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Preface to the Second Edition 

 

Since the publication of this book, interest in many of the issues it set out to
address has grown substantially. Since it went to press in 1993, there has been an
explosion of writing about the uses of qualitative research and evaluation in social
work and the helping professions. This literature has indeed been advancing us in
our sophistication in both doing and evaluating this kind of inquiry (see, for
example, Denzin & Lincoln 1994; Drisko 1997; Gilgun, Daly, & Handel 1992;
Morse & Field 1995; Padgett 1998; Reissman 1994; Sherman & Reid 1994). One
major reason for the revision of the book is to incorporate this new work into an
enriched discussion of flexible method research. 

Even case studies, one of the oldest forms of inquiry in the helping profes-
sions, have been gaining renewed respect (Gilgun 1994). One way in which the
discussion of flexible method research has been enriched in this edition is through
the inclusion of an entirely new chapter on traditional case studies (chapter 4).
This content parallels in some ways the existing chapter on the application of
fixed methods of research to cases in chapter 8 on single-system designs. It may
be that in future editions it will be possible to further differentiate among kinds
and styles of flexible method, or qualitative, research in useful ways, resulting in
more chapters on these design types. 

Very recently, realism, the epistemological framework advanced in this book,
has been explored and endorsed by other writers in social work and related fields
(Kazi 1998; Pawson & Tilley 1997). Further reading of my own in the philosophy
of science has only strengthened my conviction about the usefulness of this posi-
tion as an inclusive yet thoroughly scientific standpoint from which to conduct
practice-relevant research (Anastas 1998; Klee 1997; Orange 1995; Papineau
1996). These developments confirm the importance of continuing to strengthen
and further develop our understanding of these important and emerging epistemo-
logical ideas. 
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Similarly, since 1993, attention to the analysis of science as it relates to
groups that have traditionally been oppressed and/or excluded—in society and in
social science—has continued (see, for example, Harding 1998; Hess 1995;
LeVay 1996; Swigonski 1994). This edition both retains and tries to build on the
inclusion and analysis of diversity issues in research. 

In addition, because of the passage of time, all of the exemplars used in the
1993 edition were reviewed in the preparation of this one. Some of them were
retained because they were judged to be classic enough that time has not altered
their relevance. Others were replaced with more recently published works. Feed-
back from readers of the first edition has uniformly endorsed the inclusion of full-
length studies as exemplars in the book because they bring the research design
principles discussed to life so effectively. Updated exemplars should make them
even more helpful and readable. 

Finally, learning about research can seem like learning a new language. Users
of the first edition of the book correctly observed that it could be improved by
adding a glossary, which has been done as an appendix in this new edition.
Readers are encouraged to make reference to it whenever they encounter a term in
the text that seems unfamiliar or unclear. 

The need for high-quality research in social work and the other helping
professions has not diminished. The capacity of social workers and other human
service professionals to generate practice-relevant research is growing. If this
book can aid and inspire more people to get involved in learning about and doing
research, its most important goal will have been achieved. 
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Preface to the First Edition 

 

This book was originally a self-help enterprise: to produce a better text than those
then available for teaching a research methods course. Three of us began the work
together. We thought we already knew about doing research, and that our planned
book would result mostly from a process of summary and distillation. But several
years later, we find that the journey has led us into new terrain, to a new under-
standing, and a new way to talk about research design. 

Much of what the reader knowledgeable about research will find here will seem
familiar, although the way it is described and the terms that are used may be novel.
Some of what such a reader will find here may seem quite unfamiliar, but we hope
our approach may open up for such a reader new avenues of appreciation for a wider
range of research methods and designs. For those new to research, the book
endeavors to make the content accessible, to present the current controversies in the
field, and to convey excitement about research as a professional enterprise. 

This textbook has many goals. One of them is to present science and research
from an epistemological position that can embrace a range of models of inquiry.
Instead of adopting the heuristic perspective (Heineman Pieper 1985, 1989; Tyson
1992, 1995), which might best be described as a standpoint rather than as an epis-
temology, we embrace 

 

fallibilistic realism

 

 (Manicas & Secord 1983), described in
chapter 1, as our epistemological framework. This perspective is one from which
both what have been termed “qualitative” or naturalistic methods and traditional
quantitative methods can be valued, learned, and taught. We use the terms 

 

flexible

 

and 

 

fixed

 

 methods to differentiate these two general styles of doing research. 
Our goal has been to treat both flexible and fixed methods even-handedly. But

because fixed or quantitative methods have been the dominant paradigm in social
science and social work research in this century, the types of research included in
this tradition and the methods associated with them have been more thoroughly
elaborated to date. Consequently, more space in the book is devoted to fixed
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methods. It is our hope and expectation that in the future this imbalance may change
as flexible methods of research are more often used and more fully explicated. 

