, explore 

the challenges it faces, and strengthen your ability to apply logical reasoning in sociological 

analysis. 

We shall commence this Series by considering the parameters of science across disciplines, 

comparing physical, biological, and social sciences to establish a framework. Next, we will 

examine the claim of sociology as a science, looking at supporting arguments and research 

methods. Following that, we will explore the limitations and challenges sociology encounters, 

including issues of subjectivity and unpredictability. Finally, we will wrap up by focusing on the 

role of logic and reasoning in sociological inquiry, showing how scientific rigour can be 

balanced with interpretive approaches. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 define the parameters of science and explain how sociology compares with 

physical and biological sciences, 

• SLO 3.2 analyse the arguments supporting sociology’s claim to scientific status, 

• SLO 3.3 demonstrate how sociological research methods provide a scientific basis for 

studying society, 

• SLO 3.4 evaluate the limitations and challenges of treating sociology as a science, 

including issues of subjectivity and unpredictability, and 

• SLO 3.5 apply logical reasoning to sociological analysis, balancing scientific rigour with 

interpretive approaches. 
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3.1 Parameters of Science Across Disciplines 

3.1.1 Defining science and its core characteristics 

Science refers to a systematic body of knowledge that seeks to explain phenomena through 

observation, experimentation, and reasoning. Its core characteristics include objectivity, 

reliability, validity, and the ability to generate universal laws. These features distinguish 

scientific inquiry from casual observation or speculation. 

Fill in the blank: Science is defined as a systematic body of knowledge that relies on ________, 

experimentation, and reasoning. 

Diagram showing the core characteristics of science (objectivity, reliability, validity, 

universality) Caption: Figure 3.1 Core characteristics of science  
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3.1.2 Comparing physical, biological, and social sciences 

The physical sciences (such as physics and chemistry) study non-living matter and rely heavily 

on experimentation and mathematical precision. The biological sciences (such as biology and 

medicine) focus on living organisms, combining observation with controlled experiments. The 

social sciences, including sociology, study human behaviour and social structures, often using 

qualitative and quantitative methods. 

While physical and biological sciences often produce highly predictable results, social sciences 

face challenges due to the complexity and variability of human behaviour. This does not make 

them less valuable but highlights the need for different approaches. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike physical sciences, social sciences face challenges of unpredictability 

because they study ________ behaviour. 
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Table 3.1 Comparison of physical, biological, and social sciences 

 

3.1.3 The place of sociology within the scientific framework 

Sociology is the systematic study of society, social institutions, and human interactions. It seeks 

to uncover patterns and relationships in social behaviour, often using both qualitative methods 

(such as interviews and observations) and quantitative methods (such as surveys and statistical 

analysis). 

Sociology occupies a unique position within the scientific framework. It shares the scientific aim 

of explaining phenomena but must also account for subjectivity, values, and cultural diversity. 

This dual nature makes sociology both challenging and enriching as a discipline. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Fill in the blank: Sociology uses both qualitative and ________ methods to study society and 

human interactions. 

Box 3.1 Key points on sociology within the scientific framework 

 

Pilot questions 3.1 

1. What are the core characteristics of science? 

2. How do physical, biological, and social sciences differ in focus and methods? 

3. Why are social sciences less predictable than physical sciences? 

4. What methods does sociology use to study society? 
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5. How does sociology balance scientific rigour with cultural and subjective factors? 

 

3.2 The Claim of Sociology as a Science 

3.2.1 Arguments supporting sociology’s scientific status 

Supporters of sociology as a science argue that it shares the same commitment to systematic 

inquiry as other sciences. Sociology uses empirical methods, meaning it relies on observation 

and evidence rather than speculation. It also seeks to identify patterns in social behaviour, much 

like natural sciences identify laws of nature. 

By applying structured methodologies such as surveys, experiments, and statistical analysis, 

sociology demonstrates its ability to produce reliable knowledge about society. This strengthens 

its claim to scientific status. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology’s reliance on ________ methods means it bases its findings on 

observation and evidence. 
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Diagram showing sociology’s scientific process (observation → data collection → analysis → 

patterns → conclusions) Caption: Figure 3.2 Sociology’s scientific process  

 

3.2.2 Methods of sociological research and their scientific basis 

Sociology employs a range of research methods to study society. Quantitative methods 

include surveys, questionnaires, and statistical analysis, which allow researchers to measure and 

compare social phenomena. Qualitative methods include interviews, participant observation, 

and case studies, which provide deeper insights into meanings and experiences. 

Both approaches are systematic and aim to ensure validity and reliability. Together, they provide 

a balanced scientific basis for studying complex social realities. 
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Fill in the blank: Surveys and statistical analysis are examples of ________ methods used in 

sociology. 

Table 3.2 Sociological research methods 

 

3.2.3 Case studies demonstrating sociology as a science 

Several case studies illustrate sociology’s scientific nature. For example, Durkheim’s study of 

suicide used statistical data to show how social integration and regulation affect suicide rates. 

Similarly, contemporary sociological studies use large-scale surveys to analyse issues such as 

inequality, education, and health. 
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These examples demonstrate that sociology applies systematic methods to uncover social 

patterns and provide evidence-based explanations. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of ________ is often cited as evidence of sociology’s 

scientific nature. 

Box 3.2 Case studies supporting sociology as a science 

 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. What makes sociology’s methods empirical and scientific? 

2. What are the differences between quantitative and qualitative methods in sociology? 

3. Give one example of a sociological case study that demonstrates scientific inquiry. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

4. Why are validity and reliability important in sociological research? 

5. How does sociology’s focus on patterns strengthen its claim to scientific status? 

 

3.3 Limitations and Challenges of Sociology as Science 

3.3.1 Human behaviour and unpredictability 

One of the main challenges sociology faces in claiming scientific status is the unpredictability 

of human behaviour. Unlike physical phenomena, human actions are influenced by emotions, 

values, and cultural contexts, which can change rapidly. This makes it difficult to establish 

universal laws in sociology as we might in physics or chemistry. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike physical phenomena, human behaviour is influenced by emotions, 

values, and ________, making it less predictable. 
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Diagram showing factors influencing human behaviour (emotions, values, culture, social 

context) Caption: Figure 3.3 Factors influencing human behaviour  

 

3.3.2 Subjectivity, values, and cultural influences 

Sociology must also contend with subjectivity, as researchers bring their own perspectives and 

values into their studies. Cultural influences further complicate matters, since what is considered 

normal or acceptable in one society may differ in another. This makes it challenging to apply 

findings universally. 

While sociology strives for objectivity, complete neutrality is difficult to achieve. Recognising 

these influences is essential for producing balanced and credible research. 
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Fill in the blank: Cultural influences make it difficult to apply sociological findings ________ 

across different societies. 

Table 3.3 Examples of cultural influences on sociological research 

 

3.3.3 Critiques of positivism and alternative perspectives 

Another challenge comes from critiques of positivism, the belief that sociology should strictly 

follow the methods of natural sciences. Critics argue that this approach overlooks the importance 

of meanings, interpretations, and subjective experiences. 
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Alternative perspectives such as interpretivism emphasise understanding social phenomena 

through the meanings individuals attach to them. Similarly, critical theory highlights issues of 

power and inequality, challenging the idea that sociology can be entirely neutral or detached. 

