Putting the PIP Puzzle together:
Research Methods
Ms Lucy Macken, Monte Sant’ Angelo Mercy College

Instructions for solving the puzzle

Source: HSC Society and Culture Marking Guidelines- Personal Interest Project
http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/syllabus_hsc/pdf_doc/2009-marking-guidelines-society-and-culture-pip.pdf

Source: McCrindle (2016)
https://mccrindle.myportfolio.
com/mccrindle-christmas
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The process of research
Diagrammatical representation of the process of research
1.

Decide on the topic to research

¯
2.

Develop a focus question
or hypothesis

¯

•

Curiosity

•

Own interest

•

Prior research

•

Topic may be given, eg school assignment

•

Narrow or broaden the question

•

What is known or needs to be known?

•

Develop sub-questions in logical order so research can
develop in a coherent way

Note: The topic question or hypothesis may need to be further
refined during the course of the research process.

3.

Gather background information

¯
4.

Design the research

•

Reference books

•

Internet articles

•

Experts

•

Choose the research methods that best support
finding answers to the research question(s) – different
sub-questions may require different research methods,
eg secondary research and questionnaire

•

Choose appropriate samples of the population
(who, how many, etc) and plan how to access them

•

Questionnaire(s)

•

Interview questions, etc

•

Ethical research practices are especially important during
this stage of the process

•

Primary data responses to questionnaire(s), interview
questions, data from content analysis, etc

•

Secondary information

•

Develop new theories or suggestions depending on the
nature of the topic

•

Include findings, analysis and conclusions

•

Include recommendations or implications

•

Include complete reference list

¯
5.

Develop the research methods to be
used

¯
6.

Apply the research methods
ethically

¯
7.

Compile and organise
collected information
so that it is manageable

¯
8.

Analyse, synthesise and interpret
the findings

¯
9.

Write up the conclusions in an
appropriate format, considering the
audience for the final product

¯
10. Check the final product for editing
or typing mistakes and ensure that
all bibliographical information is
included and correct

•

The writing-up process may take two or more drafts before
the researcher is satisfied with the final product.

•

Careful editing of language and construction is important
so that the researcher’s conclusions are made clear. Even
if the report is delivered in an oral format, the writing-up
process is necessary.

Source: Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)
https://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/syllabus_hsc/pdf_doc/society-culture-st6-syl-from2015.pdf
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Beginning the process of research
Decide on the topic to
research
•
•
•
•

Curiosity
Own interest
Prior research
Idea about something

Develop a focus question or
hypothesis
•
•
•
•

•

Narrow or broaden the
focus
What is known?
What needs to be known?
Develop sub-questions in
logical order so research
develops coherently
Create statement that can
be explored

Gather background
information
•
•
•
•

Online academic journal
and news articles
Textbooks
Discussions with experts
Let your research question
and sub-questions guide
your research and refine
them as you learn more
about your topic.

Note: The topic question or
hypothesis may need to be
further refined during the
course of the research process.

The process of research applied in Louise’s PIP
Decide on the topic to
research
•

The evolution of social
activism

•

The role of modernisation
and globalisation in
changes seen in social
activism

•

Continuities over time in
social activism

Develop a focus question or
hypothesis

Gather background
information

•

Hypothesis: social activism
is an institutional marker of
social change, and thus a
product of its context

•

•

Sub question 1: What is the
function and purpose of
•
social activism in society?

•

Sub question 2: How are
technological advancements
shaping methods for
•
engaging with activism

•

Sub question 3: What is the
future of social activism?

Brian Martin, The
Encyclopaedia of Activism
and Social Justice, Gary L.
Anderson and Kathryn G.
Herr, Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage 2007
Bo Kovitz, From protest to
social media: how student
activism has changed, The
Daily Californian, 19
August 2014
Malcolm Gladwell, ‘Small
Change- Why the
revolution will not be
tweeted’, Annals of
Innovation, October 4
2010
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The process of research - your turn!
Decide on the topic to
research

Develop a focus question or
hypothesis

Gather background
information
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Design the research
•

Choose the research methods that best support finding answers to the research
question(s) – different sub-questions may require different combinations of research
methods, eg secondary research and questionnaire

•

For example, background reading and information gathering would require the method
of secondary research. Gathering information from a section of the population could
require a questionnaire, whereas researching how many times a gender-specific sporting
event is covered by the mass media would require the method of content analysis.

