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  Chapter Two  
   Turning Ideas into 

Researchable Questions   

 For many students, selecting a research question is harder than answering 
it. Perhaps it’s the overwhelming sense that there are so many things to 

choose from. Or maybe it’s the paralysis that comes with the fear of picking 
a lousy, boring, unanswerable question. We don’t want people to eventu-
ally laugh at us, saying, “What were you thinking?!” Dr. Edward Witten, 
thought by some people to be one of the world’s greatest physicists, once 
said this about picking a research question: “You want to find the question 
that is sufficiently easy that you might be able to answer it, and sufficiently 
hard that the answer is interesting. You spend a lot of time thinking and 
you spend a lot of time floundering around” (http://edition.cnn.com/2005/
TECH/science/06/27/witten.physics/). It’s that floundering around that is 
so frustrating. Thankfully, some professors mercifully narrow the range of 
possible topics. And bosses usually tell us which research question they are 
paying us to answer. But often we are given some freedom to formulate our 
own questions, and that can be disorienting. 

 The following material can’t make you more decisive, but it can help 
you figure out how to take vague intuitions and turn them into research-
able ideas. Whether you are picking a topic for a class paper or a senior or 
graduate thesis, these ideas can help you make progress toward articulating 
a question that can be answered using social science methods. As a gradu-
ate student in sociology, I recall spending too many worrisome nights lying 
there thinking, “The weeks are passing by, and I still don’t know what 
I’m writing about!” The following material is my effort to spare you some 
similarly anxious nights. 
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 Storks Don’t Deliver Them 

 Where do research ideas come from? Many academics would have you 
believe that most ideas come from carefully reading the literature. Not true. 
Almost no one I’ve ever studied with in grad school, worked with as a pro-
fessor, or supervised for a thesis or term paper has come up with his or her 
idea merely by looking for holes in the literature. Sure, sometimes students 
or other researchers read an article and think, “That can’t be right,” and 
decide to verify it, or we see two writers come to conflicting conclusions, 
thus suggesting a new researchable question. But this is much less common 
than you might think. 

 Instead, ideas pop into our heads, fall into our laps, or are thrust upon 
us. Of course, they may seem like they spring out of the blue, but usually 
there are circumstances, experiences, and people around us who somehow 
create the situation that produces inspiration. We can get an idea while 
driving around, getting ready for school or work, hearing about a current 
event, talking to a friend or classmate, listening to a lecture. It may not be 
as shocking as a then-it-hit-me! lightning bolt, but an idea emerges, a bit 
vague, yet with that immediate promise of being something worth pursuing. 
How exhilarating is that moment when you say to yourself, “That’s worth 
studying” or “I’ll bet that could be studied!” 

 Inspiration often comes from encountering a problem, perhaps at work, 
at school, in your family, or when dealing with an organization. You are 
told to trim your budget, and you have to ask, “Which program is the 
least effective?” or “How can we cause the least amount of damage?” Or 
someone you supervise says, “Why aren’t people using this cool service 
that we’ve made available?” or “Is it wise to have her spend all her time 
working on that?” Your mom calls and complains about the inefficient and 
impersonal service she gets from her Internet provider, or your grandpa 
refuses to read the e-mails you send him. You get into an argument with 
a student about why certain people do or do not support a new piece of 
health care legislation. We may not immediately think of these as particu-
larly inspiring situations, but if we stop and think about what is prob-
lematic and why, we may find right under our noses questions for which 
answers may not be immediately obvious and questions that we could 
investigate. And lo and behold, if we do it right, we may learn something 
to share with others as a result of our investigation. And probably, no one 
will laugh. 

 The focus of this material is to assist you with taking vague notions and 
ideas that cross your mind and turning them into researchable questions 
that might yield real insights that we can share with others or that we can 
use to make important decisions. 
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 From Notions to Research Questions 

 People commonly talk about their thinking in terms of wrestling. “I’m 
wrestling with this problem” or “wrestling with a decision.” This is a use-
ful analogy because people who know how to wrestle know some standard 
moves that they can use to bring their opponents into submission. This is 
what we do with the first ideas that might lead to researchable questions. 
We wrestle them. 

 There are probably dozens of mental moves we can make when trying to 
pin down and press an idea into a researchable question. I’ll list and discuss 
eight that I have seen used and have used myself. 

 People or Organizations? 

 Let’s say you are sitting in the library and you see a fellow student suc-
cessfully steal a book or piece of equipment from the building. 

 Your first reaction might be, “Hey, what the &*%^!” or “That’s just 
not right,” and then you text a friend to tell him or her what you saw. 
(You could call the authorities, of course.) But later you might begin to 
wonder, “What are the other ways that thieves manage to take things from 
the library?” That is, maybe you are now interested in the techniques of 
collegiate thieves. 

 That might be interesting in and of itself, but if you will think like a 
sociologist and go bigger, you can ask other interesting questions. By this 
I mean, try turning your attention to the organizations that have to protect 
themselves against thieves: in this case libraries. You could as easily ask, 
“What are the characteristics of libraries that reduce theft?” 

 In the first example, you were interested in individual people and the 
techniques they use to steal. In the second one, not as often thought of by 
those without sociological training, you are now thinking about organiza-
tions and how they operate. 

 There’s no guarantee that the latter question is ultimately better, but the 
mental move of switching from merely thinking about individuals to think-
ing about organizations opens up interesting possibilities. 

 Here’s another example: You notice Girl Scouts selling cookies outside 
the grocery store. You wonder, “What makes some Girl Scouts more suc-
cessful salespersons than other Girl Scouts?” OK, that might be interesting, 
but take it up a level. For example, why are some Girl Scout troops more 
successful than others at cookie sales? Now, rather than just thinking about 
whether this little girl has more sales skills than another, you are asking 
about the structural characteristics of a set of organizations (i.e., Girl Scout 
troops). Notice that with this move, instead of thinking about individual 
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characteristics (persistence, cuteness, loudness), you can consider sociologi-
cal concerns such as how organizations are structured, how they deal with 
logistics (like getting those cookies delivered), how those organizations fit 
into the local community, and things like that. 

 Consider one last example: You learn that certain personal traits affect 
the likelihood that low-income people will ask for public assistance. You 
are under the impression that lots of people have studied that. But if you 
move up to a larger aggregation of people (e.g., counties or states) there 
may also be important things to explore. For example, what are the charac-
teristics of states that affect the rate of requests for help among low-income 
people? Now you’d be comparing states that have different rates of people 
asking for help and other characteristics that might affect that (such as how 
easy various states make it to ask for help or how different states let people 
know that there is help to ask for). 

 Less often we start with an idea about organizations. But it can happen. 
You hear that wood products companies that emphasize quality in their 
products are more successful than those that emphasize quantity. Is this also 
true for individuals who work in wood products factories? That is, are wood 
products workers who work slower but produce greater quality rewarded 
better than sloppy but highly productive workers? You can see that if a pro-
cess that is evident for organizations might not be evident for the people who 
inhabit them, that can make for a very interesting research question. 

 The point here is that even if some of the questions we derive are lame 
and should be discarded, this mental move of considering individuals versus 
organizations might help us discover often-undiscovered questions. 

 When We Study People, Are We Interested 
in What They Do or What They Believe? 

 You might start with a question—Why are my classmates so evenly split 
on the question of whether we should approve the new fee to pay for an 
improved sports facility? 

 There may indeed be many variables that shape people’s opinions. But 
perhaps it’s not just people’s opinions that are of interest to us. Perhaps it’s 
what they actually do with regard to this issue. That is, perhaps what is 
more interesting is the degree to which they differ in their use of the current 
sports complex or the degree to which they differ in their active campaign-
ing for or against the facility. So, an initial idea about opinions can lead to 
a potentially profitable research question about actions. 

 Similarly, imagine that you read that many farmers express resentment 
against federal regulators who tell them what they can and cannot do on 
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their land. You might naively assume that this means they are often doing 
harmful things to the land and don’t want to get caught. But we have no 
idea what they actually are doing. It could be that they just don’t like the 
government. You might ask, “To what extent do farmers actually do things 
on their land that are harmful to the environment?” If there is a possible dis-
connection between what people say and what they do (or in this case, what 
we think they may be doing), you may have found a particularly important 
question to examine. 

 It can go the other way too. Imagine a bunch of professors sitting alone 
in their offices during their office hours, wondering why students don’t 
come to see them. Perhaps they naively assume that if they keep switching 
their office hours to times that may be more convenient for students or 
they remind students of their availability, then students will come. Alas, the 
students do not. The behavior (not visiting office hours) is what concerns 
the professors. But they probably don’t have any idea what students believe 
about office hours. When they complain to each other at a faculty meeting, 
it’s likely they would all say “no” if asked, “Have you ever talked with your 
students about why they don’t come?” Perhaps students don’t really believe 
the invitation is sincere, don’t really believe that professors will be there, or 
don’t believe that visiting the professors would be beneficial. In this case, 
the action is what is observed, but what really needs to be explored may be 
what students believe about office hours and why. 

 Notice that your decision about how far to pursue the alternate versus 
original question will be shaped by what interests you, what research your 
teacher or supervisor will approve, and what kind of data is or could be 
available to you. It may be that the alternative question is a dud, but the 
mental move of switching from looking at behaviors to looking at beliefs, 
or vice versa, may open up useful research ideas. 

 Widening or Narrowing the Question 

 The first germ of an idea that comes to our minds is often too abstract 
or broad to be researchable on its own. Other times it might be too narrow 
to be of much interest to anyone. Here’s what I mean. 

 You are volunteering at an after-school program and for the fourth 
straight day, you are nagging at kids to behave, breaking up fights, and deal-
ing with disrespectful children. You say to yourself, “Why are we doing this, 
anyway?” That’s a profound question in many ways, ranging from “What 
motivates us volunteers to be here?” to “What is the expressed  purpose 
of this after-school program?” to “What is the actual impact of this pro-
gram on children?” The last one is a social science, researchable question. 
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That is, your exasperated notion about whether this program is useful can 
lead you to a specific question: Which student outcomes from this program 
can be measured? Sometimes an exasperated question of frustration (prob-
ably too wide and vague) can generate a useful, narrow, specific, research-
able question. 

 Consider this one: A Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) president claims, 
“Students should be required to wear uniforms.” Statements and questions 
that include  should  are not researchable on their own, but they probably 
imply researchable questions. Sometimes  should  implies moral claims about 
what fits within acceptable behavior. This president might mean that because 
she values modesty or formality, the students ought to comply with norms 
that emphasize modesty and formality. (This is what sociologists call a “nor-
mative claim” because it focuses on getting people to abide by social norms.) 
With a little bit of thinking, you might derive from this sentence a question 
such as, “Which intentional and unintentional messages do public school 
students send with the clothes they wear?” With that we might be able to 
consider the degree to which students and nonstudents agree on the meaning 
of their attire, perhaps using data obtained from surveys of both groups. 

 Alternatively,  should  may imply what is wisest or what is most efficient. 
This same PTA president may have meant her statement to be a practical 
solution to a cause-effect process she thinks is going on. Perhaps she is 
theorizing that school uniforms will cut down on distracting behaviors and 
increase student performance. If that’s what she meant, then that’s some-
thing we can study. 

 Conversely, sometimes a notion will come to us, and immediately it is 
obvious that it’s too narrow. For example, imagine that you say to yourself, 
“Why does my neighbor insist on filling his yard with pink flamingos?” 
His behavior may be curious, but this is of course too narrow. But ask-
ing, “What is this an instance of?” can help me generate a broader, more 
interesting question. If pink flamingos are a case of self-expression through 
one’s yard, then this move suggests larger questions about how people use 
their homes (gardens, house, yard, etc.) as a way of expressing themselves. 
We could then ask, “What are the categories of self-expression that we see 
in people’s homes?” and “Why do some people express themselves one way 
versus another through how they decorate their yards?” 

 Here’s one last example, again about self-expression. Your friend comes 
over and says, “What do you think of this tattoo of our school mascot now 
covering the left side of my face?” First piece of advice: As a friend, tell 
her it looks great even if internally you are saying, “What the heck was 
she thinking?!” But that question about this one person is of course too 
narrow for a sociologist. As a sociologist your researchable question might 
be, “What characteristics of people influence whether they get big tattoos 
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on their faces?” Even this might seem too small to you, and you may wish 
to expand this to examine how other forms of self-expression (other tat-
toos, body piercings, body modifications, unusual haircuts, loud Hawaiian 
shirts, etc.) are shaped by various personal and social variables. 

 Again, the resulting questions you come up with may not be perfect, but 
in the effort to widen and narrow questions, you can mentally play with 
the topic in a way that can lead to the articulation of questions you might 
otherwise never think of. You may also discover that by widening and nar-
rowing your question you can link your interests to those of other research-
ers. Others may not be writing about facial tattoos or pink flamingos, but 
their work and yours may have much in common. 

 Descriptive Versus Causal Questions 

 Sometimes an idea will come that is descriptive in nature. For example, 
you may observe students wandering around the library apparently looking 
for a quiet place to study. It may appear to you that there are not enough 
quiet places for students to study. You could decide to then count the num-
ber of students and the number of quiet places in the library, but that isn’t 
very interesting (unless you are a librarian in charge of quiet spaces). But if 
I think about turning this descriptive project (describing the ratio of quiet 
places to students) into a causal question, I can start to ask questions such 
as the following: 

  a. Which changes in library policies have affected the number of quiet places 
available to study in the library? 

  b. What has caused library administrators to care less about keeping libraries 
quiet than in the past? 

  c. What is the role of student demand in shaping library quiet policies? 

 Notice that all three of those may be lame questions or really interesting 
ones. There’s no guarantee that you’ll immediately discover a good one, but 
by moving from descriptions to causal questions, you open up new oppor-
tunities for interesting ideas. 

 Here’s another example: “We are wondering how many people in our 
church congregation would resent it if we got rid of the wooden pews.” It 
could be that the church leaders asking this question might have in mind 
that if only a small minority of people would be upset, then it would cause 
little problem to proceed with removing the pews. But if they start think-
ing about who among them is most likely to be upset, they may really be 
interested in the degree of correlation between age and appreciation for 
pews. That is, they might want to know if the older people would be espe-
cially upset or the younger people especially relieved. They may or may not 
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care too much about how age causes appreciation for pews, but we social 
scientists might care about that. So if there’s a simple descriptive question 
that first emerges, you can sometimes locate an interesting causal, or at least 
correlational, question to consider. 

 This switch from descriptive to causal is not merely the act of insert-
ing new variables. Sometimes the variables are readily apparent if we just 
listen to how we say things. For example, a student recently started with 
this statement: “I’m interested in understanding the high level of poverty 
among single American women.” That’s an excellent place to start a study. 
But it does of course imply that she knows how to judge what a high level 
is, and that presumably that level is different for single women compared 
to some other group (single men? married women? who?). So although her 
first interest is in this problem among one group, really she is interested 
in comparing the poverty rate for single women versus some other group, 
and perhaps she can find a way to explain these differences. And in making 
the comparison, she will be able at least to say, “It’s higher for this group 
than for that group.” Making that simple move of clarifying the implied 
comparison immediately reveals that she can compare at least two groups 
(single women and others), but it also will help her begin to imagine other 
variables that are likely to matter (men’s vs. women’s pay rates, married vs. 
unmarried persons’ pay rates, average number of hours worked, occupa-
tional prestige, etc.). So being clearer about the implied comparison helps 
her to see the other interesting variables that probably affect the likelihood 
that anyone would be poor in the United States. 

 Sometimes descriptive questions turn into causal questions once we start 
studying the topic. That is, your question may morph into something dif-
ferent once you begin. For example, some years back I was interested in 
understanding pregnancy discrimination in the workplace and describing 
how the courts had dealt with that issue. After reading through 50 appeals 
court cases I began to observe that the women suing their employers came 
from a variety of occupations, some blue collar, others white collar. This led 
me to hypothesize that there might be a difference in the kinds of claims and 
concerns raised by those in one kind of occupation versus another. In this 
case, the question began as a description and turned into a causal analy-
sis about how occupations shape the kinds of complaints we make about 
work-family concerns. 

 Admittedly, sometimes our first notions are causal, but they beg for 
important descriptive questions to be answered. For example, “How does 
education affect support for spending on state government programs?” is a 
causal question, but it might inspire a simpler question, “What have been 
the trends over time in public support for state government programs, and 
what is the current level of support?” The first question is more common 



Turning Ideas into Researchable Questions ——15

in a sociological paper, but the second one might be exactly what you need 
to know as you lobby people to vote for or against candidates who have 
expressed their opinions about state government programs. 

 Examining Alternative Explanations 

 Patterns sometimes jump out at us. Rich people spend Friday nights at 
the opera, and working-class people spend them at the monster truck pull. 
Rural communities are more vulnerable to job loss during a recession than 
are urban areas. Cohabiting couples are more likely to get divorced than 
couples that never cohabitated. These are all correlations between variables 
and may imply causal relationships. 

 But as soon as we think that one thing causes another (e.g., wealth 
increases tastes for opera, rurality increases economic vulnerability, cohabi-
tation increases chances of divorce) we should ask if there might be alterna-
tive causal relationships that could be explored. Is it wealth that increases 
tastes for opera (perhaps because people can afford opera tickets), or is it 
really education that increases wealth and tastes for opera? Is it rurality 
that increases vulnerability, or is it the kinds of industries present in rural 
versus urban places? Is it cohabitation that increases divorce, or perhaps 
spouses’ nontraditional ideas about marriage that both increase willingness 
to cohabitate and increase willingness to abandon difficult marriages? 

 It may turn out that the alternative explanation is the whole explanation 
or that it merely complicates and illuminates the first one. But the effort to 
take first appearances of causal relationships and challenge them with mea-
surable competing explanations is a classic, common move by sociologists 
looking for the really important questions to answer. 

 Quantitative Data, Qualitative Data, or Both? 

 Another move that can generate interesting researchable questions is 
to ask, “Which kind of data can we get?” Typically your advisor will tell 
you, “Get the data that will answer your question.” That’s true, but before 
you think about which data are possible to get, or which kind of data you 
want to spend your time studying, you can use this concern about data to 
push you to think about alternative questions that can derive from your 
first notions. 

 Let’s say you read that kids who are bullied are more likely than other 
kids to join gangs. This initially sounds like a study that relies on quanti-
tative data, perhaps locating a correlation between two variables (getting 
picked on and joining gangs). But saying to yourself, “If I could personally 
interview and observe young people, what related things could I examine?” 



16— Thinking Broadly about Writing Sociology

may open up new ideas such as, “How does having nongang friends help 
insulate kids who are bullied from joining a gang?” or “How do kids who 
join gangs frame their stories about entering gang life, and are their stories 
consistent when telling them to people inside and outside of gangs?” You 
can see that by just saying, “What could I learn if I had greater personal 
access?” you might generate interesting researchable ideas. 

 Similarly, if your first idea focuses on qualitative data, consider quantita-
tive studies that your first notion could inspire. If you are reading a study 
about the housing difficulties of 10 low-income families, consider what 
counting might tell us. That is, does anyone know how often poor people 
move and, if they move, where they move? Might we benefit from know-
ing what percentage of low-income people move to areas that are better 
or worse off than the areas they currently live in? In this case, the story 
describing the processes at work in the lives of families might suggest to us 
the benefit of merely counting the number of such families and finding out 
which concerns, problems, and opportunities are more or less common. 

 How Is Time Relevant to My Question? 