Fill in the blank: Interpretivism emphasises understanding social phenomena through the 

________ individuals attach to them. 

Box 3.3 Alternative perspectives to positivism 

 

Pilot questions 3.3 

1. Why is human behaviour considered unpredictable compared to physical phenomena? 
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2. How do subjectivity and cultural influences challenge sociology’s claim to scientific 

status? 

3. Give one example of how cultural context can change the interpretation of behaviour. 

4. What is positivism, and why has it been criticised in sociology? 

5. What alternative perspectives challenge the positivist approach in sociology? 

 

3.4 Logic and Reasoning in Sociological Analysis 

3.4.1 The role of logic in sociological inquiry 

Logic refers to the principles of valid reasoning used to draw conclusions from evidence. In 

sociology, logic ensures that arguments are coherent, consistent, and based on sound premises. 

Without logical structure, sociological explanations risk becoming speculative or contradictory. 

By applying logical frameworks, sociologists can distinguish between correlation and causation, 

avoid fallacies, and present arguments that withstand scrutiny. 

Fill in the blank: In sociology, ________ ensures that arguments are coherent, consistent, and 

based on sound premises. 
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Diagram showing the role of logic in sociological inquiry (premises → reasoning → conclusion) 

Caption: Figure 3.4 Logic in sociological inquiry  

 

3.4.2 Reasoning and evidence in sociological explanations 

Reasoning is the process of connecting evidence to conclusions. In sociology, reasoning 

involves interpreting data, identifying patterns, and explaining social phenomena. Evidence may 

come from surveys, interviews, historical records, or statistical analysis. 

Strong reasoning requires that evidence is relevant, reliable, and sufficient to support claims. 

This helps sociologists build explanations that are persuasive and credible. 
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Fill in the blank: Strong reasoning requires that evidence is relevant, reliable, and ________ to 

support claims. 

Table 3.4 Types of reasoning in sociology 

 

3.4.3 Balancing scientific rigour with interpretive approaches 

Sociology must balance scientific rigour, which demands objectivity and systematic methods, 

with interpretive approaches, which emphasise understanding meanings and contexts. This 

balance allows sociology to remain credible as a science while also capturing the richness of 

human experience. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

For example, while surveys provide measurable data, interviews reveal personal perspectives 

that numbers alone cannot capture. Combining both approaches strengthens sociological analysis 

and ensures a fuller understanding of society. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology balances scientific rigour with ________ approaches to capture the 

richness of human experience. 

Box 3.4 Balancing scientific and interpretive approaches 

 

Pilot questions 3.4 

1. What role does logic play in sociological inquiry? 

2. How does reasoning connect evidence to conclusions in sociology? 
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3. What are the main types of reasoning used in sociological explanations? 

4. Why is it important to balance scientific rigour with interpretive approaches? 

5. Give an example of how combining quantitative and qualitative methods strengthens 

sociological analysis. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has explored the central question of whether sociology can be considered a science, 

highlighting its relevance to the broader discipline and its credibility among other fields of 

knowledge. The purpose was to help you critically assess sociology’s scientific claims, examine 

its challenges, and strengthen your ability to apply logical reasoning in sociological analysis. 

We began by outlining the parameters of science across disciplines, comparing physical, 

biological, and social sciences. Then we examined the claim of sociology as a science, focusing 

on its empirical methods and case studies. Following that, we considered the limitations and 

challenges, including the unpredictability of human behaviour, subjectivity, and critiques of 

positivism. Finally, we discussed the role of logic and reasoning, showing how scientific rigour 

can be balanced with interpretive approaches. In line with the Series Learning Outcomes, you 

should now be able to define the parameters of science, analyse arguments supporting 

sociology’s scientific status, demonstrate the role of research methods, evaluate its limitations, 

and apply logical reasoning to sociological inquiry. 

 

Glossary of terms 

• Critical theory: An approach in sociology that focuses on power, inequality, and social 

change, challenging the idea that research can be entirely neutral. 

• Empirical methods: Research approaches based on observation and evidence rather than 

speculation, used to ensure reliability and validity. 

• Interpretivism: A perspective in sociology that emphasises understanding social 

phenomena through the meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

• Logic: The principles of valid reasoning that ensure sociological arguments are coherent, 

consistent, and based on sound premises. 

• Positivism: The belief that sociology should follow the methods of natural sciences, 

relying on observation, measurement, and the search for general laws. 

• Qualitative methods: Research techniques such as interviews, participant observation, 

and case studies that explore meanings and experiences in depth. 

• Quantitative methods: Research techniques such as surveys, questionnaires, and 

statistical analysis that measure and compare social phenomena. 

• Reasoning: The process of connecting evidence to conclusions in sociological 

explanations, often using deductive, inductive, or comparative approaches. 
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• Scientific rigour: The commitment to objectivity, systematic methods, and reliability in 

sociological research. 

• Sociology: The systematic study of society, social institutions, and human interactions, 

using both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

• Subjectivity: The influence of personal perspectives, values, and cultural contexts on 

sociological research, which can affect neutrality. 

• Unpredictability of human behaviour: The challenge in sociology that arises because 

human actions are influenced by emotions, values, and culture, making them less 

consistent than physical phenomena. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective questions 

1. Who argued that sociology should follow the methods of natural sciences? (Linked to 

SLO 3.1) 

2. Which term refers to research based on observation and evidence rather than speculation? 

(Linked to SLO 3.2) 

3. What type of methods include surveys and statistical analysis in sociology? (Linked to 

SLO 3.3) 

4. Which sociologist’s study of suicide is often cited as evidence of sociology’s scientific 

nature? (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

5. Interpretivism emphasises understanding social phenomena through the ________ 

individuals attach to them. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define positivism and explain its relevance to sociology. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

7. Explain the difference between quantitative and qualitative methods in sociological 

research. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

8. Identify one limitation sociology faces in claiming scientific status. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

9. Describe the role of logic in sociological inquiry. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

10. Give one example of how combining quantitative and qualitative methods strengthens 

sociological analysis. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the parameters of science across disciplines and explain where sociology fits 

within this framework. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

12. Evaluate the arguments supporting sociology’s claim to scientific status, with reference to 

its methods and case studies. (Linked to SLO 3.2, SLO 3.3) 
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13. Assess the limitations and challenges sociology faces in being considered a science, 

including critiques of positivism. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

14. Demonstrate how logic and reasoning contribute to sociological explanations, and discuss 

the importance of balancing scientific rigour with interpretive approaches. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective questions 

1. Auguste Comte. 

2. Empirical methods. 

3. Quantitative methods. 

4. Émile Durkheim. 

5. Meanings. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Positivism is the belief that sociology should follow the methods of natural sciences, 

making it relevant because it emphasises systematic observation and measurement. 

7. Quantitative methods measure and compare social phenomena using surveys and 

statistics, while qualitative methods explore meanings and experiences through interviews and 

observations. 

8. One limitation is the unpredictability of human behaviour, which makes it difficult to 

establish universal laws. 

9. Logic ensures that sociological arguments are coherent, consistent, and based on sound 

premises, preventing speculation or contradiction. 