Another goal of this book has been to integrate content on women and people of
color into the text. This integration has been achieved both through the examples of
research we have provided and through our attempt to understand how racism, sexism,
heterosexism, and other forms of bias may affect the conceptualization and conduct of
research. The basic perspective taken on research in this book has been shaped to
some degree by the critiques of sexism and racism endemic in the traditional institu-
tions and methods of the scientific enterprise itself. This effort at integration will no
doubt be found to be incomplete, and readers may find much to criticize in this regard.
Nevertheless, the book takes the position that in the context of a racist, sexist, and
heterosexist society, few aspects of research methods are so completely technical that
they should not be subject to such an analysis. The point is not whether or not a given
method or study has been critiqued “correctly”; the point is that such analysis as an
activity is the responsibility of every researcher and research consumer who claims to
be concerned with social justice and professional service, just as it is in practice. 

A final novel feature of this text is the inclusion of a few selected studies within
the text itself as examples of the types of research being described, both flexible and
fixed in method. They have been reproduced whole rather than excerpted, which is
more common, to give students experience in reading complete studies—as they
must learn to do as professionals—and in order that each work can be viewed in
context and independently evaluated by our readers. While this makes the book
seem long, these examples are referred to repeatedly throughout the text, whether
the topic is research design as a whole, a sampling strategy, a specific method of
data collection, or a method of data analysis. Most but not all of the studies are from
social work literature. The inclusion of the studies is designed to permit teaching
from what might be termed a 

 

case study method

 

. 
To choose examples, however, is always risky: no perfect study or report of a

study is ever found. Each of these examples was chosen for a variety of reasons,
but in the end the choices were to some extent arbitrary. Thus, no selected study
should be seen either as an incomparable ideal or solely as an object to use in
showing off a capacity to uncover flaws in others’ methods or assertions. Instead,
we hope that each article will serve as a springboard for learning and analysis that
authors and readers will share as examples of what goes into a piece of research. 

Because this book attempts to integrate discussion of a range of research
methods into a single epistemological framework, the language used to discuss
research design differs from what is usually encountered in books and courses
about research. While different terminology always presents a challenge to
readers, traditional terminology has only been altered when it seemed necessary
to do so in order to represent a concept more accurately. However, as work
proceeded, this necessity arose much more than anticipated. 

For example, the term “flexible method research” is used in this book in preference
to others: “qualitative research” confounds the form of the data with the method, while
“naturalistic research” implies an epistemological position that is quite different from
and more limited than the framework of realism provides. The term “flexible,” in addi-
tion to being descriptive of an important feature of the method, provides a useful contrast
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to the generic term, “fixed,” used to characterize a range of contrasting methods. The
term “quantitative” is similarly rejected because it confounds the form of the data or of
the analysis with the general method: narrative data can in fact be analyzed in a fixed or
quantitative way or in a flexible manner. “Relational research” is used in preference to
the term “correlational research,” again because the term “correlational” connotes one
type of statistical analysis when more than one can be used; only advanced students of
statistics understand that tests of group difference and correlational measures in fact have
the same derivation mathematically. The hope is that the new language adopted, once
learned, may prove clarifying for the reader as it has done for the writers. 

The book, then, has some lofty goals. The first and most important is to
provide an overview of scientific methods as they are used in social work to
advance knowledge and improve practice. It is designed for use in research
methods courses, especially those taught at the master’s and doctoral levels of
study. There is nothing contained in this text to preclude its use at an undergrad-
uate level; however, the experience that has shaped the work has been teaching at
the graduate level in social work. 

As noted earlier, the book has incorporated content both on what have tradi-
tionally been termed “qualitative” methods, which are called 

 

flexible methods

 

,

 

 and
on “quantitative” ones, which are called 

 

fixed methods. 