 Thinking about how time is implicated in your first idea might help 
you develop additional research questions. Let’s say you first think of, or 
read about, a correlation: “Does driving a hybrid versus gas-burning car 
correlate with people’s convictions about global climate change?” That’s 
a cross-sectional analysis that one could conduct on any given day, asking 
people what they drive and what they believe. But if you follow people’s 
driving habits over time and their beliefs over time, you have a longitudi-
nal study that also is interesting: “How do changes in people’s ideas about 
what’s happening to the climate influence their driving decisions and vice 
versa?” That’s a different, and perhaps uniquely interesting, question. If 
we think about historical sweeping changes, we could also move up to a 
larger aggregation of people and ask how changes in public opinion about 
climate and changes in sales of hybrid vehicles are or are not correlated 
over time. 

 It works the other way too. If you hear that over time consumption 
of high-priced coffee in America has increased at the same time that 
income inequality has increased, you might assume that the upper class 
has  particularly used its money to buy coffee. But this study of parallel 
historical trends might suggest to us longitudinal studies (how do changes 
in people’s income situation affect the kind of coffee they drink?), or more 
simply, what percentage of people in different income brackets today drink 
high-priced coffee? 
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 Letting your mind play with the role of time might guide you into differ-
ent, otherwise undiscovered questions that you will find more interesting 
and researchable. 

 Do I Really Know What I Want to Measure? 

 This last move often seems like the sort of issue you’d address only once 
you had picked your question. If you look at research papers you would 
certainly get that impression since authors talk in the Data and Methods 
section about measurement. But as you are pondering how to develop your 
first notions into research questions, pay attention to the words in your 
initial notions to see if they indicate possible interesting unarticulated con-
cepts. This move is related to the widening/narrowing move, but here the 
move emphasizes measurement as a way to generate clearer, more research-
able ideas. 

 Consider these questions: 

  1. Would it be more efficient to sign up volunteers this way or that way? 
  2. How user-friendly is the university’s new website? 
  3. Does this program work? 

 Each of these initial ideas could immediately start an interesting debate 
among friends or colleagues. But inevitably someone will or should say, 
“What do you mean by . . . ?” Let’s consider those three questions to see 
how this move can help. 

 1. The person wondering about efficiency should be pressed to answer, 
“What is efficiency?” and when he or she says, “It means getting as many 
volunteers signed up as possible per hour of paid staff effort,” this suggests 
new ideas. Indeed, if we take that measurement at face value, perhaps we 
could see if technique A beats technique B in terms of volunteers per hour 
of paid staff effort. But in the endeavor to measure it this way, we might 
discover other interesting questions, such as, “To what extent is productiv-
ity (achievement per hour of effort) important in this kind of organization 
versus a different kind of organization?” or “What are the various ways 
that nonprofit groups measure and value efficiency in their organizations?” 

 2. The user-friendliness of something might seem obvious to us because 
of our experiences with badly designed websites. But when pressed to define 
it, we may realize that user-friendliness is more complicated than we had 
thought, in large part because how friendly a website is probably depends 
on the user. Recognizing the various dimensions of the variable, and think-
ing about how we would measure it, may inspire us with new ideas such 
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as, “How do different characteristics of computer users affect the degree to 
which they can navigate the new website?” Websites that some find friendly 
are decidedly unfriendly to others. So in this example, the concept of user-
friendly begs the question of who the users are and what characteristics of 
the users, as well as the websites, may be important. 

 3. We do not know which programs work if we cannot operationalize 
(i.e., come up with a reasonable measure for) what it means for them to 
work. The necessity to develop metrics for measuring how well something 
works may generate uniquely interesting questions. For example, the 
Department of Human Services wants to know if a marketing campaign 
for food stamps for low-income people works. By “works,” they mean that 
they are hoping for a certain outcome, such as enrollment in the program. 
The admission that it is enrollment in the program might suggest a new set 
of questions: Does hearing about the program increase people’s interest in 
applying for it? Does hearing about this program increase the number of 
ineligible people applying? If so, by how much? 

 The mere act of forcing oneself to be clear about measurement can spark 
new researchable ideas that would otherwise be obscured. 

 Conclusion 

 The selection of a research question is rooted in social circumstances and 
shaped by personal characteristics. Your boss or teacher, your progress 
toward completion of your degree, the time of the academic term, the 
availability of data, and your own interests and skills all shape what you’ll 
finally choose. Some of these things you can change or resist, and other 
things are beyond your control. 

 However, no matter your circumstances, you can exert some creativ-
ity by trying out some of these mental moves to take first ideas, notions, 
and impressions and turn them around to see what sorts of things emerge. 
Again, some of the mental moves we have available to us might fail to give 
us questions we want to answer, but where one may fail, another might 
succeed. One cannot rationalize creativity with a formula that guaran-
tees inspiration, but working with these mental moves can open up new 
possibilities. 
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  Chapter Three  
   Overview of Writing 

a Research Paper   

 An Extended Analogy 

 Imagine that you are a lawyer in court and you need to demonstrate that 
an employer has been systematically discriminating against older-than-

average applicants for jobs. You have a box of applications from potential 
employees who have applied for jobs during the past year. You also have 
lists of who was hired, and you have 100 completed questionnaires filled 
out by managers who were involved in hiring for the company. Interviews 
with some former employees indicate that their testimony will be useful as 
well. Now the older applicants have retained you to challenge the employer 
in court over this topic. Having accepted the case, you now have to figure 
out how to communicate to the panel of jurors who know little about the 
problem (age discrimination and the law) that there is good evidence (the 
box of applications, the lists of people hired, the survey of managers, 
the testimony of witnesses), and that unfair hiring practices have been used 
by the employer. 

 Your lawyerly task of convincing a jury to reach a certain verdict is very 
similar to the task you face when you are writing an academic research 
paper. How do you construct a case that will convince the jury? The answer 
to this question is analogous to how you develop a convincing argument 
and make a case within an academic research paper. Let’s follow the anal-
ogy through from beginning to end. 
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 The Introduction 

 When you write a research paper, you are not writing just for the judge 
(the teacher). You are writing for an imagined or real audience of peers or 
a public that knows less about the subject than you do. This puts upon you 
the task of clearly introducing and explaining the issue before proceeding 
with the evidence. If you were in court, you would not assume that the jury 
understood the details of the law or the subtle dynamics of employment dis-
crimination. You would introduce to them the fact that such a phenomenon 
exists, that there are rules that employers are supposed to follow, and that 
there is now disagreement between the employer and the unhired appli-
cants regarding whether mistreatment occurred in this instance. You would 
also make it clear from the start that you intend to convince them that the 
unhired applicants are right and that the employer is wrong. 

 Similarly, you begin an academic research paper with an introduction. 
The introduction alerts the reader to the fact that there is an important 
phenomenon worthy of our attention and that there is some kind of socio-
logical question surrounding that phenomenon. In addition to alerting the 
reader to the existence and importance of the topic of your paper, you also 
alert the reader to the nature of your conclusion. For example, if you were 
writing a social science paper about age discrimination, instead of proving 
it in court, you might say, “This study will demonstrate that age discrimina-
tion is more common under particular conditions,” or something like that. 

 The Literature Review 

 After introducing to the jury your intentions and your goals for this case, 
you then have a chance to explain to the jurors what they need to know 
about hiring practices, the law, and different ways of understanding this 
issue. For example, you might want them to know that the law is very 
specific about age discrimination and that earlier jury cases just like this 
one have found that employers must be held accountable if they fail to hire 
someone just because of his or her age. You may want to alert the jurors to 
their own biases, pointing out that they might tend to feel sympathy for the 
employer because some of them think that employers should be able to hire 
whomever they want or that the law has no place in telling employers what 
to do. You might also think they need to know that this employer is very 
powerful and wealthy and that it would not have been a major hardship 
for the employer to have accommodated some of the elderly applicants who 
applied for jobs. In other words, as the attorney for the unhired applicants, 



your job is to inform the jurors, review for them the important issues, help 
them understand what the question really is, and prepare them to carefully 
judge for themselves. 

 The literature review of a research paper seeks to accomplish these same 
tasks. You must have in mind that most of your readers know little or 
nothing about your topic, and thus you have to review for them the basic 
features of what is already known and established about this topic. At 
the same time, some very informed readers (your teacher and your fellow 
student writers) will be able to check on your accuracy and your honest 
portrayal of the current state of knowledge. For a further discussion of how 
to write a good literature review, you should examine the several chapters 
in this handbook devoted to literature reviews and borrowing from the 
literature. Remember, the literature review is not usually a full scan of all 
of the literature. It is a selective but fair treatment of the state of current 
knowledge about a topic that is designed to point out what is known and 
what remains to be discovered about a particular social phenomenon and 
that justifies the reasonableness and importance of the question you are 
trying to answer. 

 The Data and Methods Section 

 If you had a box full of applications from the past year, and 50 percent of 
them were from older-than-average applicants, but only 2 percent of the 
new hires were older than average, you could point to the disparity in these 
percentages as circumstantial evidence that discrimination occurred. But 
before you could present these findings, you would need to introduce to the 
jury the fact that you have some data that bear on this issue. Before show-
ing them the 50 percent versus 2 percent gap, you would need to tell the 
jury about your data. For example, where did you get these records? How 
reliable are they? Are there missing records that we do not know about? 
Were these records obtained legally? You also might have to explain how 
you computed your statistics if you have jurors who do not understand 
your math. And what about those witnesses? Where did you find them, 
and what is their credibility for informing you about what was going on at 
the company? 

 Similarly, in the Data and Methods section of a research paper you need 
to tell your readers about your data, how you gathered them, and some-
times how you analyzed them. Some of the questions that may need to be 
addressed are the following: What is the source of the data? That is, did 
you collect them? If so, how? Were they collected by the Census Bureau, 
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a private government think tank, other academics, or another source? Did 
you interview people at length or do a quick survey? Were they derived 
from telephone surveys, coding of government documents, door-to-door 
interviews, or another source? How representative of the whole popula-
tion is your sample? How are you measuring the variables that are in your 
study? For example, is age measured by “years of age” or by “older than 
49/younger than 50”? 

 There are three main issues to cover in the Data and Methods section: 
the sample (i.e., the data), the measures, and the strategy for analysis. Put 
differently, this section of the paper familiarizes the reader with who, what, 
and how: Who are you including in your study (so that the reader can make 
a judgment about how much to generalize)? What data and information 
have you received from your sample? and How will you handle these data? 

 Findings (or Results) 

 At some point you introduce to the jury the critical pieces of evidence that 
demonstrate that the employer engaged in age discrimination. For example, 
you might show the jurors a pie chart that shows 50 percent of the appli-
cations were from people older than 49 and then show a second pie chart 
that shows that 2 percent of the new hires were older than 49. Then you 
might introduce to them a table showing that 75 percent of the manag-
ers indicated that they believed that older people would be more difficult 
to work with than younger ones. In other words, you show the results of 
your analysis that will convince the jury of your claim. At some point you 
will introduce your key witnesses who have important things to say that 
will make clear how the managers were talking about various potential 
employees. 

 In academic writing, you also will highlight the critical findings of your 
analysis to point out that the conclusions you will draw are the most rea-
sonable. However, in contrast to a legal case wherein you would hope that 
any conflicting information be suppressed or overlooked, academic ethics 
require that you present the whole story, or at least as much as you can. 
This means that when you complete your analysis, you also report unan-
ticipated or contradictory findings. Then do the best that you can to make 
sense of these as well. Thus, you should seek to strike a tone of confident 
assertion while at the same time acknowledging the parts of your analysis 
that do not support your claim or that might support alternative claims. 
See the section “Writing Quantitative Papers” for more help with doing this 



for quantitative papers and the chapter “Ethnographic Interviewing and 
Storytelling” for qualitative papers. 

 The Results section of your paper will generally be the place where tables 
and graphs are located (for quantitative papers) and where quotes and ana-
lyzed field notes appear (for qualitative papers). 

 Discussion and/or Conclusions 

 In a trial case, the closing argument is the place where you put together 
the pieces and where you review for people what it is that you have pre-
sented to them. You remind them of the legal questions involved, highlight 
the most critical evidence, point out why you have demonstrated that the 
alternative claim is false, and suggest to them that they should now decide 
to agree with you about the guilt of the employer. 

 Depending on your paper, and your audience, there may be one or 
two sections that cover the discussion and conclusion. That is, for some 
papers, the Discussion and the Conclusion sections are the same thing. 
Why? Sometimes the material does not lend itself first to a discussion of 
the relevant theoretical issues raised or the surprising findings and then to a 
more lofty and repetitive section that tells us why this research is so impor-
tant. But for other papers, there really is something different to be said 
first about interpreting the results (the Discussion section) and then about 
making sense of them in more global or expansive terms (the Conclusion 
section). How you choose to construct the paper after the reporting of find-
ings is a judgment call on your part, as the author, and on the part of your 
editor (or instructor). 

 Either way, the last part of the paper is the place where you quickly 
summarize what you have accomplished, highlighting the major theoretical 
question (or questions), reminding the reader of the central findings that 
help answer the question, and pointing out how your explanation is supe-
rior to alternatives. You also may need to make sense of weak or insignifi-
cant results as well as to suggest potential research that should follow your 
research and perhaps some of the policy implications of your findings. You 
need not accomplish all of these things, but at least the restatement and 
theoretical import of your research must be made clear here. Your conclu-
sion should be concise but also complete enough that if someone read only 
your conclusion, they would know which question you try to answer, which 
main findings you provide to answer the question, and what you think your 
answer ultimately means. 
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 Citations (or References or Bibliography) 

 Lawyers always need to be ready to cite where they have found legal prec-
edent for the claims they make. When you argue that the employer is guilty 
you may need to say to the judge or the jury that in  Jones v. Wonka, Inc., 
 the judge allowed evidence just like you are providing, and the jury found 
it convincing enough to convict Wonka, Inc. 

 In the same fashion, academic writing requires that you indicate where 
you see in the literature the theoretical or empirical claims that you are 
evaluating. This section is not just a legally or ethically required component 
of a paper but is essential for convincing the reader that you have some 
idea of where your paper fits into the conversation that is going on among 
academics in the literature. You can learn more about citations and the 
reference section in the chapter devoted to that topic. 
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  Chapter Four  
   Borrowing Well 

from the Literature   

   One of the most challenging tasks of a sociological research paper or 
report is situating the project in the existing literature. Sometimes we 

use the literature to justify trying to answer the question; other times we 
use it to defend our hypotheses. Sometimes we include literature to merely 
acquaint the reader with the breadth or narrowness of what has been 
studied. This variety of reasons for including citations makes clear that 
we should often ask ourselves why we are including each item, being clear 
about which task it performs for us. 

 Whether you are writing a quantitative or a qualitative paper, or a paper 
that draws on both methodologies, you will be expected to articulate how 
your paper relates to existing research. This usually happens in the litera-
ture review. But before we consider how to organize a literature review, it 
is important to reflect more broadly on the role you play as a writer who 
is either more familiar with the existing research than is your audience or 
who needs to show a sophisticated audience that you yourself are well 
acquainted with how your work links to what already exists. 

 I have found it useful to think about the research literature as an ongo-
ing conversation between writers. Like most conversations, it is not scripted 
nor particularly well organized, and sometimes people are not even listen-
ing to each other. So let’s work with this second extended analogy, not of a 
courtroom where you are talking to some jurors but of a room full of peo-
ple talking about a particular subject. The situation before us challenges us 
with the question: How do we recount and contribute to the conversation? 
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 Talk, Talk, Talk 

 Imagine you are in a large room full of hundreds of people, all sitting and 
standing around in little groups, talking about the topic of employment dis-
crimination. One group is discussing why employers discriminate, another 
group is discussing which groups are affected, and still another group is 
puzzling over how to define discrimination. Some of the people standing 
alone are also saying clever things about these topics, but for whatever rea-
sons, no one is listening to them or no one has figured out how to respond 
to their ideas. We’ll imagine them standing alone in different places appar-
ently muttering to themselves. Let’s say that you are particularly interested 
in age discrimination against workers. So you decide to join one of those 
groups or start one of your own, and soon you are discussing how we can 
know when age discrimination is taking place and who is most likely to 
experience it. 

 Now, imagine that you were asked later to describe how the things you had 
to say were related to the other things being discussed in that room. This is 
one of the intellectual tasks you face as a sociological writer—to map out the 
state of the conversation and how your part contributes to that conversation. 

 The good news is that you need not describe every single conversation in 
that room. You might decide to ignore the tiny conversation in the corner 
where they were discussing employment discrimination in ancient Rome 
or the conversation on the other side of the room where they discussed 
the history of child labor laws. Because you are writing and talking about 
age discrimination you will need to figure out which conversations (and 
lone voices) relate to that issue. So you would probably want to explain to 
someone how your conversation about age discrimination was related to 
other conversations such as the nearby one about measuring other forms 
of discrimination or other conversations that were recounting recent trends 
in age discrimination. To accomplish this task, you need to know what 
was happening in other conversations, and who was saying what, and then 
make the judgment about which ones were most relevant to your conver-
sation. Armed with that information, you would be able to say how your 
little discussion group contributed to the overall conversation in that room. 

 Notice in this analogy that you need to review not all of the literature 
but only the literature that is most relevant to your project. Of course you 
may have to scan widely to see which kinds of conversations are more or 
less relevant. Some conversations in the literature have been going on for 
a while, so you might point to some older research projects that initiated 
this line of discovery, while other items in the research literature are newer. 
Some topics have yet to be discussed, producing a hole in the literature 
that new research projects may fill. With the help of colleagues, experts, 
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and supervisors you can decide how much of that conversation needs to be 
summarized so that readers can see how your project is related to projects 
already finished. 

 It is likely that your contribution to this imagined conversation in the 
literature is pretty small, whether you are a beginner or an accomplished 
researcher. Aspiring sociology students are often urged to find the hole in 
the literature that their papers can fill. That’s a worthy goal. But it often 
takes a very long time to scout out such holes, and if you find them, it’s 
unusual that you are in a place to fill such holes. Social science moves 
forward slowly, and many of us produce research papers that verify and 
replicate previous findings, or they add only a small new idea. Our term 
papers—or our multi-thousand-dollar grant proposals—rarely fill a hole 
in the literature, but we can contribute to conversations in the literature. 
Imagine in a conversation that someone says, “I discovered blah-ba-de-blah 
blah,” and you say, “Hey, me too!” You have contributed to the conver-
sation. Hence, small projects such as term papers and college theses can 
confirm expected findings and add to this imagined conversation, if only to 
say, “I’ve confirmed others’ findings.” A small grant proposal to test out a 
new program or answer a simple question can contribute to the conversa-
tion too. When we’re lucky, we have a big impact on the conversation, but 
that’s not as common as we might wish. 

 These reflections about your role in recounting a complex set of conver-
sations do not yet address some practical issues about how much informa-
tion from each article, book, or report to include and how to include it. 

 Effectively Recounting the Conversation 

 If someone asked you to summarize the conversation that was going on 
in that big room, you would have two options—one bad, one good. One 
approach would directly quote individuals in each group, and the other 
would summarize the conversation in your words. The summarizing 
approach is what literature reviews do well. The quoting approach is what 
middle schoolers do often, and badly: 

 Parent: So, dear, tell me about the bus ride on the field trip with Tyler and Emily. 

 Middle school child: Well, Tyler said to Emily, “You’re, like, so lame.” And 
Emily said, “Oh yeah, well your Facebook page sucks.” And Tyler said, “At least 
I don’t have food between my teeth.” And Emily said, . . . 

 The parent probably wants to hear, “Tyler and Emily strongly disagreed 
about who was least popular and who had poor hygiene.” 
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 It’s this second approach   we are trying to achieve when borrowing from 
the literature. Here are two examples that parallel the middle schooler 
example: 

 Jones (2001) says, “Age discrimination in employment is the scourge of our 
country, accounting for untold levels of misery and catastrophic loss.” But 
Smith (2001) says, “Yet the data are unclear as to how common and wide-
spread is the phenomenon of age discrimination.” Jones counters this with his 
claim that . . . 