10. Combining surveys (quantitative) with interviews (qualitative) provides both measurable 

data and deeper insights, strengthening analysis. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Science is defined by objectivity, reliability, and systematic methods. 

Sociology fits within this framework by studying society systematically, though it faces 

challenges due to human unpredictability. Value-added response: Outstanding learners may 

compare sociology with physical and biological sciences, highlighting similarities in systematic 

inquiry but differences in predictability, and discuss how sociology adapts its methods to account 

for cultural and subjective factors. 

12. Basic response: Sociology claims scientific status because it uses empirical methods, 

both quantitative and qualitative, and case studies such as Durkheim’s suicide research. Value-

added response: Learners may expand by evaluating how large-scale surveys and statistical 

analysis strengthen sociology’s credibility, while also noting the importance of qualitative 

insights for a fuller understanding of society. 

13. Basic response: Sociology faces challenges such as unpredictability of human behaviour, 

subjectivity, and cultural influences. Positivism has been criticised for ignoring meanings and 
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interpretations. Value-added response: Advanced learners may discuss interpretivism, critical 

theory, and postmodernism as alternative perspectives, showing how they challenge positivism 

and enrich sociological inquiry. 

14. Basic response: Logic and reasoning connect evidence to conclusions, ensuring 

sociological explanations are coherent and credible. Balancing scientific rigour with interpretive 

approaches allows sociology to capture both objectivity and human experience. Value-added 

response: Learners may illustrate deductive, inductive, and comparative reasoning with 

examples, and explain how combining quantitative and qualitative methods strengthens 

sociological analysis by integrating measurable data with contextual understanding. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 3] 

Part 3.1 

1. Objectivity, reliability, validity, and universality. 

2. Physical sciences study non-living matter with experimentation and mathematics; 

biological sciences study living organisms with observation and experiments; social 

sciences study human behaviour using qualitative and quantitative methods. 

3. Because human behaviour is complex and influenced by emotions, values, and culture. 

4. Surveys, interviews, observations, case studies, and statistical analysis. 

5. By combining systematic methods with sensitivity to cultural and subjective factors. 

Part 3.2 

1. Sociology’s methods are empirical because they rely on observation, evidence, and 

systematic data collection. 

2. Quantitative methods measure and compare phenomena; qualitative methods explore 

meanings and experiences. 

3. Durkheim’s study of suicide. 

4. They ensure that findings are accurate, credible, and can be replicated. 

5. By identifying recurring social patterns that provide evidence-based explanations. 

Part 3.3 

1. Because it is influenced by emotions, values, and cultural contexts, unlike physical 

phenomena. 

2. They introduce bias and make it difficult to apply findings universally. 

3. Individualism may be seen as independence in Western societies but selfishness in 

Eastern societies. 

4. Positivism is the belief that sociology should follow natural science methods; it has been 

criticised for ignoring meanings and subjective experiences. 
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5. Interpretivism, critical theory, and postmodernism. 

Part 3.4 

1. Logic ensures sociological arguments are coherent, consistent, and based on sound 

premises. 

2. Reasoning connects evidence to conclusions by interpreting data and identifying patterns. 

3. Deductive, inductive, and comparative reasoning. 

4. Because it allows sociology to remain credible while capturing human meanings and 

contexts. 

5. Surveys provide measurable data while interviews reveal personal perspectives, giving a 

fuller understanding. 
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Series 4: Elements and Parameters of Scientific 

Methods in Social Sciences 

 

Part 1: Foundations of Scientific Methods in Social Sciences 

• Sub-Part 4.1.1: Defining scientific methods and their relevance to social sciences 
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• Sub-Part 4.1.2: Key elements of scientific inquiry (objectivity, validity, reliability, 

generalisability) 

• Sub-Part 4.1.3: Distinguishing scientific methods from non-scientific approaches 

Part 2: Parameters of Research Design 

• Sub-Part 4.2.1: Formulating research problems and hypotheses 

• Sub-Part 4.2.2: Variables and operationalisation in social science research 

• Sub-Part 4.2.3: Sampling techniques and representativeness 

Part 3: Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

• Sub-Part 4.3.1: Quantitative methods (surveys, experiments, statistical tools) 

• Sub-Part 4.3.2: Qualitative methods (interviews, observations, case studies) 

• Sub-Part 4.3.3: Mixed methods and triangulation 

Part 4: Ethical and Practical Considerations in Social Science Research 

• Sub-Part 4.4.1: Ethical principles in conducting research 

• Sub-Part 4.4.2: Challenges of applying scientific methods to human subjects 

• Sub-Part 4.4.3: Balancing scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the claims and challenges of sociology as a science, focusing on 

its methods, limitations, and the balance between scientific rigour and interpretive approaches. 

Building on that foundation, this Series turns to the practical elements and parameters of 

scientific methods in social sciences. Understanding these methods is crucial because they 

provide the tools and frameworks that enable sociologists and other social scientists to 

investigate society systematically and credibly. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the essential components of scientific methods in 

social sciences and to equip you with the skills needed to design, conduct, and evaluate research 

with both accuracy and ethical responsibility. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the foundations of scientific methods in social 

sciences, defining their key elements and distinguishing them from non-scientific approaches. 

Next, we will move on to the parameters of research design, including how to formulate 

problems, hypotheses, and operationalise variables. Following that, we will examine methods of 

data collection and analysis, covering quantitative, qualitative, and mixed approaches. Finally, 

we will wrap up by considering ethical and practical issues in social science research, 

highlighting the importance of cultural sensitivity and responsible practice. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 
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Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 define the elements of scientific methods and explain their relevance to social 

sciences, 

• SLO 4.2 distinguish scientific methods from non-scientific approaches in studying 

society, 

• SLO 4.3 formulate clear research problems and hypotheses within a social science 

context, 

• SLO 4.4 identify and operationalise variables for use in sociological research, 

• SLO 4.5 demonstrate appropriate sampling techniques to ensure representativeness in 

social science studies, 

• SLO 4.6 apply quantitative methods such as surveys and statistical tools to collect and 

analyse data, 

• SLO 4.7 employ qualitative methods such as interviews, observations, and case studies to 

explore meanings and experiences, 

• SLO 4.8 analyse the value of mixed methods and triangulation in strengthening research 

outcomes, 

• SLO 4.9 evaluate ethical principles and practical challenges in conducting social science 

research, and 

• SLO 4.10 apply strategies to balance scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity in 

sociological inquiry. 

 

4.1 Foundations of Scientific Methods in Social Sciences 

4.1.1 Defining scientific methods and their relevance to social sciences 

Scientific methods are systematic procedures used to investigate phenomena, acquire new 

knowledge, or validate existing knowledge through observation, experimentation, and reasoning. 

In the social sciences, these methods provide a structured way to study human behaviour and 

social institutions, ensuring that findings are credible and replicable. 

Fill in the blank: Scientific methods are systematic procedures used to investigate phenomena 

through ________, experimentation, and reasoning. 
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Diagram showing the steps of scientific methods (observation → hypothesis → experimentation 

→ analysis → conclusion) Caption: Figure 4.1 Steps of scientific methods  

 

4.1.2 Key elements of scientific inquiry (objectivity, validity, reliability, 

generalisability) 

Objectivity means that research findings are free from personal bias or subjective influence. 