•

Choose appropriate samples of the population (who, how many, etc) and plan how to
access them

Research Methods Continuum

Remember: research methods exist on a continuum from quantitative to qualitative – that is, from methods
that easily measure and quantify data to those that collect detailed and rich, but less measurable data. Many
methods contain both quantitative and qualitative elements.
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Qualitative & Quantitative Methods
Distinguishing
the two broad
approaches
to social
research

Quantitative methods
Researchers collect data that can
be measured, counted or quantified,
resulting in a statistical report. The
focus of quantitative research is
WHAT and HOW MANY.

Qualitative methods

Main features

•

•

Usually a small sample and not
randomly selected

•

Interactive process

•

Participants’ characteristics may
be known to the researcher

•

Narrative report with conceptual
description of behaviour, values,
attitudes and beliefs

•

Contains direct quotations from
research participants

•

Invaluable for the exploration of
subjective experiences

•

Relies heavily on the researcher’s
interpretive skills to understand the
complexities of findings

•

Direct quotations from documents
and from participants can be utilised

•

Large and randomly selected
sample of respondents who
represent the particular
population of interest
Structured data collection
instrument, with closed-ended
or rating-scale questions

•

Quantities and trends identified;
comparisons can be made

•

Researcher is not necessarily
known to the participants

•

Participant characteristics can
be hidden from the research

•

Lack of direct contact with
the sample assists detachment
of the researcher; however,
care still needs to be taken in
construction of the instrument
to ensure that the researcher
is aware of potential bias that
may be built into the questions

•

Researchers aim to gather an in-depth
understanding of an issue by way of
open-ended questioning, non-statistical
research techniques, or value-based
observations. A qualitative investigation
focuses on WHY and HOW.

Quantifies the findings in
numerical data, tables, graphs
and diagrams

Quantitative information is collected by counting, and is able to be collated into percentages and then
represented by tables and graphs. It must be remembered that quantitative methods:
•
do not allow the researcher to interact closely or personally with those being questioned; the process is
impersonal and as objective as possible
•

rely heavily on the researcher’s ability to develop a non-biased set of research questions or items in
order to record data within the selected sample.

Qualitative methods rely on the researcher’s interpretive skills to understand the often complex and
detailed data gathered, such as an individual’s experiences. Qualitative research is useful:
•
for studies at the individual or small group level
•

for finding out, in depth, how and what people are thinking and feeling

Analysis of qualitative data requires sorting responses to open-ended questions and interviews into broad
themes or categories before the researcher is able to draw meaning or conclusions from the data.
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Questionnaire
Ý A set of questions that can be closed-ended and/or open-ended that allows for the collection of
information from a large sample or number of people.
Ý It is an impersonal instrument for collecting information and must, therefore, contain clear
questions that have been worded as simply as possible to avoid any confusion or ambiguity.
Ý The questionnaire should be designed to fulfil a specific research objective; it should be brief
and the sequence of questions should be logical.
Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)

Strengths
Ý Responses are gathered in a standardised,
impersonal way, so questionnaires are more
objective than interviews (less chance of
researcher bias)
Ý Quick and easy to administer to large groups
(making it ideal to compare groups for crosscultural component of PIP)
Ý Qualitative and quantitative data gained (rich
descriptions and key statistics)

Limitations
Ý Questionnaires are standardised so it is not
possible to explain any questions that
participants might misinterpret
Ý Questions, if not piloted, may be difficult to
understand, or leading
Ý Time-consuming to analyse open-ended
questions
Ý Social desirability may affect responses

Considering the strengths and limitations of each method is important, not only because it will allow you
comment on the “usefulness, validity and bias” of the information you’ve collected (as listed in the
marking criteria) but because it allows you to make a decision about:
-