 Notice that the author, wishing to acquaint us with Jones and Smith, relies 
on extensive direct quotes. Indeed, the quoted persons are given credit, but 
they are quoted word for word, and the resulting text looks like a patch-
work of quotes rather than a synthesis and/or summary. 

 But here’s an alternative: 

 Jones (2001) and Smith (2001) present conflicting interpretations of the 
data. Jones argues that age discrimination is widespread and serious, while 
Smith warns of overstating the case because of weaknesses in existing data 
sources. 

 Notice that readers are still acquainted with the idea that there is a con-
flict in ideas between Jones and Smith, but they are not burdened with the 
details. And in setting it up this way, the writer asserts authority as the com-
mentator who says, “Here’s the status of the conversation between Jones 
and Smith.” That’s the creative and authoritative contribution that you, the 
writer, can make in summarizing the literature. 

 Now, thinking further about summarizing the hypothetical set of 
multiple conversations regarding employment discrimination, let’s con-
sider our options. One option, often naively embraced by beginning 
sociological writers, is to mentally go around the room and restate what 
each person said. This often takes the form of a paragraph per article 
or book. This style is technically known as an annotated bibliography. 
That is not a literature review. It is not what you will find in the polished 
literature reviews of books and articles in sociology. It is a trap into 
which rookie sociology writers, of both the graduate and undergraduate 
kind, often fall. 

 Another option, at the other extreme, is to gloss over any details about 
who said what and just summarize in abstract terms something about the 
tone or tenor of the conversation. This sort of approach is attractive if you 
have not taken the time to listen to any of the conversations (i.e., not read 
very many articles on the subject), but it will get you in trouble with the 
discerning reader. Here’s an example: 
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 Scholars disagree about how real and important employment discrimination 
is. Not much is known about the processes by which age discrimination takes 
place, but most scholars agree that it is still a problem. Many think that we can 
learn from Marx’s critique of capitalism, while others focus attention on theo-
ries about gender socialization and the persistence of gendered expectations. 

 That sounds very sociological but leaves readers wondering if you just 
made it up (like I just did!). Making sweeping claims about what many 
or few or no one has studied or about how much or little is known about 
a topic, and doing so without citations to support the claims, makes you 
vulnerable to reasonable criticism by readers who know that in fact you 
are wrong. Veteran and rookie writers alike fall into this trap when time is 
short and their reading is cursory. 

 So the goal is to synthesize an orderly conversation out of the items 
you have read (avoiding the first trap), having actually done some reading, 
rather than to make sweeping, unsubstantiated claims (avoiding the second 
trap). If you again imagine in your mind’s eye that room full of small con-
versations, then you can ask yourself how best to map out that room and 
be willing to move groups around whose conversations were quite similar. 
That is, you don’t need to say, “Whozit said X over here, but Whatsit said 
Y over there.” You can give readers a sense of how the content of the con-
versations can be assembled in a way that makes sense, mentally putting 
people together who really should have been in the same group. 

 That means that you have permission to summarize what you heard from 
the different groups, perhaps even blending together some of the groups that 
thought they were unique but in fact were having the same conversation. 
That is, maybe two groups were talking separately, one about racial employ-
ment discrimination and the other about gender employment discrimination. 
You could simply point out that research into employment discrimination has 
focused on gender and racial issues and summarize what they had in common 
rather than give an exhaustive recounting of each of the two groups. In doing 
that, you are again asserting creativity and authority. 

 So here would be a hypothetical summary of the conversation, now no 
longer thought of as a big room full of discussants but as a discussion in 
the literature: 

 Evidence of age discrimination in employment is not as readily available as one 
might imagine. Whozit (2001) identifies several legal, organizational, and meth-
odological reasons that researchers have been forced to use indirect methods of 
measurement. Age discrimination studies have also suffered from inadequate data 
sources, although greater progress has been made on understanding . . . (Whatzit 
2002). But researchers agree that the organizational processes that lead to employ-
ment discrimination are similar (Wilson 1999; Elson 2004; Burstein 2005). 



30— Thinking Broadly about Writing Sociology

 Notice now that in this text, the writer helps readers hear the agreement 
and contradiction among authors and also points out to readers that what 
is known might contradict readers’ prior assumptions. The conversations 
are not recounted word for word, yet sources are cited to demonstrate that 
the writer is not just making things up. 

 As you read research articles, I urge you to look beyond the substance of 
writing. Watch to see how other authors incorporate research in their writ-
ing. You will see various techniques and strategies, some of which I have 
outlined here and still others you will discover. 
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  Chapter Five  
   Citing Sources   

 Why, When, and How 

 All academic writing requires that the author indicate where in the 
existing research literature he or she found the theoretical or empirical 

claims being used in the paper. This requirement is a demand of professional 
ethics. But by complying with it, you also assure the reader that you know 
where your paper fits into the conversation that is going on among academ-
ics in the literature. In other words, by avoiding plagiarism (stealing other 
people’s ideas and insights), you accomplish something important (helping 
readers see the contribution of your work and establishing your credibility). 
Moreover, a thorough reference section allows your readers to investigate 
the degree to which your paper accurately reports what other authors have 
said. Unlike newspaper writers, who occasionally cite unnamed sources in 
news articles, academic writers must divulge the sources of their material. 
In your research paper, this means that you should include citations for the 
research papers and books that have provided concepts, claims, or data that 
are relevant to the research question you are addressing. You may not real-
ize that seasoned academics often skim the bibliography of a paper before 
they read the paper itself. But researchers often do this because the reference 
section gives them a clue about how well the author has logically framed 
the paper and where it stands in relation to other research. 

 Often, threatened with the big consequences that accompany plagiarism, 
students raise two important questions about citing sources. First, do I have 
to find citations to support what everyone already knows? Second, can 
I cite other people’s citations? 

 Author’s Note: Thanks to Sally Gallagher and Dwaine Plaza for earlier ideas and 
help on this chapter. 
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 Some common sense and some guidance from the American Sociological 
Association (ASA) can help us out. As expected, the ASA suggests that when 
you use an author’s (or authors’) ideas, information, or descriptions within 
your paper it is required that you make sure that the author is properly cited 
within the text of your paper. But you don’t need to go find citations for 
things that one could easily assert and assume the readers will agree with. 
For example, if you say, “Conservatives distrust big government,” you do 
not need a reference to support that because everyone knows that this is 
in part a defining characteristic of what it means to be conservative. Or 
if you wish to assert that twentieth-century black Americans were denied 
many civil rights until federal legislation in 1964, this is widely accepted as 
historical fact. However, if you wanted to argue that conservatives are twice 
as likely as liberals to vote for small government or that black Americans 
voted at half the rate of white Americans in 1955, you would need to cite 
someone else’s empirical evidence because you are making an empirical 
claim. So when you make empirical claims, you must tell the reader where 
those claims come from; hence, you use citations. 

 With regard to the second question about citing other people’s cita-
tions, the answer is, “Well, if you have to.” Sometimes you will find a 
research article that alerts you to other research articles useful for your 
study. For two reasons it would be best if you located and read the origi-
nal. First, if you read the original and find it useful, then you can cite it 
directly because you have examined it yourself. Second, if you don’t read 
the original, you would not know if the author who alerted you to it 
misquoted or misrepresented the ideas of the original. But if you cannot 
obtain the original, then you can indicate what the original paper alleg-
edly argues, according to the author whose paper you did read. Let’s say 
you read Smith’s (2010) article wherein he comments on Wilson: “ … but 
Wilson’s (1995) study found ample evidence of education’s effect on. … ” 
It would be unethical to insert Wilson’s (1995) study into your paper as 
if you had studied it and are now reporting it. It would be better for you 
to say, “Smith (2010) points out that an early study by Wilson (1995) 
also demonstrates that education had an impact on. … ” In the reference 
section (bibliography), you’d list Wilson but with Smith’s locating infor-
mation. (See below.) 

 These kinds of situations occur most often when one is in a hurry, per-
haps because of procrastination, and one doesn’t think he or she has time 
to read the originals. So one can often avoid the problem by planning and 
reading ahead. If you are unsure about how to cite items mentioned by oth-
ers but need to do it, then consult a more thorough style guide and talk with 
the community of writers of which you are a part—your fellow students, 
mentors, and professors. Whatever you decide about how and when to cite 



sources introduced by others, at least remember this: It is when we seek to 
deceive the reader that we start to cross the line into unethical behavior. 

 Sometimes we learn of a research paper in the popular press, on the 
Internet, or through word of mouth. News magazines, news websites, and 
television often provide an interesting lead to current scholarly articles, but 
it is up to you to find the article or study the original source to review it 
for yourself. This is especially the case when members of the press seek to 
describe and interpret the findings of a report. They often misquote or take 
the original author out of context in their rephrasing. Internet blogs and 
other websites can provide a mixed bag of sloppy research and legitimate, 
trustworthy information. Information that appears on websites often does 
not have to undergo peer review to be checked for errors. Internet sites 
do not have to adhere to any rules prior to posting information. So as a 
researcher trying to find the best and most accurate information, beware. 
It is important to consider the quality of your sources both for the sake of 
your project’s excellence and for your reputation as a careful researcher. 
You would not want your paper to be built on weak research, and you 
would not want others to think poorly of your professionalism. 

 How to Cite Sources 

 Different disciplines use different styles of citing sources. Common styles 
found in the journals read by sociologists are those of the ASA, American 
Psychological Association, and Modern Language Association. In each of 
these styles there are different sets of rules for formatting, but there are 
common requirements about the kinds of information needed. This section 
will help you understand and apply the ASA standards to citing information 
in a written assignment. 

 The best source for information about citing sources and formatting 
papers in any discipline is that discipline’s style manual. Many disciplines 
and university departments now also have supplementary websites to 
accompany the style manuals, often including the latest updates for citation 
formats. A quick Internet search for ASA guidelines will lead you to some 
of the best. I have summarized here the most commonly needed pieces of 
information for the completion of a thesis or course paper, but I urge you 
to consult the official ASA style manual. 

 In-text Citations 

 Formal academic writing in the social sciences includes frequent sign-
posts inside of parentheses, indicating the author and year of the citation 
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being referenced. These signposts are known as in-text citations, simply 
meaning that in your text, these are explicit flags that tell the reader where 
in the reference section to find the full citation. For the ASA style of refer-
encing, in-text citations include the author’s name and year of publication. 

 Examples 

 Author’s name in a reference 

 More than a half million people living in Canada trace their origins to the 
Caribbean (Plaza 2009). 

 Putting the author’s name in text 

 Plaza (2009) reported that … 

 Multiple authors, repeated 
 If a large team of authors (three or more) is cited more than once, you 

can shorten the later citations like this, using  et al.  to replace the additional 
authors: 

 First mention: Some have argued that unclear communication leads to disunity 
within the organization (Edwards, Torgerson, and Sattem 2009). 
 Later mention: Edwards et al. (2009) also argued that organizations. … 

 Direct Quotes 

 If you use a direct quote, word for word, then you use quotation marks. 
When you take direct quotes like this, you should provide page numbers. 

 “African origin Caribbeans tend to elicit negative images in the consciousness 
of the dominant population whereas Indian origin Caribbeans are regarded as 
closer to the model minority” (Plaza 2009:38). 

 Plaza (2009:39) notes that “second generation Caribbean-origin men and 
women in post-secondary institutions create web sites in order to give them-
selves a new voice to disseminate information about their Creole culture, his-
tory of migration and transnational lifestyles.” 

 Block Quotations 

 Although excessive use of long quotes is frowned on in most research 
papers, sometimes it is important to quote a large part of a text. If you 
are using long quotations you need to indent the block. Block quotations 



should not be enclosed in quotation marks. The author, date, and page 
number follow the period in a block quote. Here’s an example: 

 Safety is hard to reward because it does not obviously contribute to the 
company’s bottom line. Indeed, safety failures or high accident rates detract 
from the bottom line, but because organizations can only imperfectly measure 
how safe a worker is being, they only symbolically and occasionally reward a 
worker for appearing to remain accident-free. As a result, in practice, “safe” is 
a necessary but insufficient characteristic of a worker who will be punished if 
found wanting, but not necessarily rewarded if excellent. Indeed for the whole 
organization, “safe” is a necessary but insufficient characteristic for survival. 
(Edwards and Jabs 2010:709) 

 The Reference Section or Bibliography 

 The list of full citations may be called the bibliography or the references 
page. Notice when you read journal articles how different journals use dif-
ferent titles to describe this last section of the article. 

 One thing you will always see in these sections is this: The citations are 
listed alphabetically by the last name of the first author. Make sure your 
bibliography is formatted this way and does not list the citations in the 
order in which you discovered them or the order in which they are intro-
duced in the paper. 

 Now, how do we format those full citations? It depends on the type of 
citation used. 

 Citing Books  1   

 The basic form for a book entry is (1) author’s last name, followed by a 
comma and the first name and middle initial, ending with a period; (2) year 
of publication followed by a period; (3) title of book, italicized, ending with 
a period (italicized title of the book); and (4) place of publication, followed 
by a colon and the name of the publisher, ending with a period. Notice how 
this form is achieved in the following examples: 

 Book with one author 
 Gallagher, Sally. 2003.  Evangelical Identity and Gendered Family Life.  New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 Book with two or more authors 
 Mosher, Clay and Scott Akins. 2007.  Drugs and Drug Policy: The Control of 

Consciousness Alteration.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
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 Notice here that the first author’s name is inverted so one can alphabet-
ize and the second author’s name is not inverted. Otherwise, it’s the same 
as the previous example. 

 Chapter in an edited book with different chapters by different authors 
 Inderbitzin, Michelle. 2007. “The Impact of Gender on Juvenile Justice Decisions.” 

Pp. 782–91 in  It’s a Crime: Women and Justice,  4th ed., edited by R. Muraskin. 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall. 

 Notice that here I give credit to the author of the chapter and also to the 
editor who assembled the book. By having the word  in  as part of the cita-
tion I demonstrate that this is a chapter in a book. Otherwise, you can see 
familiar elements in all of the above citations. 

 Citing Journal Articles  1   

 The basic reference format for a journal article is (1) author’s last 
name, followed by a comma and the first name, ending with a period; 
(2) year of publication followed by a period; (3) title of article in quo-
tations and ending with a period inside the closing quotation mark; 
(4) title of journal in italics; (5) volume number; (6) issue number if avail-
able, enclosed in parentheses, followed by a colon; and (7) elided   page 
numbers and period. 

 Article with one author 
 Plaza, Dwaine. 2006. “An Examination of the Transnational Remittance Practices 

of Jamaican Canadian Families.”  Global Development Studies  4(3/4):217–50. 

 Article with more than one author 
 Hammer, Roger B., Volker C. Radeloff, Jeremy S. Fried, and Susan I. Stewart. 

2007. “Wildland-urban Interface Housing Growth During the 1990s in 
California, Oregon, and Washington.”  International Journal of Wildland Fire 
 16(3):255–65. 

 Notice that the first author’s name is inverted so we can list the refer-
ences alphabetically and the second author’s name is not inverted, but oth-
erwise this is the same as the one-author form for an article. 

 Article within an article 
 As described early in this chapter, sometimes (rarely) we mention some-

one’s research as it was presented in another person’s research. Recall the 
Smith and Wilson example early in this chapter. 



 Wilson, John. 1995. “The Impact of Education on Support for Gun Control.” 
 Journal of Firearms  1:100–20, in Miguel Smith. 2010. “Variables That Impact 
Support for Gun Control.”  Journal of Policy Studies  10:202–209. 

 This approach is generally discouraged for the reasons outlined above, 
but when it is unavoidable, this citation format at least gives both authors 
credit for their work. 

 Citing Newspaper and Magazine Articles in Print  1   

 The basic format for a newspaper or magazine entry is (1) author’s last 
name, followed by a comma and the first name and middle initial, end-
ing with a period; (2) year of publication followed by a period; (3) title 
of article in quotations, ending with a period inside the closing quotation 
mark; (4) name of newspaper/magazine in italics, followed by a comma; 
(5) date of publication followed by a comma; and (6) page numbers of 
article within the publication, ending with a period. 

 Magazine 
 Padgett, Tim. 2010. “Who’s to Blame for Suspending Haitian Medevac Flights?” 

 Time Magazine,  January 3, pp. 15–17. 

 Newspaper 
 Bishop, Greg. 2009. “Taking Vows in a League Blindsided by Divorce.”  New York 

Times,  August 9, SP1. 

 Citing Government Documents 

 Government documents come in many forms—reports, papers, compen-
dia, websites, data tables, and so forth. So it is impossible to set up a singular 
rule to describe them all. Here are some examples to learn from, but make 
sure you ask your professor or supervisor or consult the ASA style guide. 
 U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs. 2005.  U.S. Department 

of Justice Recommended AMBER Alert Criteria.  Washington, DC: Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 

 U.S. Census: U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2010. “The 2010 Census and the 
American Community Survey: America Is Changing, and So Is the Census.” 
 Characteristics of Population.  Vol. 1. Washington, DC: U.S. Government 
Printing Office. Retrieved May 18, 2011 (http://permanent.access.gpo.gov/
LPS117569/LPS117569/2010.census.gov/partners/pdf/2010_acs_dropin.pdf). 

 Frey, William. 2008. “A Compass for Understanding and Using American 
Community Survey Data.” Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau. 
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 Citing Research Presented at Meetings and Symposia  1   

 Some research is presented at conferences but is never published. 
However, an author may hand out copies of his or her paper, and you 
may obtain one. Or an author may e-mail you a copy. For contributions at 
these gatherings of academic researchers, use the following: (1) presenter’s 
last name, followed by a comma and the first name and middle initial, 
ending with a period; (2) year of presentation followed by a period; (3) 
title of paper or presentation, italicized, ending with a period; (4) “Paper 
presented at the meeting of [organization name],” followed by a comma; 
(5) month and date of presentation, with comma; and (6) location, ending 
with a period. 
 Edwards, Mark E. 1999.  Accelerated Growth in Employment of Preschoolers’ 

Mothers: Real & Perceived Need.  Paper presented at the meetings of the Pacific 
Sociological Association, April 5, Portland, OR. 

 Citing Dissertations and Theses 

 Doctoral dissertations and master’s theses can be very important sources 
for sociological research papers. These sources can provide a good review 
of the literature and give you a good place from which to start writing your 
paper. Sometimes these can be found in your school library or, increasingly, 
in university data archives. 
 Porter, Suzanne. 2010. “The Dynamics of Work, Poverty and Business Cycles: An 

Analysis of Oregon Households Receiving Food Assistance.” Retrieved January 3, 
2011, from Oregon State University Scholars Archive (http://hdl.handle
.net/1957/14921). 

 Edwards, Mark. 1997. “Toward Explaining Accelerated Rates of Employment 
among American Mothers of Preschoolers: 1965–1988.” PhD dissertation, 
Department of Sociology, University of Washington. Retrieved from Dissertation 
Abstracts Online, AAG9736263. 

 Citing Technical and Research Reports 

 Technical and research reports, like journal articles, usually cover origi-
nal research but may or may not be peer reviewed. These reports can be 
very important in sociology papers, supplementing other findings in peer-
reviewed journals. References for most technical reports will be formatted 
similarly to book or article references but should include other identifying 
numbers provided by the issuing organizations. 
 Grussing, Jay and Mark Edwards. 2006. “Non-metropolitan Hunger and Food 

Insecurity in the Northwest.” Working Paper No. RSP 06–02, Oregon State 
University Rural Studies Program. Retrieved February 15, 2011 (http://ruralstudies
.oregonstate.edu/working-paper-series). 