Validity refers to the accuracy of the research in measuring what it intends to measure. 

Reliability is the consistency of results when the research is repeated under similar conditions. 

Generalisability is the extent to which findings can be applied to wider populations beyond the 

study sample. 
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Together, these elements ensure that social science research maintains credibility and contributes 

meaningfully to knowledge. 

Fill in the blank: Reliability refers to the ________ of results when research is repeated under 

similar conditions. 

Table 4.1 Key elements of scientific inquiry 

 

4.1.3 Distinguishing scientific methods from non-scientific approaches 

Scientific methods differ from non-scientific approaches such as intuition, tradition, or 

authority. While non-scientific approaches may provide insights, they lack systematic procedures 
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and cannot guarantee accuracy or replicability. In contrast, scientific methods rely on evidence, 

structured processes, and logical reasoning. 

This distinction is important in social sciences because it ensures that conclusions about society 

are based on tested evidence rather than assumptions or personal beliefs. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike scientific methods, non-scientific approaches such as tradition or 

intuition lack ________ procedures. 

Box 4.1 Distinguishing scientific and non-scientific approaches 

 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. What are the main steps of scientific methods? 
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2. Define objectivity, validity, reliability, and generalisability in social science research. 

3. Why is reliability important in sociological studies? 

4. How do scientific methods differ from non-scientific approaches? 

5. Give one example of a non-scientific approach and explain why it is less reliable. 

 

4.2 Parameters of Research Design 

4.2.1 Formulating research problems and hypotheses 

A research problem is a clearly defined issue or question that guides the focus of a study. It 

identifies what the researcher wants to investigate and why it is important. A hypothesis is a 

tentative statement predicting the relationship between variables, which can be tested through 

evidence. Together, they provide direction and structure to sociological research. 

Fill in the blank: A hypothesis is a tentative statement predicting the ________ between 

variables. 
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Diagram showing the relationship between research problem → hypothesis → investigation → 

findings Caption: Figure 4.2 From research problem to hypothesis  

 

4.2.2 Variables and operationalisation in social science research 

Variables are characteristics or attributes that can change or vary across individuals or groups. 

Examples include age, income, education, or social status. Operationalisation means defining 

how a variable will be measured or observed in a study. For instance, “income” could be 

operationalised as monthly earnings in local currency. 

Operationalisation ensures clarity and consistency, making abstract concepts measurable and 

testable. 
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Fill in the blank: Operationalisation means defining how a variable will be ________ or observed 

in a study. 

Table 4.2 Examples of variables and operationalisation 

 

4.2.3 Sampling techniques and representativeness 

Sampling is the process of selecting a subset of individuals from a population to participate in a 

study. Common techniques include random sampling, where each individual has an equal 

chance of selection, and stratified sampling, where the population is divided into groups and 

samples are drawn proportionally. Representativeness refers to how well the sample reflects the 

characteristics of the larger population. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

A representative sample ensures that findings can be generalised beyond the study group, making 

research more credible. 

Fill in the blank: Random sampling ensures that each individual has an equal ________ of 

selection. 

Box 4.2 Common sampling techniques in social science research 

 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. What is the difference between a research problem and a hypothesis? 

2. Define operationalisation and explain why it is important in social science research. 

3. Give one example of a variable and how it can be operationalised. 
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4. What is random sampling, and why is it important? 

5. How does representativeness strengthen the credibility of research findings? 

 

4.3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

4.3.1 Quantitative methods (surveys, experiments, statistical tools) 

Quantitative methods involve the collection of numerical data to measure and compare social 

phenomena. Common techniques include surveys, which gather responses from large groups of 

people, and experiments, which test hypotheses under controlled conditions. Statistical tools are 

then used to analyse the data, identify patterns, and draw conclusions. 

Quantitative methods are valued for their ability to produce measurable, generalisable results, 

though they may sometimes overlook deeper meanings behind social behaviour. 

Fill in the blank: Quantitative methods are valued for their ability to produce measurable and 

________ results. 
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Table 4.3 Examples of quantitative methods in sociology 

 

4.3.2 Qualitative methods (interviews, observations, case studies) 

Qualitative methods focus on exploring meanings, experiences, and perspectives. Techniques 

include interviews, which provide detailed insights into individual views, observations, which 

capture behaviour in natural settings, and case studies, which examine specific groups or 

situations in depth. 

These methods are particularly useful for understanding the complexity of social life, though 

they may be less generalisable compared to quantitative approaches. 
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Fill in the blank: Qualitative methods are particularly useful for understanding the ________ of 

social life. 

Box 4.3 Common qualitative methods in sociology 

 

4.3.3 Mixed methods and triangulation 

Mixed methods research combines quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a fuller 

understanding of social phenomena. For example, surveys may be used to measure trends, while 

interviews explore the reasons behind those trends. Triangulation refers to using multiple 

methods or sources of data to cross-check findings, thereby increasing validity and reliability. 
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This approach strengthens sociological research by balancing numerical precision with 

contextual depth. 

Fill in the blank: Triangulation refers to using multiple methods or sources of data to ________ 

findings. 

Diagram showing mixed methods research (quantitative + qualitative → triangulation → 

stronger validity) Caption: Figure 4.3 Mixed methods and triangulation in sociology  

 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. What are the main advantages of quantitative methods in sociology? 

2. Name two qualitative methods and explain their purpose. 
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3. Why are qualitative methods less generalisable than quantitative ones? 

4. What is meant by mixed methods research? 

5. How does triangulation strengthen the validity of sociological findings? 

 

4.4 Ethical and Practical Considerations in Social Science 

Research 

4.4.1 Ethical principles in conducting research 

Ethics in social science research refers to the standards and principles that guide researchers to 

act responsibly and respectfully. Key ethical principles include informed consent, where 

participants agree to take part with full knowledge of the study; confidentiality, which ensures 

that personal information is protected; and non-maleficence, meaning researchers must avoid 

causing harm. 

Ethical practice is essential because social science research often involves human participants 

whose rights and dignity must be safeguarded. 

Fill in the blank: Informed consent means participants agree to take part with full ________ of 

the study. 
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Box 4.4 Key ethical principles in social science research 

 

4.4.2 Challenges of applying scientific methods to human subjects 

Applying scientific methods to human subjects presents unique challenges. Unlike physical 

phenomena, human behaviour is influenced by emotions, values, and cultural contexts, making it 

less predictable. Researchers must also consider issues such as participant bias, where 

individuals may alter their responses, and the difficulty of controlling all variables in real-world 

settings. 

These challenges highlight the need for flexibility and sensitivity when designing and conducting 

social science research. 
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Fill in the blank: Human behaviour is less predictable than physical phenomena because it is 

influenced by emotions, values, and ________. 