 

This inclusion is evident
both in the series of chapters on general types of research, in which flexible
methods are discussed at length in a chapter of their own, and in the series of
chapters on ethics, sampling, the various data collection methods, and use of the
computer, each of which contains content relevant to both fixed and flexible
method research. Finally, the section on data analysis also contains a separate
chapter on the analysis of narrative or unstructured data. 

This book, in addition to serving as a classroom text, can also function as a
handbook to guide the student or graduate professional in the conduct of research
of many kinds. Most chapters, therefore, contain both conceptual material to orga-
nize the topic being discussed and quite concrete information designed to provide
a “how-to” for the professional researcher. The how-to features should also prove
useful to students doing group or individual research projects, including thesis
and dissertation work. 

The first part of the book contains an orientation to scientific inquiry and the
epistemological basis for it. The standpoint adopted, fallibilistic realism (Manicas
& Secord 1983), might be termed “postpositivist” (Fraser, Taylor, Jackson, &
O’Jack 1991), but it provides a basis for both traditional and more naturalistic
models of inquiry. The risk of embracing differing points of view is that it is
possible to satisfy no one; it should be acknowledged that, in particular, those who
subscribe wholeheartedly either to a constructivist framework on the one hand, or
to a logical positivist one on the other, are unlikely to feel comfortable with the
position we have taken. However, the framework offered will be satisfying and
useful to the majority of social workers and other human service professionals
who in fact have respect for a variety of methods of research. This first part also
includes a chapter on problem formulation, on how research questions are framed
and developed, a topic critical to the research process that is less often addressed
than the other stages of the research process that derive from it. Chapter 2 also
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addresses the critical role that theory and knowledge, induction and deduction,
and biases of several kinds may play in the shaping of a research study. 

Part II covers the major types of designs used in social work research. Chapter
3 covers flexible method research in all its variety. Unlike the situation with fixed
methods, which have dominated texts in the field for so long, it is not yet possible
to articulate a clear typology of flexible methods of research.

 

1

 

 Fixed methods,
however, have been divided into descriptive, relational, and experimental designs,
treated in chapters 5, 6, and 7, respectively. The category of relational research is
original with us and is used to connote all of those forms of research investigating
relationships among variables but in which variables are not experimentally
manipulated. Some of what are usually termed quasi-experimental designs are
thus discussed as relational studies and some as experiments. Chapter 8, the last
chapter in part II, discusses single-subject designs as a fixed method of research. 

Part II addresses general issues in the research process. Each chapter includes
material on both fixed and flexible methods. Ethics in research are discussed first,
in chapter 9, for they must guide each part of the research process as well as the
conduct of the study as a whole. Sampling is explained in chapter 10. Principles of
data collection, including the often taken-for-granted topic of the context of the
research, is the topic of chapter 11. 

Part IV is devoted to discussion of specific methods of data collection. Observa-
tion, interviewing, and designing questionnaires are discussed in chapters 12, 13,
and 14, respectively. The chapters on observation and interviewing both incorporate
material on gathering unstructured as well as structured data as these are the data
collection methods most commonly used in flexible method research. These chap-
ters and the one on questionnaires emphasize developing ways of gathering data for
a study. Chapter 15, on selecting available measures, concludes part IV. 

Part V, on analyzing data and disseminating the results of research, completes
the review of the research process. Data analysis is divided into chapters on the
content analysis of narrative data (chapter 16) and on descriptive (chapter 17) and
inferential (chapter 18) statistics. A colleague, James Drisko, has contributed a
chapter on using the computer for working with both qualitative and quantitative
data (chapter 14). The essential step of disseminating research findings is often
overlooked, so the book ends with chapter 20 on writing research reports. 

When this book was begun, the idea was simply that it would improve somewhat
upon the texts on research methods then available in social work and the human
services. As the discussion, refinement, and articulation of ideas proceeded, however,
it became evident that it was necessary to move into new intellectual territory in ways
that were not originally anticipated. This journey has sometimes been a fearful but
always an interesting one, and the reader, whether student, teacher, or practitioner, is
invited to travel along. Readers may not always agree with the positions taken in this
book, However, where we are now in the helping professions in our thinking about
research will only be a way station in the rapidly evolving discourse about doing
science in social work and the other human service professions. 

 

1. While the revised edition in fact adds traditional case studies to the section on flexible method 
research, the basic situation described remains the same as of this writing. 
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