 Citing Articles, Newspapers, and Other Materials Retrieved 
in Electronic Format 

 Items that have been found on the Internet require some additional infor-
mation. Usually this additional information includes a web address or the 
name of a particular search engine or database as well as information about 
when the document was last retrieved by the researcher. This last piece of 
information is needed because electronic sources tend to move around, be 
made more or less available, get updated, and sometimes disappear. 

 Academic article (usually in print) in electronic format 
 Many journals that actually print hard copies and mail them out also 

have electronic subscriptions available through academic libraries. With 
official permission (usually to registered students), you can access those 
journals online without having to go to the library. The electronic databases 
of these files permit you to find and read them. Some instructors require 
that if you access a journal article via a commercial database, you include 
the name of that database (e.g., EBSCO-host, LexisNexis). When instruct-
ing my students, I do not require this. But if your instructor requires it, it 
is best to do what you’re asked! Notice that the word  Retrieved  plus the 
date that you accessed the paper, as well as the name of the database, are 
the additions here. 
 Sundquist, Christian. 2009. “Defining Race: On Race Theory and Numbers.” 

 Albany Law Review  72:1. Retrieved November 29, 2010 (http://www.lexisnexis
.com/). LexisNexis Academic Universe, Law Reviews. 

 Brunson, Rod K. and Jody Miller. 2006. “Gender, Race, and Urban Policing: The 
Experience of African American Youths.”  Gender & Society  20(4):531–52. 
Retrieved December 15, 2010 (http://gas.sagepub.com). 

 Web-based Journal 
 Some journals are completely online, with no hard copy sitting on a 

library shelf. 
 Plaza, Dwaine and Kathleen Stanley. 2002. “Camaraderie and Hierarchy in College 

Football: A Content Analysis of Team Photographs.”  Sociology of Sport On Line 
 5(2). Special Issue, November/December. Retrieved November 28, 2010 (http://
physed.otago.ac.nz/ sosol/v5i2/v5i2.html). 

 Newspaper in electronic format 
 This example and the subsequent examples of references for web-based 

items require the website and the date retrieved. 
 Drogin, Bob and April Choi. 2010. “Mixed Portraits of Oregon Terrorism 

Suspect.”  Los Angeles Times,  November 28. Retrieved November 29, 2010 
(http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-oregon-bomb-
plot-20101129,0,2189239.story). 
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 Report posted on a website 
 Scelza, Janene and Roberta Spalter-Roth. 2010. “The Gap in Faculty Pay between 

Private and Public Institutions: Smaller in Sociology Than in Other Social 
Sciences.” Washington, DC: American Sociological Association. Retrieved 
November 15, 2010 (http://www.asanet.org/research/facsaldatabrief.pdf). 

 Admittedly, producing the reference section or bibliography of a paper 
can be tedious. There is software available that helps with this task, and 
this is especially useful for very long projects. For most term papers, those 
programs provide more power than you need. Some careful note taking as 
you develop your paper and maybe the help of a friend who can watch for 
inconsistencies in your formatting will help you efficiently produce a clean, 
professional-looking list of references that demonstrates how thorough you 
have been in your work. When in doubt, consult an official style manual for 
your discipline, and ask the community of writers of which you are a part. 

 Note 

 1. The descriptions that articulate the elements of each kind of entry are taken 
from Salinas, Romelia. 2010. ASA Format. Retrieved February 18, 2011 (http://
www.calstatela.edu/library/bi/rsalina/asa.styleguide09262007.html). 
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    Chapter Six  
   Quantitative Papers   

 The Introduction 

   The introduction to an academic paper is the place where you try to 
hook the reader with an answer to the question, “Why should I care?” 

This is also the place where you identify the main issue that you will address 
in your paper. Introductions are challenging to do well because you must 
strike a balance between promoting your topic enough to convince the 
reader that this is really worth reading and avoiding overstating your case. 

 If you were indeed a prosecuting attorney, you might want to appeal 
immediately to questions of justice, to use strong emotional language, or 
to direct the jury’s attention to those “fat cats sitting smugly there in their 
expensive suits.” However, in formal research writing we do not use such 
grand gestures to attract readers’ attention. Indeed it is a common rookie 
mistake in writing introductions to such papers to try to persuade readers 
by appealing boldly and/or solely to moral arguments, excessively relying 
on the heart-tug element of the issue. Often the drama or tragedy of the 
issue is overstated. For example, consider this introduction to a paper about 
mothers, fathers, new children, and work: 

 Sixty-four percent of mothers of preschoolers are in the labor force (U.S. 
Census 2010). Therefore, millions of families across the country struggle every 
day with the conflict of work and family and agonize over whether to let other 
people raise their children or stay home and perhaps damage their own careers. 
Why do they do it? 

 Any or all of these claims may be true, but there are lots of loaded, and 
likely overstated, claims that threaten the author’s credibility. Indeed, the 
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64 percent statistic is correct, but whether this translates into millions of 
 people struggling with a conflict is not obvious, and it may be overdrama-
tizing the issue to say that people are agonizing over letting others raise 
their kids. Even if it is true, this style of writing comes across as either 
preachy, grandiose, or tabloid-esque. Finally, while a rhetorical question 
can be useful in some cases, here it strikes a tone of shocked criticism, as if 
the author were saying, “Holy cow! What were they thinking?” 

 The writer could communicate the same issues in a more even-handed 
way that would invite readers who agree or disagree to continue reading 
further. For example, try this as a possible improvement: 

 Sixty-four percent of mothers of preschoolers are in the labor force (U.S. 
Census 2010). While many families appear to be juggling the work-family 
conflict adequately, others claim to feel guilty about leaving their children in 
the care of other adults and perhaps missing out on important events in their 
young children’s lives. Meanwhile, the potential setbacks in their careers make 
it difficult for young parents to consider taking time out of the labor force. 

 This revision is not perfect, but it avoids some of the inflammatory 
speculation about agonizing and avoids making it sound like the author 
is accusing people of letting others raise their kids. Even if that’s what the 
author thinks, she or he would need to carefully consider the audience and 
ask whether the tone being struck will inspire or turn off readers. 

 There may be times when the nature of your writing should provoke 
response. But make sure that you are choosing this for some other effect 
than just to get people to read further. If you alienate your readers in the 
first paragraphs, they may just toss the paper (or be put in a foul mood 
when grading it). So beware of excessively provocative language and tone, 
and watch out for overstatement that might damage your credibility. 

 Let’s add to this revision some material about what the paper will do: 

 Sixty-four percent of mothers of preschoolers are in the labor force (U.S. 
Census 2010). While many families appear to be juggling the work-family 
conflict adequately, others claim to feel guilty about leaving their children in 
the care of other adults and perhaps missing out on important events in their 
young children’s lives. Meanwhile, the potential setbacks in their careers make 
it difficult for young parents to consider taking time out of the labor force. 

 This paper identifies the characteristics of young mothers and fathers that 
are associated with full- and part-time employment while the first child is still 
an infant. Unlike earlier studies that rely on cross-sectional data, this analysis 
follows the early life histories of young families to locate how not only demo-
graphic characteristics but also the timing and order of events influence the 
likelihood, for new mothers and fathers, of returning quickly to paid work. 



 Notice that this revision introduces the topic, sets some of the context for 
why we would care, and then goes on to state briefly what the analysis is 
about. 

 You’ll notice that unlike a mystery novel, a quantitative research paper 
uses the introduction to give away the plot right away. It may or may not 
tell the ending and conclusion, but it makes clear to the reader where this 
is going. In this example, we use the present tense in the last paragraph. 
Others prefer a past or future tense. Your professor or editor can guide you 
about what he or she wishes to see. 

 In my opinion, this sample introduction needs to be further elaborated, 
including material about other interested parties (employers) and about 
how this paper relates to the existing body of knowledge about this topic. 
Consider the next revision. The goal has been to show that the topic is 
important, interesting, and newsworthy but without asserting these things 
in a heavy-handed way. I’ve italicized the new material I added about other 
parties and previous research. 

 Sixty-four percent of mothers of preschoolers are in the labor force (U.S. Census 
2010).  More than 90 percent of fathers of preschoolers are in the labor force 
(U.S. Census 2000).  While many families appear to be juggling the work-family 
conflict adequately, others claim to feel guilty about leaving their children in the 
care of other adults and perhaps missing out on important events in the young 
children’s lives. Meanwhile, the potential setbacks in their careers make it dif-
ficult for young parents to consider taking time out of the labor force.  Employers 
are also concerned about this issue as the state continues to pass and consider 
new laws providing family leave and as they seek to retain skilled workers.  

 Most previous research has emphasized the human capital arguments for 
new mothers’ rapid return to work. However, little effort has been made to 
understand how the order of events such as parents’ educational attainment, 
cohabitation, marriage, first job, promotions, and the like are related to the 
decision of mothers to remain in the labor force. And no research has explored 
how these characteristics influence the likelihood that new fathers will take 
time off to be with their new children. 

 This paper identifies the characteristics of families and young mothers and 
fathers that are associated with full- and part-time employment while the first 
child is still an infant. Unlike earlier studies that rely on cross-sectional data, 
this analysis follows the early life histories of young families to locate how 
not only demographic characteristics but also the timing and order of events 
influence the likelihood, for new mothers and fathers, of returning quickly to 
paid work. 

 The second paragraph briefly states how this paper is an improvement 
on previous work. Your paper may be an improvement on or a replication 
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of previous work—either is fine. Just specify what you think. The last para-
graph also emphasizes how this paper is an improvement and lets the reader 
know what to expect in the methodology. It also makes clear what the 
research question really is, namely, “What personal characteristics are cor-
related with full- and part-time work for new fathers and new mothers, and 
how does the order of prior events influence the likelihood of that work?” 

 To summarize, a good introduction accomplishes the task of introducing 
the topic and convincing the reader to believe that this is worth learning 
about without appealing to overdramatizing the importance of the project. 
And it points out why this research is worth doing and makes it clear that 
you did not do it just because it was there. Try reading the introductions to 
several research journal articles to see how they do it. You will find differ-
ent strategies and indeed a wide variety in quality of introductions, showing 
just how challenging it is to write a good introduction. 

 Finally, I offer some precious advice I once received from a graduate 
mentor (Becker 2007). Write the introduction after the paper is done. 
Papers shift directions as they are being produced, and too much time is 
often wasted writing the perfect introduction to a paper that never actually 
turns out to be what was introduced. It is not uncommon to find unpub-
lished manuscripts by professors and final papers turned in by students 
in which the introduction and the paper do not really match because the 
author never checked back after writing the paper to see if the introduction 
still introduces the paper. 

 Reference 

 Becker, Howard S. 2007.  Writing for Social Scientists.  Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.   
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  Chapter Seven  
   Quantitative Papers   

 The Literature Review 

 Different judges may disagree over exactly how much instruction they 
think jurors need to be able to render a verdict informed by the law. 

But smart attorneys, aware of whatever rules judges set, make strategic 
decisions about how much information and background to present to 
jurors and in which order to present it. From the vast array of previous 
legal precedent and from the existing applicable laws, the attorney must 
decide how to explain it to jurors so that they will know how to interpret 
the evidence to be presented. 

 There is a parallel challenge you face as a writer of sociology. Sociology 
instructors and others who request sociological writing (such as philanthro-
pies, government agencies, and your supervisor) often disagree over what 
precisely one should include when writing a literature review. This disagree-
ment can pose a problem for you as you write. So first, be aware of who 
is setting the rules and what he or she expects. If you have to keep it short, 
that expectation will suggest a different strategy than if you are asked to 
be expansive and inclusive. If you are writing for a well-informed audience 
then you will include different things than if you are writing for a general 
audience unfamiliar with your topic. Most of the decisions you will make 
revolve around these three things: What should be included? How long 
should it be? and How should it be organized? 

 Thankfully, there are some common expectations among many of the 
authorities we write for. At the minimum, a literature review is the place 

Author’s Note: Thanks to Rebecca Warner for help in creating an earlier draft of 
the chapter.
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where the author situates the research paper in the existing research litera-
ture. That is, this is the part of the paper where you help the reader see 
how what you are doing is related to the projects that other people have 
completed. 

 In chapter 4, which addresses borrowing well from the literature, I 
used the analogy of summarizing conversations between researchers. As 
a writer, you have a lot of influence over how to recount those conversa-
tions. You can be strategic and creative in how you arrange that summary 
of the research. As you read different published research papers, you will 
see that the organization of materials in a quantitative paper is likely to 
be around the different variables that are measured and analyzed. This 
chapter focuses on a very typical structure of a quantitative literature 
review wherein the existing conversations in the literature are arranged in 
a strategic way. 

 A Flexible Prescription for a Literature Review 

 Many quantitative social science literature reviews in academic articles 
and books, as well as in grant proposals, graduate theses, and government 
agency reports, tend to be organized first around the dependent vari-
able; then they proceed to discussions of how other variables may affect 
that dependent variable. This makes sense because we often write about 
cause-and-effect questions such as, “How much does education influence 
attitudes about abortion?” or “How big an impact does this arts program 
have on children’s engagement in school?” That is, the effect (attitudes, 
engagement, etc.) is the important outcome we are interested in (hence, we 
discuss it first), and we are seeing which variables influence that important 
outcome (hence, we subsequently turn attention to those other variables). 
Take a look at the general outline for organizing a literature review (p. 49), 
and then consider flexing it a bit as you need to.   With the addition of other 
independent variables, this outline would expand further. 

 The opening paragraphs of a literature review (item I in the Outline for 
Literature Review box) usually accomplish at least a couple tasks. First, 
they help us conceptualize the dependent variable, recounting how others 
have conceptualized it, argued about its definition, or otherwise puzzled 
over it. Second, they help the reader to understand the current status of the 
dependent variable out in the population. 

 If you were writing about (rather than prosecuting the perpetrator of) 
age discrimination, you would use the opening paragraphs of the literature 
review to help readers understand what age discrimination is, how people 
have defined it, and who does the defining (e.g., How have social scientists, 



rather than lawyers or politicians, defined it? How old must a person be 
for one to regard discrimination as a case of age discrimination?). Then you 
could report what is known about the level of age discrimination in society 
or the number of lawsuits or legislative actions related to age discrimina-
tion and how that might be changing over time. By the end of the opening 
couple paragraphs the reader should be able to say, “I understand which 
dependent variable will be studied, I understand some of the complexities 
in defining this variable (and what the author thinks about that), and I have 
some sense of how the attributes of the dependent variable are distributed 
out in society.” 

 Typically, quantitative sociological papers seek to explain why a dependent 
variable varies. That is, why is there more of it in one group or place than 
another, or why does it covary with other variables? Often sociological theo-
ries help us to anticipate what those other important variables are, how they 
will vary with our dependent variable, and why. So theory usually begins to 
appear in the next paragraphs, justifying both the exploration of how a par-
ticular independent variable will have an impact and the means by which we 
think the independent variable influences the dependent variable. 

 In the case of age discrimination, let’s say we are interested in which 
groups are more or less likely to experience age discrimination. Perhaps we 
know something about Marxist feminist theory that tells us that in a market 
economy, people are valued for what they can produce and that women 
are often regarded as problematic workers because they more often end up 

Outline for Literature Review

 I.  Discussion of dependent variable (conceptualization, parameters, 
trends)

 II. Influence of first independent variable on dependent variable
  a.  Theoretical rationale, predicted relationship between variables, and 

causal mechanism by which independent variable affects dependent 
variable

 III. Influence of second independent variable on dependent variable
  a.  Theoretical rationale, predicted relationship between variables, and 

causal mechanism by which independent variable affects dependent 
variable

 IV. Relationship of independent variables and rationale for controlling 
one or more

  a. Theoretical rationale, predicted relationships between variables, 
causal mechanism, and logical rationale for controlling for one
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having to care for not only kids but aging parents. As a result, we might 
predict that women would experience age discrimination more often than 
men because employers might be less accommodating for employees who 
have extensive family obligations (such as elder care), and thus women in 
the latter years of their careers would more often experience age discrimina-
tion. Notice that the theory has helped us to select an independent variable 
(gender), to make a prediction (women more than men), and to provide a 
theoretically informed causal mechanism (employer bias combined with 
women’s culturally prescribed family care roles). 

 So in this next block of paragraphs (item II in the Outline for Literature 
Review box) we would make the case that, rooted in Marxist feminist theories 
about workplace relations, we would expect women more than men to experi-
ence age discrimination. In these paragraphs we would cite these arguments 
from theorists and present to the reader existing research findings that give us 
reason to anticipate in our study that this is what we will find. By this point, 
the reader should be able to say, “The author expects to find that women 
more than men experience age discrimination, and here’s why.” (See chapter 4, 
“Borrowing Well from the Literature,” for more help on this topic.) 

 Next, we turn our attention to additional variables that also are likely to 
be important (item III in the Outline for Literature Review box). Presumably 
theory should help us select those variables. That’s not always the case. 
Sometimes our interest in other variables is not inspired by a theory, but their 
importance or our interest needs to be logically defended. Sometimes we wish 
to control for a variable to determine whether a correlation that exists in the 
literature is spurious or somehow suspect. For example, if others have found 
gender differences in age discrimination, perhaps you think it’s not because 
of gender bias but because of the kinds of jobs women versus men hold. Let’s 
say that our reading from Marx also tells us that the kinds of jobs people 
have make a big difference in terms of their control over the flexibility of their 
jobs and also in terms of how employers will think about these employees. 
That is, we might predict that managers and professionals will have a bet-
ter chance of avoiding or fighting off age discrimination than people in jobs 
that are physically demanding or jobs for which it would be relatively easy 
to find a replacement. That line of argument would help us hypothesize that 
professionals and managers are less likely than other workers to experience 
age discrimination. As in the previous paragraphs, our goal here is to justify 
why we are looking at type of job as an influence on likelihood of experienc-
ing age discrimination, to hypothesize an anticipated pattern, and to provide 
some rationale for why this is what we expect. 

 The remaining couple paragraphs (in this simple example of a paper 
with only three variables) help the reader understand how gender and 



type of job are related to each other and what we expect to learn by con-
trolling for type of job. Here we could again draw on theory to help us 
explain why women are more concentrated in some jobs than in others, 
but we can also cite existing research that reports statistics on occupa-
tional sex segregation. By controlling for type of job, we may anticipate 
that the gender gap in age discrimination will be smaller in both blue-
collar and managerial/professional jobs, showing that some of the appar-
ent gender effect is due to the jobs that women versus men hold. This 
is where things get really interesting analytically, and it is the job of the 
sociological writer to explain why we control for this variable and what 
we should expect. 

 By the end of the literature review, readers should be able to recount the 
main independent variables, their predicted effect on the dependent vari-
able, and the reasons for considering more than one independent variable. 
In other words, when they turn to the next section of the paper (Data and 
Methods) they should have a sense of what to expect. 

 Using the Literature to Develop a Causal Model 

 Once we have some idea as to the order of the paragraphs in the literature 
review, we can start to arrange the existing research materials in a way that 
conveys the relationship between variables. One technique for sorting out 
what we have found in the research literature is to first make a list of the 
findings (empirical observations and patterns) and of theoretical claims 
found in the relevant citations that you have located. Let’s continue with 
our earlier example about age discrimination. Below is the causal model 
that we just articulated, where experiencing age discrimination is believed 
to be affected by gender and by the jobs that workers have. 