Diagram showing challenges of applying scientific methods to human subjects (unpredictability, 

participant bias, uncontrolled variables) Caption: Figure 4.4 Challenges of applying scientific 

methods to human subjects  

 

4.4.3 Balancing scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity 

Scientific rigour refers to the commitment to objectivity, systematic methods, and reliability in 

research. However, in social sciences, researchers must also practise cultural sensitivity, which 

means respecting and acknowledging the values, traditions, and contexts of the communities 

being studied. 
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Balancing these two aspects ensures that research remains credible while also being respectful 

and relevant to participants. For example, a survey conducted in a rural community should be 

designed with awareness of local customs and language, while still maintaining methodological 

standards. 

Fill in the blank: Cultural sensitivity means respecting and acknowledging the ________ and 

traditions of the communities being studied. 

Table 4.4 Balancing scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity 

 

Pilot questions 4.4 

1. What are the key ethical principles in social science research? 
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2. Why is human behaviour more difficult to study scientifically than physical phenomena? 

3. What challenges arise when applying scientific methods to human subjects? 

4. Define cultural sensitivity in the context of social science research. 

5. How can researchers balance scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity? 

 

Series summary 

This Series has focused on the elements and parameters of scientific methods in social sciences, 

highlighting their importance for conducting credible and systematic research. Its purpose was to 

equip you with the knowledge and skills needed to design, carry out, and evaluate social science 

studies with both accuracy and ethical responsibility. 

We began by exploring the foundations of scientific methods, defining their key elements and 

distinguishing them from non-scientific approaches. Then we examined the parameters of 

research design, including how to formulate problems, hypotheses, and operationalise variables, 

as well as the role of sampling and representativeness. Following that, we studied methods of 

data collection and analysis, covering quantitative, qualitative, and mixed approaches with 

triangulation. Finally, we considered ethical and practical issues, emphasising the need to 

balance scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity. In line with the Series Learning Outcomes, you 

should now be able to define and distinguish scientific methods, formulate research problems 

and hypotheses, operationalise variables, apply appropriate data collection methods, analyse the 

value of triangulation, and evaluate ethical principles in social science research. 

Glossary of terms 

• Confidentiality: The principle of protecting participants’ personal information and 

ensuring their privacy in research. 

• Cultural sensitivity: Respecting and acknowledging the values, traditions, and contexts 

of the communities being studied. 

• Generalisability: The extent to which research findings can be applied to wider 

populations beyond the study sample. 

• Hypothesis: A tentative statement predicting the relationship between variables, which 

can be tested through evidence. 

• Informed consent: The process by which participants agree to take part in a study with 

full knowledge of its purpose and procedures. 

• Mixed methods: A research approach that combines both quantitative and qualitative 

techniques to provide a fuller understanding of social phenomena. 

• Non-maleficence: An ethical principle requiring researchers to avoid causing harm to 

participants. 

• Non-scientific approaches: Ways of explaining phenomena based on intuition, tradition, 

or authority, which lack systematic procedures and replicability. 
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• Objectivity: Freedom from personal bias or subjective influence in research, ensuring 

neutrality and credibility. 

• Operationalisation: Defining how a variable will be measured or observed in a study to 

make abstract concepts testable. 

• Quantitative methods: Research techniques that collect numerical data, such as surveys, 

experiments, and statistical analysis. 

• Qualitative methods: Research techniques that explore meanings and experiences, such 

as interviews, observations, and case studies. 

• Reliability: The consistency of research results when repeated under similar conditions. 

• Research problem: A clearly defined issue or question that guides the focus of a study. 

• Sampling: The process of selecting a subset of individuals from a population to 

participate in a study. 

• Scientific methods: Systematic procedures used to investigate phenomena through 

observation, experimentation, and reasoning. 

• Scientific rigour: The commitment to objectivity, systematic methods, and reliability in 

research. 

• Triangulation: The use of multiple methods or sources of data to cross-check findings 

and increase validity. 

• Validity: The accuracy of research in measuring what it intends to measure. 

• Variables: Characteristics or attributes that can change or vary across individuals or 

groups, such as age, income, or education. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective questions 

1. Which term refers to the accuracy of research in measuring what it intends to measure? 

(Linked to SLO 4.2) 

2. What is the process of defining how a variable will be measured or observed in a study? 

(Linked to SLO 4.4) 

3. Which sampling technique ensures each individual has an equal chance of selection? 

(Linked to SLO 4.5) 

4. What type of methods include surveys, experiments, and statistical tools? (Linked to SLO 

4.6) 

5. Triangulation refers to using multiple methods or sources of data to ________ findings. 

(Linked to SLO 4.8) 

Short-answer questions 
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6. Define a research problem and explain its role in social science research. (Linked to SLO 

4.3) 

7. Distinguish between quantitative and qualitative methods in sociology. (Linked to SLO 

4.6, SLO 4.7) 

8. Explain why generalisability is important in social science research. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

9. Identify one ethical principle in social science research and explain its importance. 

(Linked to SLO 4.9) 

10. Describe how cultural sensitivity can influence the design of a sociological study. 

(Linked to SLO 4.10) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the key elements of scientific inquiry (objectivity, validity, reliability, 

generalisability) and explain their relevance to social sciences. (Linked to SLO 4.1, SLO 4.2) 

12. Evaluate the parameters of research design, including research problems, hypotheses, 

variables, and sampling techniques. (Linked to SLO 4.3, SLO 4.4, SLO 4.5) 

13. Assess the strengths and limitations of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods in 

sociological research. (Linked to SLO 4.6, SLO 4.7, SLO 4.8) 

14. Demonstrate how ethical principles and cultural sensitivity can be balanced with 

scientific rigour in social science research. (Linked to SLO 4.9, SLO 4.10) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective questions 

1. Validity. 

2. Operationalisation. 

3. Random sampling. 

4. Quantitative methods. 

5. Cross-check. 

Short-answer questions 

6. A research problem is a clearly defined issue or question that guides the focus of a study. 

It provides direction and ensures the research is purposeful. 

7. Quantitative methods collect numerical data for measurement and comparison, while 

qualitative methods explore meanings and experiences through interviews, observations, and 

case studies. 

8. Generalisability ensures that findings can be applied to wider populations, making 

research more relevant and credible. 

9. Informed consent is an ethical principle requiring participants to agree to take part with 

full knowledge of the study. It protects their rights and autonomy. 
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10. Cultural sensitivity influences study design by ensuring questions, methods, and 

interactions respect local values and traditions, making research more respectful and accurate. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Objectivity, validity, reliability, and generalisability are essential 

elements of scientific inquiry that ensure credibility in social science research. Value-added 

response: Learners may expand by showing how these elements interact, for example, how 

reliability supports validity, and how generalisability extends findings beyond the sample, 

thereby strengthening sociology’s scientific claims. 

12. Basic response: Research design involves formulating problems and hypotheses, 

operationalising variables, and selecting representative samples. Value-added response: 

Advanced learners may evaluate how poor sampling undermines generalisability, or how clear 

hypotheses improve the precision of sociological studies, linking design choices to overall 

research quality. 

13. Basic response: Quantitative methods provide measurable results, qualitative methods 

offer depth of understanding, and mixed methods combine both for balance. Value-added 

response: Outstanding learners may assess limitations, such as quantitative methods overlooking 

context or qualitative methods lacking generalisability, and explain how triangulation 

strengthens validity. 