Reasons you would use the method (strengths)
The kinds of questions the method might be able to answer for you (strengths)
Things to try to minimise or control (limitations)
Reasons you should triangulate this method with other methods (limitations)

applied - Louise’s PIP
Ý “I distributed a questionnaire to participants’ representative of various generational backgrounds. This
research was very beneficial in forming both qualitative and quantitative data on perspectives of social
activism in my contemporary context. “
Ý “My questionnaire revealed that in micro avenues of social justice, petitions were the favourable method
of 16% of respondents, whilst social media attracted 15%… “
Ý “As a Baby Boomer respondent revealed, ‘the more people involved, the stronger the message.’ “
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Content Analysis
Ý Used to investigate and interpret the content of the mass media and historical documents in
order to discover how particular issues are (or were) presented.
Ý At its most basic, content analysis is a statistical exercise that involves counting, categorising and
interpreting words and images from documents, film, art, music and other cultural products and
media in relation to an aspect or quality of social life.
Ý When used as a qualitative method, content analysis helps the researcher to understand social
life through analysis and interpretation of words images from documents, film, art, music and other
cultural artefacts and media.
Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)

Strengths
Ý Offers insight into how a particular social issue is
represented publicly in the media
Ý Allows the researcher to present an objective,
quantified, account of an issue that may not be
immediately apparent to a reader, viewer or
general consumer of the media
Ý Powerful when combined with other methods
(triangulation)

Limitations
Ý Subjective judgements are made by the
researcher when developing a system of
analysis, so researcher bias may affect analysis
Ý Content analysis tends to be descriptive (tells us
‘what’ but not ‘why’)
Ý Relies on already available resources which may
themselves be biased (critical thinking needed
by the researcher)

applied - Louise’s PIP
Ý “content analysis of several media articles that explored social activism on a meso and macro level,
aiding my understanding of the continuities of social activism and its marriage with globalisation.”
Ý “100% of the articles referenced raising awareness as the primary goal for activist causes, whilst only
22% referenced the need for raising funds.”
Ý “Evident through my content analysis…this notion of ‘micro involvement’ being favoured over meso and
macro involvement.”
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The process of content analysis
Ý Start with a broad sample of texts and reduce to a more manageable size
Ý Examine your data: read and review to ensure you understand the content
Ý Define your unit of analysis and categories
Ý Code the material in your samples
Ý Interpret and report your findings

Units of analysis could include
Ý Time period
Ý Location it is published
Ý Highest readership/viewership
Ý Contains topic of interest
Ý Fits into genre of interest
Ý Perspective (e.g. positive or negative)
Ý SAC concepts
Ý Author (e.g. gender, age…)

Mini example of a content analysis summary table
Content analysis: media coverage of social justice activism
Source(s): SMH, …
Date(s): 2007-2017
Article Type(s): 4 Feature articles, 6 Opinion pieces
Unit of analysis
Tally/Percentage
Reference to “raising awareness”
100%
Reference to “raising funds”
Role of technology framed as positive
Role of technology framed as negative

Interpretation

Language judged to be negative
included … because...

Focus on activism at Micro Level
Focus on activism at Meso Level
Focus on activism at Macro Level
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Secondary Research
Ý The researcher collects and collates existing information or other people’s research on a topic to
be investigated. This information is then synthesised as a whole by the researcher. Secondary
research is a qualitative method because the researcher makes subjective judgements about what
material is useful, and therefore used, for the purposes of the research. Secondary research information
can be derived from formal reports, journals, newspapers, magazines and other publications.
Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)

Strengths
•

Large range of information available on
many topics

•

Allows expert knowledge to be accessed

•

Sometimes documents might be the only
means of researching the past to
understand an earlier point in history

Limitations
•

May be difficult to verify the motives of the
writer of the document and determine any
bias that might be present

•

Interpretation of secondary research is
subjective so researcher bias can affect
interpretation