Experienced age
discriminationGender 

Job type
(manager / not)

   The picture merely communicates to us that (1) one’s gender and job 
each affect the chances of experiencing age discrimination and (2) because 
gender and job are related, it’s possible that the effect of gender is partially 
explained by the job one has (i.e., perhaps women are less likely to be man-
agers, in a position to enjoy a less rigid job schedule). 
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 Now let’s consider these statements that one might be able to write down 
after scanning the research literature on related topics. 

 Juarez (2001): The odds of being a manager are twice as high for a 50-year-old 
man than for a 50-year-old woman. 

 Krzynski (2005): Qualitative interviews of California assembly-line workers and 
managers reveal that assembly-line workers have greater struggles than managers 
at juggling work-family conflicts. 

 Tongo (2007): Age discrimination lawsuits in a three-year period in Ohio reveal 
that two thirds of the plaintiffs were workers with very little managerial author-
ity. 

 Schnell (2008): In a multistate region in the Northeast, secretaries were more 
likely than their female supervisors to describe ways that their organizations 
made it difficult for them to take care of family obligations. 

 Habab (2006): Employer surveys indicate that there is a bias toward younger 
workers, with employers believing that younger workers are more energetic, 
have fewer family obligations, and cost less. 

 Lighthouse (1999): In private interviews, employers admitted that they found 
it difficult to accommodate workers who had repeated work-family difficulties 
and that elder care issues were as common among their workers as were child 
care issues. 

 Oleander (2008): In a nationally representative sample of American workers, 
female employees were twice as likely as male employees to be able to recount 
stories of how employers had made it difficult for them to get time off to deal 
with family demands. 

 Palanka (1997): Throughout the life course, women repeatedly are socialized 
toward caregiving roles and are given fewer opportunities to move up into man-
agement. 

 Grey (2002): Age discrimination is harder to prove in court than other kinds of 
employment discrimination cases. 

 Sanchez (2000): Marxist feminist theorists argue that women are regarded by 
employers as problematic because of their usual family responsibilities. 

 When we have a list of such findings, we then can consider how these items 
can be assembled, keeping in mind (1) the loose structure suggested earlier 
and (2) the goal of recounting a conversation that one can imagine in the 
literature. 

 For visual learners, it might be useful to write down the different citations 
(author and year) on the different arrows in the diagram that are explained 



by those authors. For example, the Juarez study illustrates the arrow that 
links gender and job. Other sources may not illustrate an arrow but rather 
might help describe a variable or concept, such as the Habab citation that 
emphasizes employers’ mindsets. Imagine those kinds of citations going on 
top of the boxes. By sorting out resources this way, you can strategize how 
you’ll use the array of resources located in a literature search. 

 See how in the following draft I try to assemble these items, and notice 
how I have sorted out the items shown into the locations that illustrate each 
relationship (arrow) or variable (box): 

 While many characteristics of employees are rewarded and punished in the work-
place, age can be the most confusing for employers. Habab (2006) reports that 
employers generally have a bias toward younger workers because of their per-
ceived skills, minimal family obligations, and lower salaries. Whether employers 
specifically and actively discriminate against older workers is not always clear. 
Grey (2002) points out that compared to other kinds of employment discrimina-
tion, age discrimination is particularly difficult to prove. [Notice that I use Grey 
and Habab to conceptualize the dependent variable, age discrimination.] 

 Because employers value having workers with few family obligations, there 
is good reason to anticipate that among older workers women will experience 
age discrimination more often than men (Sanchez 2000). Ongoing processes 
of gender socialization and persistent family obligation patterns make women 
more likely than men to have ongoing work-family obligations because of the 
problem of elder care (Palanka 1997). Women in general report higher rates of 
inflexible treatment by employers (Oleander 2008). Evidence from employers 
supports this expectation as well. Lighthouse (1999) reports that employers 
admit to having difficulty being flexible with workers and that elder care issues 
are as common now as child care issues. Thus, it is likely that as older working 
women embrace the culturally prescribed elder care responsibility, they will 
become more difficult employees to keep, and employers will more likely find 
ways to either release them or avoid hiring them. These processes are likely to 
be less pronounced for men. [Observe how I use four of the sources to focus 
on the hypothesis that gender would affect age discrimination.] 

 However, the gender difference in age discrimination may be partially 
explained by the kinds of jobs that men and women have. Job authority can 
have a significant impact on the chances of experiencing work-family conflict. 
Krzynski (2005) and Tongo (2007) find that work-family struggles and age 
discrimination both seem to be associated with having less workplace author-
ity. Schnell (2008) found that among female employees, secretaries more often 
than managers identified ways that they experienced the inflexibility of their 
employers. Therefore, there is good reason to believe that the direct effect of 
workplace authority would influence older employees’ experiences of work-
place demands and hence of age discrimination by employers. [In this para-
graph, I focus on three other sources that link job and age discrimination.] 
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 Because older women are less likely than men to be in positions of mana-
gerial authority, they may be more vulnerable to age discrimination. Juarez 
(2001) computes that for older men the odds of being a manager are twice 
those for older women. The processes by which this pattern emerges are well 
known. . . . [Here I start focusing on the other causal arrow—gender and job.] 

   Notice that in assembling the literature review this way, I have created 
some conversations, such as in the reference to Krzynski, Tongo, and Schnell, 
all of whom had insights that illuminated one idea. Or consider the sec-
ond paragraph wherein you might imagine getting Palanka, Oleander, and 
Lighthouse to talk and see just how consistent their findings are. 

 In this example perhaps you can see how an author can capture a sense 
of the ongoing, sometimes disorganized set of conversations out in the 
literature and do so in a way that provides the rationale for a researchable 
question. By doing this, one avoids merely quoting the other authors’ words 
but reports efficiently the substance of their findings and conclusions. 

 As you read articles that will be referenced in your research, analyze a 
few literature reviews to see how they set it up. You will observe that there 
is a strategy to how skilled writers set up their literature reviews so the 
reader can anticipate what will be included in the subsequent analysis. 
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  Chapter Eight  
   Quantitative Papers   

  The Data and Methods Section  

 Some people doubt that sociology is in fact scientific. The Data and 
Methods section of one’s research paper makes it clear that this disci-

pline emphasizes some of the most central characteristics of an empirical 
science—carefully described, repeatable methods that allow other research-
ers to check one’s work and replicate one’s findings. This is an obvious 
place that my courtroom analogy breaks down. Lawyers are not likely to 
say to the jury, “And to get these data, we wrote three formal letters to the 
employer before the company finally provided us what we wanted.” They 
might occasionally talk about how forthcoming someone was in providing 
evidence, but they are not required to. Sociologists are required to make 
clear how they obtained their data, make clear how they measured the 
things they are discussing, and help the reader understand the wisdom in 
doing it the way it was done. 

 The Data and Methods sections of most research papers focus first on the 
data (the sample), then the measures, and then the actual analyses  conducted. 

 Data (the Sample) 

 The initial emphasis on data makes it clear why sometimes this section of 
your paper is titled Data and Methods. Sociology is empirical, and to be 
empirical, you need data. Hence, we begin with the data used. This, by the 
way, is true whether we are collecting quantitative or qualitative data. Our 
focus in this chapter remains on quantitative research. 
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 Sociologists do not often have access to the entire population of inter-
est. Instead, they have the time and opportunity to gather data only from 
a subset of that population, that is, a sample. So in the Data and Methods 
section, you tell the reader how you located that sample and what were 
the characteristics of the sample (Was it obtained as a probability sample? 
Nonprobability? etc.). The discerning reader will then expect you to answer 
these questions: To whom will you be able to generalize your results? Are 
you generalizing to all American adults? To adults of a certain age? To 
employed adults? To all households with a telephone? To students who 
happen to pass the student union on a Monday at midday? 

 Of central concern is whether the sample used is appropriate for the 
research. While ideally you may wish to go get your own data, very often 
you will be using data collected by someone else. When this is the case, you 
provide the reader with the name of the data set and how the sample was 
drawn. You may want to explain why this data set was most appropriate 
for answering the question that you are posing. That is, how do these data 
help you meet your research goals? Consider the following examples: 

 The 2008 Current Population Survey March files are especially useful for 
answering the central research questions because the large sample sizes permit 
comparisons between occupational subgroups. Other smaller data sets provide 
too few cases to compare specific occupations such as nurses versus secretaries 
versus factory workers. . . . 

 The National Survey of Baby Boomers provides the necessary information covering 
each working adult’s work conditions, the work-family policies of the organizations 
they work for, and their opinions about how accommodating their employers have 
been. These data are not included in other readily available data sets. 

 In addition, you may have drawn your own subsample from the secondary 
data. You may be studying women and men between the ages of 45 and 70 
or adolescents age 12 to 17. If you are taking a subsample, be sure to 
articulate why you are selecting this subsample. How does it relate to your 
research questions? The following is an example: 

 Because I am interested in age discrimination among working-age people, 
I limit the age range to employees who are 35 to 70 years old. Blank (2002) 
and Wilson (2003) both focused on this same age group, so it is possible to 
compare my findings with theirs. By excluding people older than age 70, 
I preclude the study of many retirees. 

 Self-employed men and women are eliminated from this sample since the 
focus here is on men and women potentially facing age discrimination by 
employers. 



 Notice that sometimes in the Data and Methods section, we include other 
citations from the literature because other social scientists have made meth-
odological decisions that inform our research. 

 It is important to avoid explaining and defending our samples with weak 
arguments. Here are some weak ones: 

 The Panel Study of Income Dynamics was used because it has many variables 
that might be of interest and because it is commonly accepted by social scien-
tists as a trustworthy source of information. 

 I focus attention on Hispanic men because the data do not include enough 
Asian men for me to directly answer the questions about education and social 
mobility. 

 Indeed, the comments about the Panel Study of Income Dynamics data 
are true: There are lots of variables, and the data set is widely accepted, but 
these are not good enough reasons for using it. The reasons must derive 
from the research you are doing, focusing on why these data are good for 
answering your question. Meanwhile, you do well to avoid pointing out 
your good but unfulfilled intention (“I really wanted to study Asian men”) 
and instead make it clear that the group you are studying is theoretically 
and substantively defensible as a group to study. If, in this case, it became 
clear that only Hispanic men would be available in the data, the whole 
paper should take this into account from the very beginning (and you ought 
not bring up your original intention here as an afterthought, excuse, or 
complaint about what might have been). 

 Measures 

 If you are using survey data, this section should include the questions asked 
of your sample of respondents, along with how their responses were catego-
rized. The major concerns that a reader will have, when learning about your 
measures, are these: How valid and reliable is this measure for capturing the 
different variables included in the study, and how precise is the measure? 

 For example, let’s say you are interested in how much education respon-
dents have. So you use the question, “What is the highest level of educa-
tion you have received?” The reader will want to know if asking people 
this question will obtain accurate, truthful answers that are more or less 
prone to misreporting. This one is pretty straightforward, but if you were 
measuring whether some experienced age discrimination, you would need 
to explain why asking a person if he or she was mistreated may or may not 
accurately tell you who was discriminated against. As you read research 
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papers, watch how authors defend the reliability and validity of their mea-
sures and how they sometimes admit to weaknesses in the measures. 

 With regard to precision, a common concern is whether you have taken 
data that were collected using a more precise measure and converted them 
into a less precise measure. That is, have you collapsed the data into fewer 
categories (perhaps to simplify the analysis)? For example, you could col-
lapse highest grade completed into less precise educational categories so that 
responses include (1) less than high school, (2) high school diploma, (3) some 
college, (4) college degree, (5) some graduate school, and (6) graduate-level 
degree. You certainly will have reasons for why you did this, and why you did 
it in this particular way, and you should articulate those reasons for the reader. 
For example, you could have recoded education as less than college degree 
versus college degree. Recoding categories depends on a number of things. 
One is sample variability (whether the data are skewed); another is theoreti-
cal relevance (income does not respond linearly to highest grade attained, but 
it probably does go up steadily across different educational degrees); and 
another may be for statistical procedure requirements (logistic regression ver-
sus ordinary least squares regression versus simple tables with percentages). 

 Here’s an example: 

 Because of my effort to identify middle-class respondents by their educational 
attainment, I collapsed those with less than a bachelor’s degree into one category 
and all respondents with at least a bachelor’s degree into the second category. 
College completion is widely accepted as an indicator of middle-class identity. 

 Notice that I make a vague, bold claim that there is good reason to use col-
lege completion as a cutoff point (although reviewers might think I should 
further defend that point). 

 Here’s another example: 

 Because there are so few people with graduate degrees among the blue-collar 
occupational groups, graduate degree recipients were clustered with all other 
college graduates. 

 Here I articulate pragmatic reasons for collapsing categories, namely, 
the data will not allow me to examine blue-collar workers with graduate 
degrees because there are so few in the data set. So I explain that I want 
to keep them in the study and so lump them in with the other blue-collar 
college graduates. 

 Typically, the discussion of the variables introduces the variables in the 
same order in which they were introduced in the literature review, beginning 
with the dependent variable and then each of the independent variables. 



 Strategy for Analysis 

 Finally, this part of the Data and Methods section explains how your data 
are analyzed. Are you calculating percentages and means and comparing 
them? If so, how do you determine if the differences are statistically signifi-
cant (e.g., which statistical tests are you using?)? If you are using more than 
a couple variables, are you using multivariate tables or regression analysis? 
These are the kinds of things the reader will be looking for at this point in 
the report. 

 You need not explain your statistic at length unless it is unique or unfa-
miliar. In general, assume the reader is a social scientist who knows basic 
statistics or that the reader could, without much effort, look up online the 
details of the statistical technique. In some circumstances, you may con-
clude that your audience needs some extra help, but that’s unusual. 

 Sometimes a study examines how different coding of variables results 
in different findings. For example, you might be checking to see if age dis-
crimination appears to be more or less evident between men and women 
when we measure it using age 50 as the cutoff versus age 55. If so, then you 
will want to explain that you will run the analysis using the one coding and 
then run it using the other. 

 Sometimes a study is simply controlling for a variable to see if there is an 
impact on the initially observed relationship. In this case, the author would 
briefly outline that process. For example, 

 I first establish the relationship between gender and age discrimination and 
then control for the occupation of the worker to see if the relationship dimin-
ishes as predicted. 

 This part of the Data and Methods section is usually not as long as the 
other two, in part because the author will have implied this method by a 
well-written literature review. 

 Incidentally, you do not need to tell the reader the name of your soft-
ware (e.g., Excel, PAWS/SPSS, SAS) unless the statistical package is unique 
and handles the data in a special way. For the relatively new social science 
researcher, there is a strong temptation to highlight the recent success of 
having mastered the computer software. However, the seasoned social sci-
entist reading your paper will assume that you used appropriate computer 
software to conduct the analysis. 
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    Chapter Nine  
   Quantitative Papers   

 Presenting Results 

 If you have ever been on a guided tour of a museum, a theater, or some 
other tourist attraction, you know that the guide can make or break your 

experience. The excessively detail-oriented guide will put you to sleep, the 
ill-equipped comic guide will anger or embarrass you, and the overly casual 
guide will leave you puzzled and frustrated. But a guide who manages to 
walk you through the attraction, highlighting the most important and inter-
esting features and weaving a coherent story that links together the parts of 
the attraction, is the guide who will give you the best possible tour. In the 
same way, the Results section of your research paper is the attraction that 
readers have come to see. Your task as guide is to walk them through your 
analysis in a coherent, deft, and efficient manner. This chapter will alert 
you to some of the issues involved in achieving this level of sophistication 
in writing about quantitative data. 

 The Goal 

 The goal of the Results section is to clearly, forcefully, and modestly com-
municate to your readers what the data reveal. Notice that this goal fol-
lows from the goals of your literature review (to establish what needs to be 
studied, why it is important, and which results are predicted) and the goals 
of your Data and Methods section (to describe the data set and how it was 
analyzed). Meanwhile, communicating what the data analysis reveals sets 
you up for the goal of your Discussion and Conclusion sections (to sum up 
the larger theoretical points raised and addressed by your analysis). 
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 Writing about quantitative results is unlike the writing that we are usu-
ally taught in school. As opposed to writing an essay with thesis statements 
and supporting points, you here find yourself alerting the reader to things 
that you now consider obvious and that you have sought to make obvi-
ous in your tables and figures. Yet you now must point these things out to 
the readers. Additionally, you must allow for readers to verify your claims 
while at the same time not beating them over the head with endless details 
that they could get themselves by reading your tables and figures. So there 
is a delicate balancing of your efforts to point out the important points 
while at the same time respect your readers’ ability to consider the facts 
for themselves. This is difficult to do well, and like many things, it only 
improves with practice. 

 An Extended Example: Redundancy and Voice 

 Let’s follow an example derived from a student paper researching American 
men’s incomes. In Table 9.1 below, we find the descriptive statistics for 
incomes of older and younger men. The author wants to comment on the 
difference between the two groups of men. 

Table 9.1 Income for American Men

Mean Median
25th 

Percentile
75th 

Percentile n

Young men 
(18–40) Income 36,531 30,000 19,700 43,000 10,767

Older men 
(41–65) Income 48,082 37,000 24,000 55,000 10,887

Here is the author’s first draft describing the data:

My analysis shows that the mean earnings for the younger men is $36,531, and 
for older men it is $48,082. This is a difference of $11,551. There were 10,767 
younger men and 10,887 older men in the subsamples.

Redundancy

There’s not a nice way to say it. That’s boring! This example illustrates the 
first thing not to do. Writing about the analysis does not mean that you 
repeat line for line what is in the tables. The reader can easily see in the 
table what the author has written in this example.



Typically one does not write about the sample size ( N ) in the Results 
section. Only rarely is it important for understanding the results. If sample 
sizes are small (less than 100 as a rule of thumb), it may be important to 
mention to the reader that the statistics being used are more vulnerable 
to the influence of individual cases (outliers) because the sample is small. 
In this example, however, this is not the case, and the comment about the 
sample sizes is redundant and wasteful.

Meanwhile, the author obviously wants to draw attention to differences 
between the groups. So it may be better to simply point out that there is a 
difference of X dollars between the two groups’ average incomes without 
pointing out the raw values from which this difference was computed. 
Readers can verify your math if they want to, but at the same time the 
author can efficiently point out a difference that he or she thinks is impor-
tant. Another way to do this would be to point to the percentage difference 
between the two groups, identifying the fact that the older group makes 
about 30 percent more than the younger group.

The student’s first draft, shown above, is equivalent to the museum 
guide’s pointing to the  Mona Lisa  and saying, “Notice that she has long 
dark hair, has fair skin, and is smiling.” The guide’s statement is so boring, 
obvious, and redundant that it might even be insulting to the museum visi-
tor. Consider how much better it would be for the guide to say, “It is not 
her dark hair and fair skin that draw attention but rather her mysterious 
smile.” Here the guide points out some potentially overlooked character-
istics and helps the listeners move quickly to consider the most important.

Let’s consider a revision of that earlier focus on Table 9.1 to try to 
achieve the same confident mix of observation, description, and a bit of 
interpretation.

Table 9.1 demonstrates that mean income is dramatically lower for younger 
men than for older men. Older men have incomes about 30 percent higher than 
young men’s. This is consistent with Oppenheimer’s (1982) argument regarding 
the “life-cycle squeeze” wherein younger men obtain lower annual earnings at 
the start of their careers. Meanwhile, the mean is higher than the median for 
both variables among both groups of men, suggesting that significant outliers 
are inflating mean earnings and incomes. Even in the upper end of the income 
brackets the differences are pronounced. The upper quartile of older men make 
more than $55,000, but for younger men, the upper quartile begins at $43,000.