14. Basic response: Ethical principles such as informed consent and confidentiality must be 

upheld, while cultural sensitivity ensures respect for participants’ values. Value-added response: 

Learners may demonstrate how balancing scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity enhances 

credibility, for example, by adapting surveys to local languages while maintaining 

methodological standards. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 4] 

Part 4.1 

1. Observation, hypothesis, experimentation, analysis, conclusion. 

2. Objectivity means freedom from bias; validity is accuracy; reliability is consistency; 

generalisability is applicability to wider populations. 

3. Reliability is important because it ensures results are consistent when research is repeated 

under similar conditions. 

4. Scientific methods rely on evidence, systematic procedures, and logical reasoning, while 

non-scientific approaches rely on intuition, tradition, or authority. 

5. Example: Intuition is less reliable because it is based on personal feelings rather than 

systematic evidence. 

Part 4.2 

1. A research problem is a clearly defined issue guiding a study, while a hypothesis is a 

testable prediction about relationships between variables. 
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2. Operationalisation is defining how a variable will be measured or observed, ensuring 

clarity and consistency. 

3. Example: Education level can be operationalised as the highest qualification obtained. 

4. Random sampling gives each individual an equal chance of selection, ensuring fairness 

and reducing bias. 

5. Representativeness strengthens credibility by ensuring findings reflect the characteristics 

of the wider population. 

Part 4.3 

1. Quantitative methods provide measurable, generalisable results and allow for statistical 

analysis. 

2. Interviews and observations; interviews explore personal experiences, while observations 

capture behaviour in natural settings. 

3. Qualitative methods are less generalisable because they focus on small samples and 

specific contexts. 

4. Mixed methods research combines quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a 

fuller understanding. 

5. Triangulation strengthens validity by cross-checking findings using multiple methods or 

sources of data. 

Part 4.4 

1. Informed consent, confidentiality, non-maleficence, and integrity. 

2. Human behaviour is more difficult to study scientifically because it is influenced by 

emotions, values, and culture. 

3. Challenges include unpredictability, participant bias, and difficulty controlling variables. 

4. Cultural sensitivity means respecting and acknowledging the values and traditions of the 

communities being studied. 

5. Researchers can balance scientific rigour with cultural sensitivity by maintaining 

methodological standards while adapting approaches to local contexts. 
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Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the elements and parameters of scientific methods in social 

sciences, focusing on how research is designed, conducted, and evaluated with accuracy and 

ethical responsibility. Building on that foundation, this Series turns to the role of logic, the 

limitations of sociological analysis, and the scientific dimensions that shape sociology’s 

credibility. These themes are central to understanding how sociology balances systematic inquiry 

with the complexities of human behaviour. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the ability to apply logical reasoning in sociological 

explanations, critically evaluate the limitations of sociological analysis, and assess the extent to 

which sociology can claim scientific status. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the role of logic in sociological inquiry, defining its 

importance and examining different types of reasoning. Next, we will move on to the limitations 

of sociological analysis, considering unpredictability, subjectivity, and practical constraints. 

Following that, we will study the scientific dimensions of sociology, looking at its strengths, 

challenges, and debates around its scientific credibility. Finally, we will wrap up by integrating 

these themes, showing how logic, limitations, and scientific rigour can be balanced to produce a 

more comprehensive sociological analysis. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 define logic and explain its role in sociological inquiry, 

• SLO 5.2 distinguish between deductive, inductive, and comparative reasoning in 

sociological analysis, 

• SLO 5.3 apply logical reasoning to construct coherent sociological explanations, 

• SLO 5.4 analyse the limitations of sociological analysis arising from unpredictability of 

human behaviour, 

• SLO 5.5 evaluate the impact of subjectivity and cultural bias on sociological research, 

• SLO 5.6 identify practical constraints in applying scientific methods to sociological 

studies, 

• SLO 5.7 explain the criteria used to assess sociology’s claim to scientific status, 

• SLO 5.8 demonstrate how empirical methods and case studies strengthen sociology’s 

scientific dimensions, 

• SLO 5.9 critically assess debates and challenges surrounding sociology’s scientific 

credibility, and 

• SLO 5.10 integrate logical reasoning, recognition of limitations, and scientific rigour to 

produce balanced sociological analysis. 
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5.1 Logic in Sociological Inquiry 

5.1.1 Defining logic and its role in sociology 

Logic refers to the systematic principles of reasoning that guide the process of drawing valid 

conclusions. In sociology, logic ensures that explanations of social phenomena are coherent, 

consistent, and based on sound reasoning rather than assumptions. It provides the framework for 

connecting evidence to theory, making sociological analysis credible and persuasive. 

Fill in the blank: Logic provides the framework for connecting ________ to theory in 

sociological analysis. 

Diagram showing the role of logic in sociology (evidence → reasoning → conclusion → theory) 

Caption: Figure 5.1 The role of logic in sociological inquiry  
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5.1.2 Types of reasoning (deductive, inductive, comparative) 

Deductive reasoning begins with general principles or theories and applies them to specific 

cases. For example, if a theory states that social inequality affects education, deductive reasoning 

would predict that children from disadvantaged backgrounds perform less well in school. 

Inductive reasoning starts with specific observations and builds towards general principles. For 

instance, observing repeated cases of educational inequality may lead to the formulation of a 

broader theory about the link between social class and academic achievement. 

Comparative reasoning involves examining similarities and differences across societies, 

groups, or contexts to draw conclusions. This method helps sociologists identify patterns and 

variations in social behaviour. 

Fill in the blank: Inductive reasoning starts with specific ________ and builds towards general 

principles. 
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Table 5.1 Types of reasoning in sociology 

 

5.1.3 Application of logical reasoning in sociological explanations 

Logical reasoning is applied in sociology to ensure that conclusions are supported by evidence 

and consistent with theoretical frameworks. For example, when analysing crime rates, deductive 

reasoning may apply existing theories of deviance, while inductive reasoning may generate new 

insights from observed data. Comparative reasoning can then be used to contrast crime patterns 

across different societies. 

By applying logic, sociologists avoid flawed conclusions and strengthen the credibility of their 

analyses. 
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Fill in the blank: Logical reasoning ensures that sociological conclusions are supported by 

________ and consistent with theory. 

Box 5.1 Application of logical reasoning in sociology 

 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. What is the role of logic in sociological inquiry? 

2. Define deductive reasoning and give one example. 

3. Define inductive reasoning and give one example. 

4. What is comparative reasoning, and why is it useful in sociology? 
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5. How does logical reasoning strengthen the credibility of sociological explanations? 

 

5.2 Limitations of Sociological Analysis 

5.2.1 Unpredictability of human behaviour 

Human behaviour is influenced by emotions, values, culture, and social context, making it less 

predictable than physical phenomena. This unpredictability poses a challenge for sociologists 

who aim to apply systematic methods to study society. While patterns can be identified, 

exceptions often occur because individuals and groups may act in ways that defy expectations. 