•

May be difficult to find secondary research
directly investigating area of interest to
researcher

applied - Louise’s PIP
Ý “[I used] secondary research, broadening my understanding of social activism. As a researcher, I
ensured that my sources were reliable through discernment and critical analysis, thus providing a
fascinating framework for the development of my hypothesis.”
Ý “A study conducted by the NSW Advocate for Children and Young People revealed that two thirds of the
young people surveyed… “
Ý “Mannheim’s Theory of Generations… concludes that…”
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Interview
Ý An interview may be tightly structured, semi-structured, unstructured, in-depth or conversational. This
method involves the researcher and the interviewee in a one-to-one situation and may be
quite time consuming. The researcher may interview several people at different times using the same
interview questions.
Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)

Strengths
•

•

There is a standardisation of procedures
which allows the researcher to stay focused on
a particular topic, while still allowing
participant to elaborate responses
Preparation and standardisation of questions
means the semi-structured interview is less
biased by the researcher than an unstructured
interview

Limitations
•

Although rapport may be built, the
conversation is still artificial and this may
affect what the participant is willing to say

•

Data analysis is time consuming

•

Questions, if not piloted, may be difficult to
understand or leading

•

Social desirability effect may occur

applied - Louise’s PIP
Ý “Originally, I planned to interview an expert at World Vision Australia in order to receive a professional
perspective, however I faced difficulties regarding contact. I did manage to gain insight from an
interview with Dr. Karen Malone, Professor of Sustainability at the University of Western Sydney who
offered thought-provoking responses on my hypothesis.
Ý “As recognised by Dr. Malone during our interview, ‘technology is the biggest change’“.
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Focus Group
Ý A research method used to collect data from an in-depth planned discussion of a defined topic held by a
small group of people brought together by a moderator. An interview schedule, time and place are
organised. The recording of responses increases the success of this method. The techniques of
conducting the focus group are similar to those of conducting an in-depth interview. However, the
researcher needs to be able to manage the discussion.

Case study
Ý The case study method involves the collection of data related to an individual or small group through
one or more research methods – for example, observation, interviews and the collection of
documentary evidence. Case study can, and often does, include different methods to collect data, which
are then combined with the purpose of illuminating the case from different angles.

Personal Reflection
Ý The use and evaluation of personal experiences and values to demonstrate analysis and interpretation
of data in the context of the research focus.

Participant and non-Participant Observation
Ý Participant: The researcher is immersed in the action being observed and his or her role as researcher
is not obvious. An example of participant observation occurs when the researcher joins a group in order
to study it.
Ý Non-participant: the researcher observes the action taking place without actively engaging in it or
interacting with the participants. The researcher draws meaning from what is being observed, rather
than simply counting specific actions as in a quantitative observational study. Non-participant
observation can be covert or overt.

Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)
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Statistical Analysis
Ý Examining data to interpret meaning, make generalisations and extrapolate trends. Often the data is in
graphical form. Because data is expressed in the language of mathematics, they should be evaluated
and interpreted by means of appropriate mathematical or statistical procedures.

Observation
Ý Involves watching and recording behaviours within a clearly defined area.
Society and Culture Syllabus (2013)

The pictures in the puzzle
Who and what’s included?
Ý Making a decision about who will participate in your research or what texts will be chosen to
analyse, should be carefully chosen based on what will allow you to answer your research question.
Consider these examples:
Observation

Content Analysis

Focus Group

Ý Who you can expect to
Ý Texts could be chosen on the basis Ý Group composition could be
observe in an observation
of:
based on:
can be affected by:
• Time period
• Share key characteristics
• When you observe
• Location it is published
• Have diverse views on
• Where you observe
the topic
• Highest
•