Notice that with this revision, the author still points to the important issues 
but helps readers begin to interpret the numbers by (1) making comparisons 
between younger and older men, using simple words such as  lower, higher, 
 or  but;  (2) using descriptive words such as  dramatically, inflating,  and  pro-
nounced;  and (3) avoiding a dull rewriting of all the numbers but highlighting 
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only a few specific numbers. The author begins to offer some explanation for 
why they appear as they do, without getting bogged down in the theoretical 
explanations for these findings, but also makes an insightful observation about 
how these findings are consistent with what other authors have anticipated. 
This revision provides readers the freedom to read the table for themselves and 
to consider what the author wants them to begin to conclude.

Voice: Visible or Invisible Authors, Analyses, 
and Audiences

This revised paragraph raises the issue of voice. That is, how visible should 
the author and the author’s analysis be in the presentation of the results? The 
first draft shown above begins with “My analysis . . . ,” bringing the author 
onto the stage by saying “my.” The author also highlights that the analysis is 
showing something, as opposed to the data’s revealing something. These are 
issues of taste and editorial license, but they are important because at times 
the author and the analysis can get in the way of the results and findings.

Notice in the longer example of analysis of Table 9.1 that the revision 
has moved the author and the analysis off of the stage by sidestepping own-
ership of the analysis (“my”). In this revised example, the table of analyzed 
data is the source of authority and information rather than “my analysis.”

Let’s consider a further example. Using Table 9.2, the author wants to 
show that the educational level of men has an important effect on their 
incomes.

Table 9.2 Income by Age and Education for American Men

Mean Median n

Young men (18–40) 
Less than college 30,040 26,000 7,786

College graduate  53,483 42,000 2,981

Older men (41–65) 
Less than college 37,507 32,000 7,246

College graduate 69,129 51,421 3,641

Here is a first draft of some text about Table 9.2:

From Table 9.2 you can conclude that educational level is extremely important 
for increasing the income of all men, regardless of age. Computer analysis of 
the data also reveals that the effects of college graduation grow over a person’s 



life. While among young men there is a $23,000 difference between college 
graduates and less educated men, this gap grows to $32,000 for older men.

This text raises two more issues of voice and the visibility of author and 
reader. The author says, “you can conclude.” The familiar  you  finds no 
place in formal academic writing. This is because the meaning of  you  is 
ambiguous. Is the author implying that the reader needed his or her permis-
sion to make this conclusion? Is this a veiled invitation to make this con-
clusion? A command to do so? Is this conclusion optional, such that some 
could make such a conclusion and others could not? Hence the ambiguity. 
Here is a related case:

In looking at the average income of men within different educational catego-
ries, we can say education has an important impact on. 

When the writer says, “we can say,” there is an assumption that the 
reader will want to say it too. The reader is once again visible but now is 
being asked to join the writer in saying something. The following approach 
would work better:

The observation that income varies so widely with education supports other 
researchers’ claims that education is one of the most important influences on 
incomes.

This revised text puts the responsibility on the author to assert the mean-
ing of the data. The text does not ask the reader to say it too but allows the 
reader to accept or reject the interpretation offered.

Consider again the earlier version of the text focused on Table 9.2, focus-
ing on the second sentence:

Computer analysis of the data also reveals that the effects of college graduation 
grow over a person’s life.

This text also brings the computer onto the stage. Generally, this is unwise. 
The reader does not really care whether the author computed these statistics 
on a computer, an adding machine, an abacus, or the back of an envelope. 
Similarly, references to computer software are generally not required (e.g., 
“analysis of the data with SPSS”), although you may occasionally see pub-
lished research where the authors believed that the software’s unique abilities 
needed to be highlighted. However, in general, it is best to let the computer 
be invisible.
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Because most computer programs cannot handle names of variables 
like “Men’s Earnings,” they use truncated names like “MENSINC.” Do 
not use these computer-generated code names in tables and/or in writing 
about tables. Readers should not have to learn a new vocabulary to read 
the Results section. Even if the computer prints out attractive tables with 
MENSINC as the heading of a row or column, change this back to its real 
meaning, and discuss it as such in the text.

Consider this side point: For researchers and students who have struggled 
with completion of their analysis, it is tempting to communicate to readers 
how hard they worked to produce this analysis. For example, an author 
might want to say, “Painstaking and time-consuming efforts to compute 
the differences in earnings demonstrate that indeed . . .” Unfortunately, the 
readers of academic writing are not interested in the difficulties of research. 
Indeed, the author’s task is to make the results seem so self-evident and self-
revealing that the reader will believe that these results effortlessly presented 
themselves. This observation stands in contrast to the kinds of information 
that a tour guide would provide: We actually find it interesting that the 
painter completed the portrait under difficult conditions.

So who should be visible and invisible in writing about results? For sure, 
the computer and the readers should be invisible. The data or the analysis 
can be visible, although the author should beware of putting excessive focus 
on the analytic process and keep attention on the results. And the author? 
This remains a point of disagreement among academic writers. In the revi-
sion for Table 9.1 suggested, the author remains offstage and simply makes 
statements about the results, letting them be the source of authority and 
information.

Some writers stand on the stage with their analysis, introducing each phase 
of the analysis almost like magicians who say, “Next, I pull a rabbit out of 
a hat.” For example, the author above could introduce Table 9.1 by saying, 
“I first compute the mean and median earnings for both groups of men. Table 9.1 
demonstrates that . . .” Thus, the author takes a more central role in the pre-
sentation of results and writes in the present tense. However, notice that the 
table is still the source of authority and information. In large part, the choice 
of whether or not the author appears in the text, usually as “I,” is an editorial 
choice that will meet with approval by some readers and disapproval by others.

Tense Yet?

In all of the weak and strong examples provided so far, the author writes 
in the present tense. For example, “Table 9.1 demonstrates . . . ,” and 



“Computer analysis reveals . . .” This may feel somewhat awkward to the 
author since the results actually have been created over time through a 
laborious process of data construction and analysis. As a result, many first-
time researchers are inclined to write in the past tense something like this:

Evaluation of the data revealed that the gap in earnings between the two 
groups of men was very large.

Authors of articles published in many social science journals write in 
the present tense when discussing quantitative analyses. This is true even 
when they are writing about aggregated data covering several decades! The 
rationale is that if the analysis revealed something last week or last year, it 
reveals the same thing today. So it’s not that Table 9.1 said something just 
on the day that the statistical analysis was completed; the results continue 
to say the same thing. The reader can recall that the data were collected 
during a certain time (this information is revealed in the Data and Methods 
section), and the date on the paper indicates when the author is making the 
current claim.

The benefit of writing in the present tense is that it makes the quantita-
tive results more compelling. However, some social science journals and 
some professors prefer that you write the paper in the past tense.

It should be noted that social science research based on participant 
observation or face-to-face interviews may best be communicated by writ-
ing in the past tense. If the research process is integral for understanding 
the results, then this particularly makes sense. For example, if the researcher 
wants readers to know that the setting in which the data were collected may 
have influenced the findings, then it makes sense to say so.

Almost 75 percent of the workers indicated that they were not being paid 
enough for their work, although when the boss entered the room they quickly 
changed the subject and hid their questionnaires.

or

I pressed the managers for more detail when they evaded my questions about 
the earnings of workers down on the shop floor.

In these instances, the data and the acquisition of the data require 
that the author write in the past tense. However, quantitative data are 
generally treated (perhaps naively so) as timeless and context indepen-
dent, and thus academic writers most often talk about them in the pres-
ent tense.
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Directing Attention to Tables and Graphs

Consider again being on a tour of a museum during which the guide repeat-
edly drones, “Look at this painting—it is called . . .” At some point you would 
begin to wish that the guide would quit saying, “Look here, look there,” and 
instead simply point and start talking about the different paintings:

Compared to the  Mona Lisa  in the other room, the portrait of her sister here 
looks quite different.

In the same way, it is challenging to point out tables and figures without 
being heavy-handed. Here are a few examples from some students’ writing 
about tables and figures:

Looking at Table X for men’s earnings and focusing on the mean and median 
and comparing . . . , it shows that the mean and the median are . . .

Table X illustrates that . . .

The data show that . . . (Table X).

Consider Table X, which shows that . . .

The first example contains an implicit command to join the author in 
looking, and the next two just assume that readers will want to verify what 
the author is asserting, with the author merely pointing out the location 
where this verification can be found. The last one commands readers to look 
for themselves. One or two of these commands may not be bothersome to 
readers, but many of them will make readers feel like they are being bossed 
around. The goal is to focus on the findings by either stating what a certain 
table or figure reveals or by using the parenthetical maps (e.g., Table X, 
Figure X) to point people in the right direction for confirmation of the claim.

Earth-Shaking, Surprising, Considerable, 
and Negligible Results

“The chances of becoming homeless increase  an astonishing  25 percent for 
people who suffer from . . .”

“By controlling for . . . , the gender gap in pay  plummeted  to only . . .”

“The impact of . . . on . . . is  highly significant .”



“The average total income (using the mean) was  much higher  than the median.”

“There is a  real discrepancy  between the average income of highly and less edu-
cated men.”

The Results section of the paper is the first place where the author can 
begin to provide some interpretation about how surprising or expected the 
results are. After many weeks of painstaking work, the temptation is to claim 
that the results are remarkable or awe inspiring when in fact they are much 
more modest. On the other hand, many authors are excessively humble and 
fail to assert the importance of their findings. This is where colleagues and 
reviewers are helpful for determining how big or little, important or trivial, 
memorable or forgettable, significant or not are the results of the research.

Phrases such as  much higher  and  real  are open for argument.  Significant  
may mean statistically significant or substantively significant (whether or 
not we tested its statistical significance). Beware the apparently neutral 
phrase  much higher.  There is definitely a place for being persuasive and 
honest about findings, and if the difference is huge, noteworthy, or much 
bigger, then say so. But make sure that you keep in mind the cynical reader 
whose first reaction might always be, “Oh yeah? Why do you say that?” If 
you can defend against such an aggressive reading of your work, then you 
are right to give emphasis to your findings.

In one of the preceding examples, the author has indicated that the 
difference between the two groups is “real” (an apparently reasonable 
and testable assertion of statistical significance). Words such as  big, real,  
and  important  have their place in a Results section, but be prepared to 
defend them. Consider how they either might be misunderstood or might 
raise red flags for the reader.

Final Thoughts

Writing about quantitative data is one of the least common experiences for 
most social science majors. It is hard to do well, especially the first couple 
times you do it. You have numbers and tables that might be boring to some 
people but that tell an important sociological story. Overcoming the dullness of 
numbers and tables to appropriately reveal the compelling story behind them 
is the challenge. The final figures and tables represent hours of hard work, so 
it is difficult to remain understated and casual enough to keep yourself, your 
computer, and your painful research experiences off of center stage so that the 
data can tell the story. Yet the data do not really tell the story on their own. You 
are the tour guide who must help the reader to see the whole story in the data.  
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    Chapter Ten  
   Quantitative Papers   

 Discussions and Conclusions 

 Sometimes the Discussion section is separate from the Conclusion sec-
tion, and sometimes these are the same. You will need to consider where 

you expect to present your paper and find out the structural requirements 
of the editor, professor, or agency that will be reading it. 

 For now, we’ll assume that these elements are in the same section. Let 
us consider (1) the content of such a section and (2) the tone of such a sec-
tion. To do so, here is a segment of a Discussion/Conclusion section from 
an early draft of a real manuscript submitted to a journal (Edwards 2002). 
This paper concerns the effects of education on women—specifically when 
they give birth to their first child. The paper looks only at those who do 
become mothers. The main idea is that education can delay motherhood 
for several reasons: One is because most female college students choose 
to remain childless while completing school; another is because having 
invested in education, they want to cash in on that investment; and third, 
they may be in higher-prestige occupations that they find difficult to leave 
or interrupt because of motherhood. The findings are reported earlier in 
the paper. The author must now recount what has been found and begin 
to make sense of the findings. Read this, and then consider the comments 
below about what the author is doing: 

 The importance of role-incompatibility effects, the absence of educational 
investment effects, and the modest evidence of occupational effects point 
out the value of focusing attention on mothers and isolating the theoretically 
distinct components of education’s effect on age at first birth. While many 
things have changed that make later age at first birth a reasonable strategy 
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for American mothers to satisfy parental and occupational ambitions, there is 
much that remains the same. One year of education generally accounts for one 
more year of fertility delay. 

 Education does not appear to be regarded as an investment which will 
bring a return, neither in 1969 or in 1987. Other than women in professional, 
technical, and managerial occupations, employed mothers delay first births 
about the same length of time within any given year. Meanwhile, very large 
shifts in the occupational distribution or in educational attainment do not help 
explain the pervasive trend in post-education fertility delay. Indeed, women 
in higher prestige occupations delay their first births longer, but they do not 
comprise a large enough component of the entire occupational structure to 
significantly affect the overall trend. 

 Why might we observe no evidence of educational investment effects while 
also locating greater fertility delay for women in higher prestige occupations? 
In spite of a three-fold increase . . . 

 Notice that in the first line the author is trying to sum up the findings (e.g., 
“importance of,” “absence of,” and “modest evidence of”). And he is try-
ing to remind the reader that this evidence makes clear that his method 
(“focusing attention on mothers”) and theoretical contribution (“distinct 
components of education’s effect”) are something that he has done and 
others have not. The author promised this earlier in the paper and now is 
reminding the reader that he has delivered. 

 Next, the author acknowledges that there has been a big trend and 
that he has not explained it all. But he also sets up the reader to see that 
the findings locate more sameness than difference over time. He is try-
ing to dramatize that which he has found and that which readers would 
not have expected. Then, he restates the specific findings that illustrate 
his point. In the same way that we must be cautious in overstating the 
results (discussed in chapter 9), we must be accurate, confident, and cau-
tious in the conclusions we draw. The author is trying to do that with 
the things he asserts he has done and the admissions about what he has 
not done. 

 The next paragraph draws attention to what was a subpoint in the 
analysis yet what the author thinks needs to be reasserted. Notice that 
he acknowledges what we would have expected (“women in higher 
prestige occupations delay their first births longer”), but he wants to 
emphasize his point that this group is not large enough to account for 
the overall trend. 

 Finally, he poses a rhetorical question to set him up to theorize (some 
might say “speculate”) about why his findings turn out how they do. He 
goes on here to suggest some theoretical possibilities rather than complain 
about the inadequacy of his measures. 



 A Few Words about Tone 

 When you write your paper, as when you are talking to friends and family, 
how you say something matters as much as what you say. (Recall teachers 
or parents who told you, “Don’t use that tone of voice with me!”) Your 
paper will have a tone to it just like your voice does, and it will have a tone 
whether you attend to it or not. 

 The arena in which you are writing should influence the tone, or the style 
of voice, with which you write. A U.S. Census Bureau report rarely takes 
on an aggressive, assertive, or even partisan tone. Such a report tends to 
be very detached and reports just the facts. Meanwhile, contrary to what 
we might think of academic journals’ being boring and noncommittal, 
most papers actually assert and press issues near the end of the paper, even 
though they do so in a diplomatic and restrained way. If you were writing 
a report for your social service agency and needed to demonstrate that 
in fact the population of people you are serving really needs more atten-
tion or funding, then you might press your claims more dramatically and 
forcefully—although your decision to do so would depend on your strategy. 
Sometimes, the facts speak for themselves. Sometimes, you need to high-
light, contextualize, and dramatize them. 

 Some Examples of Tone 

 In the writing sample considered earlier, the author seeks to establish a 
tone of quiet confidence, respectful disagreement, and humble acknowledg-
ment of what this paper does and does not accomplish. He nods in the 
direction of some critics, ignores others, and tries to keep his attention on 
the analysis without worrying too much that he did not think of every pos-
sible exception to the rule. 

 Look again at that text. The author uses words such as  importance, 
value,  and  distinct  in the first line to emphasize confidence in his findings. 
He uses words such as  modest  to indicate that there is something there but 
that it is smaller than we might have thought. When he says, “while many 
things have changed,” he is agreeing with potential critics that there is a lot 
more to the story. But then he also goes on to make his point about same-
ness over time. 

 In the last part of the first paragraph the author somewhat curtly restates 
his points (just like pointing to the irrefutable evidence such as a smoking 
gun in a court case). 

 Finally, the author uses the rhetorical question to establish a sense of pon-
derous reflection, calling readers to join in careful consideration. (There’s a 
risk here that readers will feel manipulated by his saying “we,” but apparently 
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he was willing to take that risk.) The writer is hoping that readers will 
respond by saying, “Yeah, I was wondering about that . . .” In this case the 
author is trying to set a tone that he thinks fits with the arena (an academic 
journal) and that will resonate with his readers (academics and students). 

 A Last Example 

 Let’s consider another example of a conclusion from a paper—this time 
from a final draft of an undergraduate student paper. (The student gave per-
mission to include the paper.) Although it is the final product, it too could 
use some significant editing to make it stronger. 

 The findings for this study strongly support the initial hypothesis that among 
single mothers of preschoolers, the mother’s educational level plays a substan-
tial role in shaping her participation in the labor force. It is observed that moth-
ers with at least a minimal amount of education beyond high school are much 
more likely than those without post-secondary education, to be employed in 
the labor force (Table 1). For example, among those lacking college experience, 
nearly 67% are unemployed, while among the mothers with from one to five 
years of college education, almost the exact reverse is the case with 66.4% of 
them represented in the paid labor force. In addition, the Pearson’s chi-square 
test result (shown in Table 1) verifies the statistical significance of the observed 
relationship at the .001 level. . . . 

 When the variable (number of children) was controlled for (Table 4), 
the positive relationship between educational attainment and labor force 
participation was not significantly affected. The same pattern that was seen 
initially in the original observation emerged again in each sub-section (i.e., 
both “mother with only child” and “mother with 2+ children” replicated the 
initially observed relationship). Among mothers with only children, college 
education seemed to have a bit less effect than was shown in the initial rela-
tionship, in that there was a greater percentage of mothers with and without 
college educations in the labor force than the initial table had reflected. . . . 

 Here are some observations about this text. 

 a. The text excessively restates the specific findings. Indeed, we may wonder 
how this section differs from the Results section. It would be better to focus 
instead on the presence of an initial relationship, as expected, and the fact that 
it remains fairly stable even when the control variable is controlled. 

 b. References to tables and particular statistical tests are only rarely appropriate 
in the Discussion/Conclusion section. These highlights should have been made 
in the Results section; here we should talk about them a bit more like they 
are general findings (“more highly educated women are more likely than less 
educated women to . . .”). 



 Together, items a and b indicate that this student is a bit caught up in the 
method and what has been accomplished and is not free enough of the 
analysis to tell the story that the data tell. What about tone? 

 The tone here is certainly not pushy or flamboyant. The author uses pas-
sive voice to communicate (e.g., “It is observed . . .”). He asserts that some 
relationships are “strongly” supported and that some variables play “a 
substantial role.” The excessive wordiness of the sentences and attention to 
so much detail end up making the tone of this heavier and more confusing 
than it needs to be. Here is a suggested revision: 

 As expected, for single mothers of preschoolers, having any education beyond 
high school increases the chances that they will be in the labor force. Indeed, 
while only one third of the single mothers with no college experience are 
employed, about two thirds of those with college experience are employed. 
This relationship persists among women with only one child and among those 
with more than one child. However, for mothers of only children, college 
seems to have slightly less effect than for all mothers combined. 

 This is not the only way to revise the student’s text, but notice that the 
essential elements still appear and leave open the space now to discuss what 
it is that might help us understand why education plays such an important 
role for single mothers (as opposed to married mothers). 

 A Closing Argument 

 Let’s return to the courtroom scene with which we began. In any good 
courtroom drama, the closing argument is when the details are summed 
up for the jury, the strengths and weaknesses of the evidence are described, 
and a verdict is requested. The Discussion and Conclusion sections of our 
research papers are not nearly so exciting as the emotional appeals that 
seem so persuasive in television courtrooms. But they are the place where 
we finally say, “This is what you should get out of this paper.” 