Fill in the blank: Human behaviour is less predictable than physical phenomena because it is 

influenced by ________, values, and culture. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Diagram showing factors influencing human behaviour (emotions, values, culture, social 

context) Caption: Figure 5.2 Factors influencing human behaviour  

 

5.2.2 Subjectivity and cultural bias in research 

Subjectivity refers to the influence of personal opinions, beliefs, or perspectives on research 

findings. Cultural bias occurs when research methods or interpretations are shaped by the 

researcher’s cultural background rather than the participants’ realities. Both subjectivity and 

cultural bias can distort sociological analysis, leading to conclusions that lack accuracy or 

fairness. 

Sociologists must therefore strive for objectivity while recognising that complete neutrality is 

difficult to achieve. 
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Fill in the blank: Cultural bias occurs when research methods or interpretations are shaped by the 

researcher’s ________ background. 

Box 5.2 Subjectivity and cultural bias in sociological research 

 

5.2.3 Practical constraints in applying scientific methods 

Sociological research often faces practical constraints, such as limited resources, time, or 

access to participants. Unlike laboratory sciences, sociology deals with complex social settings 

where controlling all variables is nearly impossible. Ethical considerations also restrict certain 

methods, as researchers must avoid harm and respect participants’ rights. 
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These constraints mean that sociologists must adapt their methods, balancing scientific rigour 

with feasibility and ethical responsibility. 

Fill in the blank: Practical constraints in sociology include limited resources, time, and access to 

________. 

Table 5.2 Practical constraints in sociological research 

 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Why is human behaviour less predictable than physical phenomena? 

2. Define subjectivity and explain its impact on sociological research. 

3. What is cultural bias, and how does it affect sociological analysis? 
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4. Identify two practical constraints in applying scientific methods to sociology. 

5. How can sociologists balance scientific rigour with ethical responsibility? 

 

5.3 Scientific Dimensions of Sociology 

5.3.1 Criteria for scientific status in sociology 

For sociology to be recognised as a science, it must meet certain criteria. These include the use 

of empirical methods (systematic observation and data collection), objectivity (freedom from 

bias), validity (accuracy in measurement), and reliability (consistency of results). In addition, 

sociology must demonstrate generalisability, meaning findings can be applied beyond the 

immediate study group. 

These criteria help establish sociology’s credibility as a discipline that seeks to explain social 

phenomena in a systematic and evidence-based manner. 

Fill in the blank: Sociology must demonstrate ________ so that findings can be applied beyond 

the immediate study group. 
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Table 5.3 Criteria for scientific status in sociology 

 

5.3.2 Strengths of sociology as a science (empirical methods, case studies) 

Sociology demonstrates its scientific strength through the use of empirical methods, such as 

surveys, experiments, and statistical analysis, which provide measurable evidence. It also 

employs case studies, which allow for in-depth exploration of specific social groups or contexts. 

These approaches combine breadth and depth, enabling sociology to generate insights that are 

both systematic and meaningful. 

Fill in the blank: Case studies provide an in-depth exploration of specific ________ or contexts. 
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Box 5.3 Strengths of sociology as a science 

 

5.3.3 Challenges and debates on sociology’s scientific credibility 

Despite its strengths, sociology faces challenges in being recognised as a science. Human 

behaviour is complex and influenced by cultural, emotional, and situational factors, making it 

difficult to achieve the same level of predictability as natural sciences. Debates also arise over 

whether sociology should prioritise scientific rigour or interpretive understanding, as some argue 

that human experiences cannot be fully captured through quantitative methods alone. 

These debates highlight the ongoing tension between sociology’s scientific aspirations and its 

interpretive dimensions. 
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Fill in the blank: One challenge to sociology’s scientific credibility is the complexity of 

________ behaviour. 

Diagram showing challenges to sociology’s scientific credibility (complexity of human 

behaviour, cultural influences, debates on rigour vs interpretation) Caption: Figure 5.3 

Challenges to sociology’s scientific credibility  

 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. What criteria must sociology meet to be recognised as a science? 

2. How do empirical methods strengthen sociology’s scientific dimensions? 

3. What is the role of case studies in sociological research? 
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4. Identify one challenge to sociology’s scientific credibility. 

5. Why do debates exist over sociology’s scientific status? 

 

5.4 Balancing Logic, Limitations, and Scientific Rigour 

5.4.1 Integrating logical reasoning with empirical evidence 

Sociological analysis becomes stronger when logical reasoning is combined with empirical 

evidence. Logical reasoning ensures that arguments are coherent and consistent, while empirical 

evidence provides the factual basis for those arguments. For example, deductive reasoning can 

be applied to test a theory about social inequality, while surveys and statistical data provide the 

evidence to support or challenge the theory. 

Fill in the blank: Sociological analysis becomes stronger when logical reasoning is combined 

with ________ evidence. 
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Diagram showing integration of logic and evidence (reasoning → evidence → conclusion → 

theory validation) Caption: Figure 5.4 Integrating logical reasoning with empirical evidence  

 

5.4.2 Addressing limitations while maintaining credibility 

Sociologists must acknowledge the limitations of their analysis, such as unpredictability of 

human behaviour, subjectivity, and practical constraints. However, credibility can be maintained 

by being transparent about these limitations and adopting strategies to minimise their impact. For 

instance, triangulation can be used to cross-check findings, and cultural sensitivity can reduce 

bias. 

Fill in the blank: Credibility in sociological research can be maintained by being ________ about 

limitations and minimising their impact. 
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Box 5.4 Addressing limitations in sociological analysis 

 

5.4.3 Towards a balanced sociological analysis 

A balanced sociological analysis integrates logical reasoning, recognition of limitations, and 

scientific rigour. This approach ensures that research is both credible and respectful of human 

complexity. By combining systematic methods with sensitivity to context, sociologists can 

produce findings that are reliable, valid, and meaningful. 

For example, a study on migration may use quantitative surveys to measure trends, qualitative 

interviews to capture personal experiences, and logical reasoning to connect evidence to broader 

theories, while acknowledging cultural and ethical considerations. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Fill in the blank: A balanced sociological analysis integrates logical reasoning, recognition of 

limitations, and ________ rigour. 

Table 5.4 Elements of a balanced sociological analysis 

 

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. Why is it important to integrate logical reasoning with empirical evidence in sociology? 

2. How can transparency about limitations strengthen sociological credibility? 

3. What strategies can sociologists use to address limitations in their research? 

4. Define a balanced sociological analysis and explain its key elements. 
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5. Give one example of how a balanced approach can be applied in sociological research. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has examined the role of logic, the limitations, and the scientific dimensions of 

sociological analysis, highlighting their importance in producing credible and balanced research. 

Its purpose was to help you appreciate how logical reasoning, awareness of constraints, and 

scientific rigour interact to shape sociology as both a discipline and a method of inquiry. 

We began by exploring logic in sociological inquiry, defining its role and examining deductive, 

inductive, and comparative reasoning. Then we considered the limitations of sociological 

analysis, including the unpredictability of human behaviour, subjectivity, cultural bias, and 

practical constraints. Following that, we studied the scientific dimensions of sociology, focusing 

on the criteria for scientific status, the strengths of empirical methods and case studies, and the 

debates surrounding sociology’s credibility. Finally, we brought these themes together by 

showing how logic, limitations, and scientific rigour can be balanced to achieve a more 

comprehensive analysis. In line with the Series Learning Outcomes, you should now be able to 

define and apply logical reasoning, analyse limitations, evaluate sociology’s scientific 

dimensions, and integrate these elements to produce balanced sociological explanations. 