How many times you
observe

readership/viewership

•

Contains topic of interest

•

Fits into genre of interest

•

Share an interest in the
topic

•

Are unfamiliar with the
topic

•

Pre-existing group
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Ethics
Ý Following the principles of ethical research is important because:
• this promotes trust that the information collected will be used responsibly and will be treated with
respect and confidentiality
• if the respondents feel comfortable with the ethical research process, they are much more
likely to offer replies to questions and therefore genuine knowledge can be gained by
the researcher.
Ý Qualitative, quantitative, primary, secondary, during collection and analysis… ALL research requires
ethical considerations, at ALL times…
• informed consent
Any prospective research participants must be fully informed about the procedures and any possible risks
involved in the research, and must give their consent to participate. The ethical researcher is open and
honest with participants about the topic and scope of the project and the nature of the participation or
information expected from them. There should be nothing covert associated with the research.
• confidentiality
The protection of participants’ rights to confidentiality and privacy must be ensured.
• right to withdraw
Participants should be made aware that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time
without any consequences.
• special needs
The researcher is mindful of the special needs of any vulnerable groups, such as children or people with a
disability.
• protection from harm
The researcher should anticipate any negative effects on the research participants (including the researcher),
such as personal danger, police intervention, social embarrassment or harassment – the researcher needs to
prevent these. In addition, participants should not be put in awkward situations or asked to talk about
sensitive topics that may make them feel uncomfortable.
• secondary sources
The protection of intellectual property in the writing-up process through the acknowledgement of all
information used is critical, not only out of respect for the original author of the information but also
to protect the researcher from breach of copyright law. Plagiarising other people’s work is unethical, a
breach of copyright law, a misuse of intellectual property, and an untruthful representation of other
people’s work as the researcher’s own. Researchers must never plagiarise!
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Putting the puzzle together
What does analysis mean?

Identifying similarities and differences in your findings
Compare and contrast different findings.
Consider continuities and changes that emerge in your findings.
Identifying links between different aspects of your topic
What are the different influences of the macro on the micro and meso?
Is there a cause and effect relationship between different factors?
What similarities, differences and insight can be gained from the different perspectives your cross-cultural
component?
Finding connections between data sources
Draw connections between primary research findings and secondary research.
Draw connections between research findings of different research methods.
Discuss multiple perspectives and trends
Discuss different trends and patterns in the research data that could be linked to alternative viewpoints or
perspectives.
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What does synthesis mean?
Ý There’s no perfect research method, just like no one piece of the puzzle can ever give you the whole
picture. It’s only when you put the puzzle pieces together
that the picture emerges.
Ý Synthesis is the combination of several forms of data
(analysed research findings) to construct and create new
insight into a topic. Synthesis can be achieved by making
informed judgements based upon thorough analysis
and interpretation of your research findings.
Triangulation is a powerful way to achieve synthesis.
Ý Triangulation is the application and analysis of two or
more sources of data (research findings) to develop and
draw a valid conclusion about a particular topic.

applied - Louise’s PIP
From my questionnaire, 57% of respondents claimed that both raising funds and awareness of a social issue was of
equal importance, whilst 42% claimed raising awareness was of a higher importance, greatly contrasting with only 2%
that claimed raising funds was more important. This conclusion was supported through findings derived from
my content analysis of media articles, in which I hoped to uncover the continuities and changes of social activism
through viewing its relationship with time, as well as the effects of modernisation, globalisation, and advancing
technologies on the various forms of activism. 100% of the articles referenced raising awareness as the primary goal for
activist causes, whilst only 22% referenced the need for raising funds. Therefore, it becomes clear that ‘activism is
not linear- there is no one correct way to be an activist,’11 although, raising awareness does seem to be a significant
component of social activism, being a “consistent strategy”12 in triggering action against social injustice.
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Method choice 1:
What questions could it answer in relation to my PIP topic?

What…

How many…

Why…

How…

Making a decision and thinking critically
Ý I would use this method because…

Ý Things I need to try to minimise or control are…

Ý Reasons I should triangulate this method with other methods are…
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Method choice 2:
What questions could it answer in relation to my PIP topic?

What…

How many…

Why…

How…

Making a decision and thinking critically
Ý I would use this method because…

Ý Things I need to try to minimise or control are…

Ý Reasons I should triangulate this method with other methods are…
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Method choice 3:
What questions could it answer in relation to my PIP topic?

What…

How many…

Why…

How…

Making a decision and thinking critically
Ý I would use this method because…

Ý Things I need to try to minimise or control are…

Ý Reasons I should triangulate this method with other methods are…
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