 Solid Discussion/Conclusion sections of research papers find a middle 
ground between extolling the paper as the slam-dunk answer to all impor-
tant questions and apologizing for the paper. Novice authors tend to fall 
into either of these extremes, perhaps hoping that bluster will keep the 
reader from remembering the weak parts (e.g., “This paper has finally 
resolved the debate between . . .”), or hoping that by confessing all the 
paper’s weaknesses, the author can distance him- or herself from the paper 
enough to avoid criticism (e.g., “This paper is only a small-scale pilot study 
investigating ill-defined ideas . . .”). Whatever the psychology, recognize 
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that the final words of your paper are as important as the first and subse-
quent words. Go ahead—draw appropriate conclusions, and state why they 
are trustworthy and important; acknowledge what is not yet clear, but don’t 
tear the paper apart so badly that readers wonder why you ever asked that 
it be read. Your paper, well constructed, has something to say! 

 Reference 

 Edwards, Mark Evan. 2002. “Education and Occupations: Re-examining the 
Conventional Wisdom about Later First Births among American Mothers.” 
 Sociological Forum  17(3):423–43.   



103

  Chapter Twelve  
   Writing a Case Study   

 Case studies are not merely class assignments. They are a useful empiri-
cal and analytical approach to understanding individuals or groups, 

written to help us understand larger social processes. Interviewing a social 
worker for a day, following that person around at work, and asking ques-
tions about his or her job can help you understand a lot about the nature 
of working for a social service agency. Talking to a homeless man over a 
cup of coffee can tell you a lot about the ways that homeless people experi-
ence stigma and shame. Meeting with a group of construction workers at a 
work site may reveal to you important things about how people in physi-
cally demanding work think about the possibility of workplace injuries. 
Sometimes a case study is a data point, to be placed next to other case 
studies. Other times, it is a study in and of itself. 

 A few years ago the leaders of a high-tech company asked me to help 
them understand the internal culture of their organization, particularly 
around the topic of safety. My research team was not asked to compare 
multiple companies, just to study this one case. So as I worked with them 
on this assessment, I treated it as a case study of a place that had a reputa-
tion for focusing attention on safety; hence, it was a potentially unusual 
case. By thinking about what this was a case of (e.g., an organization with 
unusually safety-conscious leadership), I was able to draw attention to what 
we could learn from this one special case. We learned that the company’s 
particular ways of addressing safety were producing unintended lethargy 
and smugness about safety among the workers, thus reducing their atten-
tiveness to safety. This was not good news for the company. 

 Our study was not an ethnography, meaning that we were not permit-
ted to spend weeks wandering around the factory or working there. Nor 
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was it a systematic survey of workers. But we were able to produce for the 
company’s leadership a profile of how the way they were training work-
ers about safety was having unintended and undesirable consequences 
(Edwards and Jabs 2009). 

 In our safety study, we were pretty sure that the company was not a rep-
resentative one that resembled all kinds of companies. But we could treat it 
as a very good example of a company that was doing as much as one could 
expect to promote safety. So in this sense, the company was studied because 
it was unusual rather than because it was representative of most other orga-
nizations. Going into the study, we did not know if this case would really 
teach us anything, but we discovered that this kind of case study permitted 
us to apply our sociological imagination to a new situation and propose 
some interesting hypotheses for further research. 

 What to Focus on, What to Report 

 Sometimes in your sociology classes you’ll be asked to take a close look at 
an individual, social group, or unit and to identify in case study format the 
same kinds of things we looked at in our safety culture study, namely, 

•  relationships between individuals (or groups) and others; 
•  problems that they are facing and how they are addressing them; 
•  what individuals or groups consider good or bad, important or unimportant; 
•  their normal routine activities and deviations from those activities; and 
•  how social structural influences (circumstances, rules, policies, powerful 

 others, etc.) seem to shape what people experience. 

 When writing a case study, you may be tempted to discuss every indi-
vidual, conversation, or relationship between people. But after considering 
all your observations and conversations, you will have to consolidate your 
ideas and illustrate them with what may seem like relatively few illustra-
tions, examples, quotes, stories, and so forth. In the end, you’ll need to 
organize your case study around sociological concepts, processes, and pat-
terns rather than merely treat these bulleted points as a checklist. The trick 
is providing enough details, quotations, and observations to illustrate your 
points while keeping it conceptually organized. 

 Tellis (1997) points out that case studies can incorporate what people 
say, what they do, and what they read, write down, or work with. In our 
safety study, we were permitted to talk to some of the workers about 
their ideas about safety, but more important, we reported on how differ-
ent groups of workers interacted with each other or how they said they 
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related to their supervisors. We focused on what they thought others were 
thinking and on their interpretations of events and company policies. We 
looked at safety program brochures and black-and-yellow hazard tape on 
water coolers. By the end of our long case study, we wanted the read-
ers to get a sense of what it was like at this particular company, and we 
did so through mixing description (so they could see and hear what was 
there) and interpretation (so they could understand what we thought these 
things meant). 

 Some Advice about Constructing Your Case Study 

 As with any writing, you should always ask yourself who your audience 
is. For a class assignment, your professor will certainly be the primary 
audience, but you would do well to imagine at least a larger audience 
of intelligent students like yourself who may not be familiar with the 
setting, the research questions, or the literature that is relevant to your 
case. Whom you imagine as the audience will shape the level of detail you 
include and the ways you provide interpretation to that detail. Here are 
some suggestions: 

 1.  Opening the case:  It is most effective to begin with a description of the 
biggest issue being addressed by the individual or group. The opening sets 
the scene for subsequent challenges, conflicts, and responses. For example, 
if you had a simple case study of one social worker, you might start with, 
“Social workers struggle with the tension of balancing their obedience to 
social program rules and advocating for clients. My daylong interview 
with a county social worker, hereafter referred to as Jane, illustrates how 
she manages to navigate these competing demands.” Notice that now the 
reader knows the big issue or problem (the balancing act), where you got 
your information (your day with Jane), and what we will now learn (how 
Jane deals with this balancing act). 

 2.  Telling the reader enough detail to ground the story in a real setting:  
The reader should be able to imagine you on the scene because you provide 
enough detail to situate the case. For example, you might say, 

 Jane is expected to work from 8:00 to 5:00, spending about half of her time 
in the office and half of her time driving around the county to visit people. On 
the day I visited, however, she worked until 8:00 p.m. In her beat-up, county-
owned white Ford Focus, we were returning from a remote rural home after 
sunset when she told me, “This is not unusual to be working so late during this 
time of the month.” I asked about her social worker colleagues, and she said 
that pretty much all of them put in the overtime like she does. 
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 In short, tell the story of your being there, but organize your story 
around the main themes you are trying to explore with your case study. (See 
chapter 11 in this handbook about telling stories with ethnographic data.) 

 3.  Connecting your case to larger processes:  Because your case study is 
meant to illuminate or illustrate larger social processes, look for ways to 
keep linking your case back to the items you have read about in the socio-
logical literature. For example, you might say, “Jane’s observation about 
how she finds loopholes in the policies to provide extra financial help to 
her clients illustrates Lipsky’s concept of street-level bureaucracy wherein 
social workers and other public employees face competing expectations. 
Lipsky argues that . . . , and Jane’s statement about . . . illustrates this 
perfectly.” Notice that you have the opportunity to teach the reader what 
you have learned about how processes observed in this case relate to what 
others have already said. If you are writing this for a class project, you may 
be asked to link your observations to course materials, but if not, connect 
it to the research literature. This implies, of course, that you will need to 
do some reading, one hopes ahead of time, to help you know what that 
literature is and how your observations are linked to it. 

 4.  Wrapping up:  The reader should be able to see which new questions, 
hypotheses, and/or conclusions emerge from the case study. A quick sum-
mation at the end that captures the main points made in the case study will 
serve as evidence that you have a clear picture of what this case study can 
teach us and where it should lead us next. 

 References 

 Edwards, Mark and Lorelle Jabs. 2009. “When Safety Culture Backfires: Unintended 
Consequences of Half-shared Governance in a High Tech Workplace.”  Social  
 Science Journal  46:707–23. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 

   The Internship Journal   

 Gary Tiedeman 

 Internships are intended to provide students with opportunities to enhance 
their education through activities performed outside the classroom (paid 

or voluntary) within a work setting in the real world. The setting will ordi-
narily be a social service agency, nonprofit organization, or some sort of 
business establishment. This chapter speaks to one central component of 
the typical internship experience: the student journal. 

 As a starting point, an important fact should be kept in mind: Usually, 
internship credits are awarded not simply for faithfully participating in the 
work setting but instead for demonstrating creative, analytic, sociological 
thought and intellectual growth as a consequence of day-to-day work activ-
ity. Without this criterion, the academic department would be placed in the 
awkward position of granting academic credit for a potentially nonaca-
demic experience. Therefore, the faculty supervisor must have some means, 
written and/or oral, of judging the student’s academic achievement. Those 
means might include (depending on specific arrangements made between 
each student and his or her faculty supervisor) a research paper, reviews of 
relevant books or journal articles, periodic face-to-face meetings, or per-
haps most common, an internship journal. 

 What should that journal be? How should it be organized and conveyed? 
What is appropriate content for it? The first trick to becoming a successful 

 Author’s Note: My colleague Gary Tiedeman, now retired, supervised hundreds of 
student internships during his long career. Here he provides some excellent advice 
about writing an internship journal. 
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academic journal writer is to always think of yourself as a storyteller. Your 
particular story is telling about the sociological background, social influ-
ences, social structure, and social processes that characterize the setting 
in which you are working. Do not take anything for granted, and do not 
assume that the reader can grasp the subtleties, relevance, and context of the 
situation without your describing them. Your job is to convey the substance 
and significance of your topic with the same ample detail that you would 
appreciate if you were having the same story told to you. “Cinderella,” 
although basically a tale about domestic abuse, about the startling transmu-
tation of mice and pumpkins into horses and carriages, and about romantic 
dreams come true, is far more captivating in its familiar “once upon a time” 
form of delivery than as a case entry reading: “Destitute, delusional young 
female exhibited hallucinatory behavior today.” You need not write a fairy 
tale, a novel, or even a short story depicting every incident at your work 
site, but take the time and effort to flesh out a few particularly interesting 
situations in some length and detail. Try it; you’ll probably find that you 
enjoy it—and learn some things you hadn’t thought about before! 

 It might be easier to visualize what the journal should be by first visual-
izing what it should not be. The journal should not be limited to descrip-
tive summaries of what occurred on a given day, no matter how lengthy 
or detailed. This is where a great deal of confusion arises in terms of the 
discrepancy between what may come most readily or automatically for 
the student, on the one hand, and what the faculty supervisor wishes and 
expects, on the other. It is perfectly fine (in fact, it is proper) to begin each 
journal entry as a dated, diary-format summarization of what the student 
has experienced at the internship site. But the premium from the instructor’s 
point of view is on what the student is learning and applying from those 
same experiences. 

 Some students prefer daily entries, but weekly or twice weekly entries 
may be acceptable depending on site circumstances. It is important not to 
let too much time elapse between entries, because important details can 
be quickly forgotten. Also, it is often during a rigidly scheduled daily (or 
nightly) write-up that the best insights, applications, and connections come 
to mind. Brief, general activity descriptions are normally ample; exhaustive 
detail should be avoided unless it serves a real purpose in making a particu-
lar point or in depicting the special, fine-tuned nuances of an unusual prob-
lem or situation. But more important than the descriptive details is the sense 
the student makes of it; this making-sense-of-it sort of discussion is the most 
vital part of the journal and probably the single greatest key to making the 
internship a valuable educational experience rather than just a work activ-
ity alone. Why did things happen the way they did? How does an incident 
relate to other aspects of the organization or to particular  personnel or 
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personnel functions? Is there a consistency or inconsistency between related 
incidents or situations? How might things have been handled differently, 
if at all? Does the real experience agree with or contradict what courses 
and textbooks have had to say about it? What have you learned today that 
helps make better sense of a confusing or frustrating occurrence of two 
weeks ago? How so? Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. A properly compiled 
journal, in short, confirms that the student is truly learning and that his or 
her mind is alive, as opposed to simply moving through mechanical routines 
unthinkingly. 

 So let’s review, from a slightly different perspective. What you should seek 
to create is an analytical journal, as distinct from a purely descriptive jour-
nal. A descriptive journal, which many students tend to write and submit, 
simply records the main events that occur day to day on the job. In extreme 
form, the reader/evaluator might find just a one-sentence or one-paragraph 
mention of a single noteworthy task, event, or activity from a given day on 
site. (Even at the purely descriptive level, there should be a more lengthy 
and more detailed account of a broader span of the day’s experience.) More 
important, however, the point is that the academic evaluator needs to be able 
to see (i.e., to read) what learning experience(s) took place. Otherwise, the 
evaluator finds him- or herself in the awkward and impossible position of 
attempting to evaluate academic performance on the basis of purely physical 
behaviors. A descriptive journal tells nothing about what is being learned to 
justify the granting of the academic credit that the student seeks. 

 An analytical journal, on the other hand, begins with the same report-
ing of events but then intersperses sections of commentary and discussion, 
which show the reader that a sociological perspective is being applied. 
Let’s say that the setting is a social agency of some sort and the student is 
reporting an interesting case contact that occurred on a given day. The rudi-
mentary, purely descriptive journal entry might simply state, “Dealt with an 
interesting case.” Period! The more expansive entry (of the type desired by 
the evaluator) first gives added detail about the nature of the case and what 
makes it particularly interesting. (An important side note is to always use 
pseudonyms, not actual names, when referring to any client or customer.) 
Was it the issue itself that made the case interesting and worthy of added 
thought and discussion? If so, how? Why? Was it the people involved? If 
so, why? How? What aspects or characteristics were most pertinent? Is 
it a combination of issue and participants that creates the interest? If so, 
describe the interaction of the two. 

 Next, now that you have fleshed out the descriptive basics, go on to analy-
sis, implications, and/or applications. Why do you think things happened the 
way they did? What is it about the organization; or about the  organization’s 
policies, rules, regulations, assumptions, or standardized approaches; or 
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about the people involved that provides an accounting for the incident? 
Which concepts, perspectives, or theories from your academic course work 
have a possible bearing? Identify them, and talk about how they fit—or if 
appropriate, about how they fail to explain what they’re supposed to be 
able to explain. In other words, does the classroom and textbook theory 
match what you see as being the reality? If not, how does the academic 
material need to be adjusted or updated in terms of the insufficiencies you 
have discovered? For example, did the researchers who formulated a par-
ticular theory or concluded their article with a set of statistically significant 
findings fail to note a variable that you consider all-important in your set-
ting? What would you call that variable? How would you describe it? How 
would you define it operationally and measure it? 

 Three Kinds of Internship Journal Entries 

 Very Weak  Better  Well Done 

Today I answered 
six phone calls 
from potential 
clients and received 
eight visitors to the 
office, all asking 
about how to apply 
for food stamps 
and unemployment.

I answered six phone 
calls, all inquiries 
about unemployment 
and food stamps, all 
from women who 
said they were single 
with kids. Another 
eight people, five who 
were single mothers, 
also came to the office 
asking about the 
same thing. All of the 
people I dealt with 
had some form of 
misinformation about 
how to apply or about 
what might make 
them eligible.

Based on the 6 phone calls and 
8 visits from people asking 
about unemployment and food 
stamps, it was clear that people 
are hearing false information 
from others sources. Perhaps 
these are rumors spread by 
others who have experience, 
or perhaps this information 
comes from other social service 
agencies and nonprofit groups. 
If other service groups are 
handing out incorrect help 
to the poorest people in our 
community, this raises an 
important question about how 
the experience of being poor 
is made worse by the very 
people trying to help. Of the 
14 people I talked with, 11 
were single mothers. So if other 
groups are making it harder on 
these poor families, it has real 
implications for how children 
are affected by the lack of clear 
organization among the various 
service agencies. Lacking clear 
information seems to be an 
indicator of powerlessness.
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 Three Kinds of Internship Journal Entries  (Continued)

 Why?  Why?  Why? 

Weak because it 
merely describes in 
a cursory way the 
activities of the day. 

Stronger not just 
because it is longer 
but because it begins 
to explore some 
patterns, linking 
family status to 
inquiries for help and 
observing something 
unexpected among the 
people encountered.

Shows some analytical effort, 
providing details (numbers, 
how informed people are, 
gender, and family status), but 
also linking these issues and 
reflecting on larger structural 
influences, unintended 
consequences, implications, 
and so forth. In other 
words, shows sociological 
imagination.

As for implications and applications, show some thinking (in print) 
about such topics as the effect of changes or difficulties in one aspect of 
the organization on other aspects of the organization. This is an effort to 
demonstrate your understanding and appreciation of the total operation 
as a social system rather than as a collection of independent features (e.g., 
Does low salary cause low morale, which in turn causes low commitment 
and shoddy work? Are parallel situations handled so differently by various 
staff members that organizational inconsistency and confusion results? Is 
training adequate for performance needs? Is there a two-way flow of com-
munication up and down the organizational hierarchy?).

Similarly, experiment with suggestions that you identify for organi-
zational modifications (in either structure or process or both), for new 
directions the organization might take—or might find itself forced to take 
against its real wishes—or current activities, topics, or functions that the 
organization might consider eliminating because of new priorities, expecta-
tions, or focuses. These might very well be suggestions or insights that you 
would not necessarily share with organization supervisors, but they can be 
very helpful in giving the academic evaluator a sense of your trajectory of 
learning and intellectual growth.

These suggestions outline several of the ways available to you to add 
depth and substance to your journal content. You won’t be expected to 
cover everything described, nor should you attempt to go into equivalent 
depth with every single journal entry. Also, keep in mind that you shouldn’t 
limit yourself to the types of questions and examples illustrated here. Each 
internship setting has unique features that allow unique observations and 
interpretations. What you read here is meant as a guide, not a mandatory 
standard. The social universe is highly varied and ever changing, and part 
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of your job is to discover how to best adapt the academic learning element 
of the internship to the features of your particular setting. With these guid-
ing principles and suggestions in mind, proceed and enjoy! It is practically 
guaranteed that the end result will be to make your internship experience a 
more meaningful and valued one for you. 
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  Chapter Fourteen  
   Revisiting Literature Reviews   

 Applied Sociology Research Projects 

 Denise Lach 

 Determining research focus is somewhat different for applied research 
than for more basic research efforts. In applied settings, the social sci-

entist does not set the agenda but acts in partnership with a variety of client 
groups. This is particularly true for the task of defining the problem and 
deciding on the research questions. Therefore, in many applied studies, the 
literature review provides background resources rather than the essential 
starting point for research designs. 

 While critical to strong applied research, a good understanding of what 
is already known or established does not have the absolutely central role 
that it does in fundamental, discipline-developing research. In addition 
to reviewing published results of research, you may need to get relevant 

 Author’s Note: My colleague Denise Lach has spent years successfully using her 
sociological perspective to help solve interesting applied social science questions for 
public agencies. Because she often is writing literature reviews for applied research 
projects (some quantitative, some qualitative), convincing funding agencies to take 
seriously the questions they really need to pursue, I asked her to describe what she 
thinks about and actually does when she is writing a literature review. You will see 
that much of her advice resonates with what I have indicated earlier, but she also 
has some unique suggestions about this kind of writing. 
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background information from persons who have done related work, 
review program-specific documents and data, and talk with individuals 
who have participated in the development or implementation of activities. 
Unfortunately, for many applied topics, the literature and other data tend 
to be somewhat inaccessible and fragmentary. People refer to this body of 
work as “gray literature,” and it is available primarily from the sponsoring 
organization (e.g., agency, company, or individual). 