 

Glossary of terms 

• Case study: A detailed examination of a specific group, community, or situation to gain 

in-depth understanding. 

• Comparative reasoning: A method of analysis that draws conclusions by comparing 

similarities and differences across societies, groups, or contexts. 

• Cultural bias: When research methods or interpretations are influenced by the 

researcher’s own cultural background rather than the participants’ realities. 

• Deductive reasoning: A logical process that starts with a general theory or principle and 

applies it to specific cases. 

• Empirical methods: Systematic approaches to collecting and analysing data based on 

observation and evidence. 

• Generalisability: The extent to which research findings can be applied to wider 

populations beyond the study sample. 

• Inductive reasoning: A logical process that begins with specific observations and builds 

towards general theories or principles. 

• Logic: The systematic principles of reasoning that ensure conclusions are coherent, 

consistent, and valid. 

• Objectivity: Freedom from personal bias or subjective influence in research, ensuring 

neutrality and credibility. 
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• Practical constraints: Limitations in research caused by factors such as time, resources, 

access to participants, or ethical restrictions. 

• Reliability: The consistency of research results when repeated under similar conditions. 

• Scientific rigour: The commitment to systematic, evidence-based methods and 

objectivity in research. 

• Subjectivity: The influence of personal opinions, beliefs, or perspectives on research 

findings. 

• Triangulation: The use of multiple methods or sources of data to cross-check findings 

and increase validity. 

• Validity: The accuracy of research in measuring what it intends to measure. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective questions 

1. Which type of reasoning begins with general principles and applies them to specific 

cases? (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

2. What term refers to the influence of personal opinions or perspectives on research 

findings? (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

3. Which criterion ensures that research results are consistent when repeated under similar 

conditions? (Linked to SLO 5.7) 

4. Case studies are used in sociology to provide an in-depth exploration of specific 

________ or contexts. (Linked to SLO 5.8) 

5. A balanced sociological analysis integrates logical reasoning, recognition of limitations, 

and ________ rigour. (Linked to SLO 5.10) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define logic and explain its role in sociological inquiry. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

7. Distinguish between inductive and deductive reasoning with one example each. (Linked 

to SLO 5.2) 

8. Explain why unpredictability of human behaviour is a limitation in sociological analysis. 

(Linked to SLO 5.4) 

9. Identify one strategy sociologists can use to address limitations while maintaining 

credibility. (Linked to SLO 5.6) 

10. What debates exist around sociology’s claim to scientific status? (Linked to SLO 5.9) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the criteria for sociology’s scientific status and explain their importance. (Linked 

to SLO 5.7) 
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12. Evaluate the strengths of sociology as a science, focusing on empirical methods and case 

studies. (Linked to SLO 5.8) 

13. Assess the challenges and debates surrounding sociology’s scientific credibility. (Linked 

to SLO 5.9) 

14. Demonstrate how logical reasoning, recognition of limitations, and scientific rigour can 

be integrated into a balanced sociological analysis. (Linked to SLO 5.10) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective questions 

1. Deductive reasoning. 

2. Subjectivity. 

3. Reliability. 

4. Groups. 

5. Scientific. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Logic is the systematic principles of reasoning that ensure conclusions are coherent and 

valid. In sociology, it connects evidence to theory and strengthens explanations. 

7. Deductive reasoning applies general theory to specific cases (e.g., predicting educational 

outcomes from inequality theory). Inductive reasoning builds theory from specific observations 

(e.g., repeated cases of inequality leading to a broader theory). 

8. Human behaviour is influenced by emotions, values, and culture, making it less 

predictable and harder to study systematically. 

9. Triangulation is one strategy, as it uses multiple methods to cross-check findings and 

increase validity. 

10. Debates exist over whether sociology should prioritise scientific rigour or interpretive 

understanding, since human experiences may not be fully captured through quantitative methods. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Sociology must meet criteria such as empirical methods, objectivity, 

validity, reliability, and generalisability to be recognised as a science. Value-added response: 

Learners may expand by showing how these criteria interact, for example, how reliability 

supports validity, and how generalisability extends findings beyond the sample, thereby 

strengthening sociology’s scientific credibility. 

12. Basic response: Empirical methods provide measurable evidence, while case studies offer 

in-depth insights into specific contexts. Value-added response: Advanced learners may evaluate 

how combining breadth (surveys, statistics) with depth (case studies) allows sociology to balance 

systematic analysis with contextual understanding. 
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13. Basic response: Challenges include the complexity of human behaviour, cultural 

influences, and debates over scientific rigour versus interpretive approaches. Value-added 

response: Outstanding learners may critically assess how these debates shape sociology’s 

identity, discussing whether it should be considered a science or a distinct interpretive discipline. 

14. Basic response: A balanced sociological analysis integrates logical reasoning, recognition 

of limitations, and scientific rigour. Value-added response: Learners may demonstrate how this 

integration works in practice, for example, by designing a study on migration that uses surveys 

(rigour), interviews (addressing limitations), and logical reasoning to connect evidence to theory. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1 

1. Logic provides coherence and consistency in sociological inquiry by connecting evidence 

to theory. 

2. Deductive reasoning applies general principles to specific cases; for example, predicting 

educational outcomes from inequality theory. 

3. Inductive reasoning builds general theories from specific observations; for example, 

repeated cases of inequality leading to a broader theory. 

4. Comparative reasoning involves examining similarities and differences across societies 

or groups to identify patterns. 

5. Logical reasoning strengthens credibility by ensuring conclusions are supported by 

evidence and consistent with theory. 

Part 5.2 

1. Human behaviour is less predictable because it is influenced by emotions, values, and 

culture. 

2. Subjectivity is the influence of personal opinions or perspectives on research, which can 

distort findings. 

3. Cultural bias occurs when interpretations are shaped by the researcher’s cultural 

background, reducing accuracy. 

4. Practical constraints include limited resources, time, access to participants, and ethical 

restrictions. 

5. Sociologists can balance rigour with ethical responsibility by being transparent, using 

triangulation, and practising cultural sensitivity. 

Part 5.3 

1. Sociology must meet criteria such as empirical methods, objectivity, validity, reliability, 

and generalisability. 
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2. Empirical methods strengthen sociology by providing systematic, evidence-based 

conclusions. 

3. Case studies allow for in-depth exploration of specific groups or contexts, adding depth 

to analysis. 

4. One challenge is the complexity of human behaviour, which makes predictability 

difficult. 

5. Debates exist because some argue sociology should prioritise scientific rigour, while 

others emphasise interpretive understanding. 

Part 5.4 

1. Integrating logical reasoning with empirical evidence ensures arguments are coherent and 

supported by facts. 

2. Transparency about limitations strengthens credibility by showing honesty and awareness 

of constraints. 

3. Strategies include triangulation, cultural sensitivity, and ethical responsibility. 

4. A balanced sociological analysis integrates logical reasoning, recognition of limitations, 

and scientific rigour. 

5. Example: A study on migration using surveys for trends, interviews for experiences, and 

logical reasoning to connect evidence to theory. 
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