 The applied literature review serves multiple purposes, including 

•  setting your problem in a context in a way that convinces readers of your 
paper that it is an important issue, 

•  describing research questions that you are pursuing in this effort, 
•  examining the literature and providing a comprehensive survey, 
•  identifying important variables, and 
•  describing the model you are using to explain the relationships among the 

variables. 

 Proposals for applied research require a great deal of upfront discussion 
that goes beyond classic literature reviews. It is crucial to clarify and refine 
the scope of research prior to investing significant time and effort. Scoping 
activities are necessary to provide background about the problem, clarify 
the specific interests of the research sponsors, and identify any constraints 
or boundaries that are likely to affect the research. Scoping activities 
include the following: 

•  discussions with clients to obtain the clearest possible picture of their 
concerns; 

•  review of the relevant literature, including research reports, transcripts of 
legislative hearings, program descriptions, administrative reports, agency 
statistics, media articles, and policy position papers—this literature should 
provide some historical context as well as clues for approaches to the research 
question or existing data; 

•  gathering together of current information from experts on the issue and other 
major parties to understand the current context and possible areas of disagree-
ment or debate; and 

•  information-gathering visits to the sites of the program or problem to obtain 
a real-world sense of the context and to talk with people who are actively 
involved in the issue. 

 Much of the information collected through this scoping process, while not 
typical of basic research, will need to be included in the literature review of 
an applied research report. 



 Literature Review Tips for Applied Research 
Reports and Proposals 

 A good literature review for an applied social science research project should 

•  define a problem and its scope, 
•  ask one or more research questions, 
•  examine the literature, 
•  report a survey of the literature (not an exhaustive report), 
•  identify the important variables that affect the problem, 
•  develop a model to explain the interaction of the variables, and 
•  propose the usefulness of the model to the field of study (e.g., sociology). 

 Typical writing problems in literature reviews include the following: 

  Unclear scientific and practical purposes of the paper.  

  Solution:  Try writing at a more conceptually abstract level when discussing the 
background to this problem or issue. This will make you more able to generalize 
and to link your work to other existing research on the topic.  Be cognizant of the 
differences between generality (comprehensive, wide applicability) and vagueness 
(imprecision, shallowness).  

  Items and ideas are misplaced in the presentation.  

  Solution:  Writers naturally, understandably, and frequently (but wrongly) place 
items in a paper in the order in which they think of them rather than where the 
logic of the paper requires them to be located.  Keep clearly and directly to the 
subject of your paper’s (sub)headings.  

  Separate sections seem to lack purpose with respect to the paper as a whole.  

  Solution:  Do more than go through the motions in each section; focus on and 
tell your readers what each section accomplishes for the paper.  Make sure that 
you distinguish between writing a review as a summary (which is incomplete and 
unacceptable) and a review that serves to integrate or critique (which is what is 
expected and required of this type of review).  

 The following are some specific tips for good writing: 

•  Write in the active voice. Use a grammar-checking software package if neces-
sary to find and remove all passive voice. 

•  Before writing, develop a clear purpose statement for each paper. If you can-
not finish the sentence, “The purpose of this paper is . . . ,” then you are not 
ready to write. 
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•  After you are done, create a title that clearly states what the paper does or 
whom it serves. 

•  Use subheadings liberally. These guide the reader through the paper. 
•  Ensure that each section transitions into the next section. 

 An Extended Example: What’s Really Happening 
When I Write a Literature Review? 

 To get started, I usually do a search on my key variables (such as homeless-
ness, minimum wage, industrial forests, organizational decision making) to 
see what I find and also to identify what appear to be other key variables 
that I may not have been smart enough to identify up front. This search 
usually happens very quickly as I scan titles, abstracts, and so forth. I also 
try searching for different combinations of variables, similar words, or 
synonyms to see if I can find anything close to my problem or topic. Then 
I use multiple strategies for extending my search, for example, looking at 
the bibliographies of articles or books on my topic (or closely related top-
ics) because they are a good source for finding other references. 

 It is important to learn how to scan articles or books very quickly. If 
you read every word, you’ll be ready for retirement before your litera-
ture review is ever finished! One way to keep yourself reading/scanning 
quickly is to look at the abstract and introduction (although I know that 
many people skip the introduction because they think that it repeats the 
abstract too much). I like the introduction because I can usually find the 
problem statement clearly stated. If the abstract and/or introduction looks 
good, I retrieve the document. I know that I’m not finished after this first 
pass, but this is usually a good place to stop before I’m overwhelmed or 
bogged down. 

 After I finish checking out books and requesting books that are already 
checked out (!) as well as downloading or photocopying articles I think will 
be useful, I begin reading. As I read, I highlight and write down important 
ideas or questions that should remind me of the major arguments and 
points in the text. And I always write a short note to myself about what 
purpose the article or book will serve (how it will help the discussion about 
variable X or relationship Y, e.g.). Also, as I’m reading, I make notes about 
other sources of information that might be useful. This is not an endless 
task, but it does take some time. When I’m finished with the first bunch of 
materials, I go back to the library or the Internet with my list of new sources 
that was generated in my first pass through the material. Some literature 
reviews will be massive (as big as a book), and others will be minimal. It 
depends in large measure on the timeline under which you are working. You 



have to decide at which point you’re satisfied that you have the information 
that you need to begin writing. You can always go back to the library if you 
discover you need more information. 

 Once I have a number of texts, I start sorting the texts into logical 
groupings. (Don’t wait too long to do this step!) I look at the literature to 
see where there is agreement or disagreement on the topic. I’m trying to 
see whether there are holes in the literature that I’ve collected (and I need 
to go back for more) or holes in the research (areas that I find aren’t very 
well covered). Also, I’m trying to keep my mind open to any new research 
questions that come up as I read. 

 Then I begin writing—always the hard part—within these groupings. 
I start with a summary of findings in one of the groupings and then review 
specific articles or lines of argument in some detail. Most literature reviews 
provide pretty extensive reviews of one or two key pieces of research that 
exemplify what’s going on in the field and then summarize the rest. I also 
include my own conclusions at the end of each of these sections about 
what’s missing, what’s messy, and so forth. At the end of the literature 
review (you’ll get there!), I summarize by giving a very general overview of 
the literature and discussing the problems and opportunities for my own 
research, indicating how my project speaks to this literature. 

 Here are a couple of paragraphs from a literature review from a funded 
proposal. Look at how we use the literature to frame our problem and 
suggest that existing research and methods don’t work. I’ve inserted some 
editorial comments in brackets at critical points. 

 The most popular social science model for decision making is the rational 
choice perspective. This model suggests that resource management choices 
are (or at lease strive to be) based on a search for information, followed by 
comparisons and weighing of information, leading to selection of the best 
alternative.  [This model is pretty much common knowledge in the community 
of people who will read this proposal, so we don’t provide a citation, although 
we could, and maybe even should, do so.]  The rational choice approach sug-
gests that ENSO  [El Nino Southern Oscillation]  forecast information will be 
readily incorporated in decision making (Beyer and Trice 1982). Although it 
is based on individualistic assumptions of utility maximization which render it 
unsuitable for collective decision making (Arrow 1951)  [I have to admit that 
we are showing off a bit here by using this classic economic model to make 
our argument.] , the rational choice model is usually assumed to be applicable 
at the level of organizational decision making, either by breaking down orga-
nizational processes to individual decision points, or by treating each organiza-
tion as if it were a unitary individual—a person writ large (Jaeger et al. 1998). 
 [This paragraph sets the baseline for our argument and uses other sources 
pretty sparingly; however, we go in for the kill in the next paragraph by citing 
everything and everyone that contradicts these assumptions.]  
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 However, studies of actual decision making in public and private sector 
organizations indicate that the rational choice model may not be the appro-
priate one for institutional decision making (Douglas 1986).  [Notice how we 
start this paragraph by contrasting with the previous paragraph, beginning 
with “however.”]  In particular, the knowledge use literature suggests that 
information is not very well used in organizational decision making (Gurvitch 
1972; Argyris 1987; Argyris and Schon 1978; Holzner and Fisher 1979; 
Caplan 1983; Dunn 1983; Averich 1987).  [Usually, for empirical results, you 
want to stick with the most recent sources. But sometimes it’s possible to build 
up a history of research that supports your argument.]  Empirical studies show 
that institutional decision makers have a generally positive attitude towards 
the use of scientific information in decision making, but rarely act upon such 
information directly (Starling 1979; Weiss and Bucuvalas 1980; Whiteman 
1985; House and Shull 1988).  [We then go on to discuss a single article in 
greater detail.]  

 This gives you some idea of how I use the literature to frame and sup-
port my problem, conceptual framework, and ultimately, research methods. 
Indeed, some literature reviews can run to 50 pages. But in most papers or 
articles, the literature review will be much shorter. That in itself is a prob-
lem because you need to think hard about what’s important and how to 
support those things you think are important through the available litera-
ture. It’s not enough to just throw in every bit of literature that you come 
across without thinking about how it supports your purposes in the paper.        
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  Chapter Fifteen  
   Writing a Book Review   

 Many college students, when asked to write book reviews, recall the 
many book reports they had to complete in elementary, middle, and 

high school. But a book review in sociology is not the same as a precollege 
book report. We do not organize our thoughts around such things as char-
acter, plot, or setting, and we are not merely trying to show our teacher that 
we read the book. The purpose of a book review is to help fellow social sci-
ence students and colleagues understand if and how the book accomplishes 
something useful and how that accomplishment was achieved. When this is 
done well, some people will say, “That sounds like a book I need to read,” 
and others will say, “Thanks for warning me off from that loser.” 

 Through your college training, you are learning to think sociologically. 
Therefore, think about what like-minded people would want to know. That 
is, keep your audience in mind, informed by what you know you have in 
common with them. Your sociological training tells you that theory and 
methods matter, that the discipline has some order and structure to it, and 
that our work often has real-life implications. So consider how your book 
review will communicate to fellow sociologists how the author builds her 
or his argument, how the book relates to sociological theory (or at least 
which compelling questions in the discipline it tries to answer), how the 
author accomplishes the work, and what the implications of the book could 
be. Because the book is meant to speak to a larger sociological literature, 

 Author’s Note: This chapter began as a chapter by Lori Cramer in the Oregon 
State University sociology department’s original handbook and then was further 
developed by Mark Edwards for this publication. 
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readers usually want to know what you think this work contributes to that 
literature. Does it reaffirm things we already knew or provide new, unex-
pected results? Does it radically reorient our thinking to a topic, solve a 
dispute, or illustrate something we suspected but about which we were not 
sure? These are the kinds of issues that book reviews are meant to address. 

 Hartley (2006) surveyed professors in the social sciences, the biological 
sciences, and the humanities to ask about their experiences writing and 
reading book reviews. He found that there is considerable agreement across 
the disciplines about the important central elements of book reviews. First, 
professors report that book reviews become “dreadful” when they spend 
too much time summarizing the content and not critiquing it, when the 
author fails to discuss the book’s argument and worth, and when the book 
reviews are “too short, long, terse, shallow, pedestrian, self-serving, bitchy, 
negative, sarcastic, etc.” (Hartley 2006:1200). Ouch. Let’s not write those 
kinds of book reviews. 

 The professors agree that what they value in good book reviews are at 
least these kinds of elements: 

•  a straightforward overview of what the book is about, 
•  a critique of the argument of the book, 
•  an evaluation of the book’s academic credibility, 
•  a comparison with other works in the field, and 
•  an assessment of the book’s usefulness for its intended audience. 

 That laundry list is not an outline, but you can see that readers of book 
reviews will be looking for these kinds of things. 

 So how should you organize a book review to achieve these goals? First, 
plan an outline not unlike the dozens of essays you may have written to this 
point in your schooling. That is, arrange paragraphs so that they introduce 
the book, discuss the issues identified by those survey participants in the 
previous paragraph, and end with a final articulation of your recommenda-
tion about the success and failures of the book. In other words, your review 
should have a beginning, middle, and end. Second, rely on your other 
writing skills for the line-by-line construction of your paragraphs. All that 
you have learned over the years about writing effective paragraphs applies 
here—internal to each paragraph, use opening thesis statements and then 
supporting material to make the paragraphs internally coherent. It is often 
useful to rely on signpost language like we just used in this paragraph, using 
 first, second,  and so forth to structure your argument and defense. 

 So at the risk of turning this into a recipe, here are some guidelines for 
writing book reviews that can help you structure, evaluate, and edit your 
own book review. 
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  1. Begin reviews by listing the facts of publication. That is, provide the same 
information that you would in a citation at the end of a research paper. 
(See chapter 5 for information about citing and referencing sources.) For 
example, 

 Johnson, Daniel M. and Rex R. Campbell. 1981.  Black Migration in America: A 
Social Demographic History.  Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 190 pp. 

  2. Include (a) a brief summary of the book’s contents and central thesis; (b) 
your assessment and appraisal of the book’s merits and shortcomings, for 
example, how it compares with other books on the same subject, whether 
its conclusions flow from the analysis, what the important findings or con-
clusions are, and whether there is anything new or different in them; and 
(c) some judgment as to its relevant audience, in particular, its usefulness to 
sociology. Achieving this may take several paragraphs. 

  3. Your review should minimize (a) anecdotal information about the author 
or the history of the book (e.g., “As friends since childhood, Johnson and 
Campbell collaborate on . . .”) and (b) jargon and technical language (unless 
discussing issues where you can help the reader by defining and then using 
technical language). Remember that your audience is likely to comprise 
fellow social science students who are generalists, familiar with some socio-
logical concepts but not the minutia and detail of its various subdisciplines. 
When writing your book review for a class, avoid writing as if only to your 
teacher, where you will be tempted to either assume he or she knows what 
you mean or to show your ability to use big words. 

  4. Your review should not (a) repeat the table of contents chapter by chapter 
or section by section, (b) go to great lengths to find something bad or good 
about the book or something that should have been included, or (c) state the 
obvious. 

  5. In the case of books that collect chapters by several different authors, place 
greatest emphasis on the quality of the book as a whole. Limit references to 
specific arguments or chapters except to award special praise or criticism or 
to illustrate the general points you wish to make. 

  6. Avoid quoting long passages from the book you are reviewing. Paraphrase 
when possible. Whenever you use a quote, give the page number of the 
quote. 

  7. Avoid using references and footnotes. If a quotation from another work is 
absolutely necessary, incorporate the reference into the text. 

 Remember that while these are guidelines, your reviewer (a teacher, a 
colleague, a journal, a graduate school admissions committee) may have 
slightly different expectations or would wish for you to emphasize slightly 
different things. But the basic structure and style should be similar across 
audiences and settings. 
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 Finally, most important—read book reviews. The more you read them, 
the more you will get the feel for book reviews, seeing common structure 
and style elements that will help you write your book reviews with greater 
confidence and efficiency. 

 Reference 

 Hartley, James. 2006. “Reading and Writing Book Reviews across the Disciplines.” 
 Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology  
57(9):1194–1207.  
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  Chapter Sixteen  
   Tips on Writing Theory 

and Content Papers   

 Sheila Cordray 

 Two of the types of writing you will be asked to do as a sociology major 
or minor are theory papers and content papers. Let’s begin by distin-

guishing between the two, although you may be asked fairly frequently to 
write papers that combine the two. A theory paper is one wherein you write 
about, or use, some sociological idea or concept to explain or understand 
some aspect of the social world. In a content paper you would focus on 
some particular aspect of the social world. You are probably most familiar 
with content papers under the label of “library research” papers. For these, 
you do not collect data yourself, but you use information collected by other 
people interested in the topic. 

 In a content paper, you might write about topics or content areas such 
as the family, the political institution, deviance, or natural resources. The 
focus is on the topic—American family, the Democratic Party, youth gangs, 
or sustainable forestry. In content papers you need to demonstrate your 
understanding of the topic. You will want to find out as much as you can 
about the topic area. This might mean collecting data from the census or 
other surveys, reviewing the literature to find articles from both scholarly 
and popular journals, and possibly doing some research of your own (e.g., 

 Author’s Note: My colleague Sheila Cordray, now retired, taught sociological theory 
for a couple decades. She has here distilled some of the most important things she 
communicated to many cohorts of her students about writing these kinds of papers. 
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interviewing gang members, visiting an industrial forest). You will be 
expected to describe the topic in sociological terms using concepts such as 
norms, values, roles, institutions, class, power, or deviance. Content papers 
are often assigned using prompts such as the following: 

•  Describe the current eating habits of the American family. 
•  Review the changes in the American political institution that have made the 

Democratic Party the minority party. 
•  Compare and contrast delinquent gangs and Greek organizations. 
•  Show the effects of the Endangered Species Act on the timber industry. 

 In a theory paper, the focus is on the sociological ideas that you use to 
understand what’s going on in the social situations rather than on the topic 
itself. For example, you might use Weber’s concept of rationalization to 
understand the changing American family, Mills’s sociological imagination 
to account for Democratic politics, Durkheim’s ideas about social solidarity 
to understand delinquent gangs, and Marx’s work on commodities to look 
at what is going on in industrial forestry. In each one of these cases, the 
focus is on the theoretical concept or idea and how to use it as an explana-
tory tool. The topic often is taken for granted or is a given. You do not need 
to collect more information about it. You just need to answer the question 
posed from a theoretical perspective. Assignments would pose questions 
such as the following: 

•  Explain why pizza is America’s most popular food using Weber’s concept of 
rationalization. 

•  How does the sociological imagination help us understand why there are more 
Republicans in Congress than Democrats? 

•  Why do people join social organizations such as gangs or fraternities? Use 
Durkheim’s concept of solidarity to answer. 

•  Use Marx’s ideas about commodities to explain why it is difficult to do sus-
tainable forestry in a capitalist system. 

 As an example, if you were asked to use the concept of rationaliza-
tion to understand pizza consumption in the United States, you would 
not spend a lot of time collecting statistics about pizza consumption, 
the history of pizza, or the best places to get pizza. Rather, you would 
spend your time reading and thinking about rationalization and how the 
components of this concept (calculability, efficiency, predictability, and 
dehumanization) help you to understand why people in the United States 
eat a lot of pizza. 

 Clearly you could do both tasks in a single paper. You could describe a 
given social situation or problem from a sociological perspective and then 
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use a theoretical concept or idea to understand or explain what is going on. 
Let’s keep them separate for now, as you will frequently be asked to do one 
or the other. However, understanding the difference between the two tasks 
should help you write a combination paper as well. 

 Here’s a summary of the differences between the two types of papers 
with some tips about how to proceed with your writing. 

Element Content Paper Theoretical Paper

The focus of your 
paper

Focus on a social situation, 
problem, or topic.

Focus on the use of a 
theoretical concept or 
idea.

How you start 
your research

Identify sources of 
information: books, articles, 
websites.

Read about theoretical 
concepts and ideas in 
assigned reading or 
other sources.

The process of 
writing

Examine all the information 
you have collected about the 
topic, select a congenial and 
logical method of organizing 
the information, identify your 
organizing ideas (norms, 
values, roles, institutions, 
etc.) and any supporting 
ideas, and proceed to answer 
the questions posed in the 
assignment (adapted from 
Packer and Timpane 1989:43).

Begin with a brief 
discussion of the 
question so that the 
reader is familiar with 
the situation you are 
explaining, identify 
the concepts or ideas 
you will use to answer 
the question, define all 
concepts and explain 
all ideas, and use the 
concepts and ideas to 
answer the question 
posed in the assignment.

The process of 
revision

Make sure you have used 
information from a variety 
of sources and covered the 
issues posed by the question, 
identified the sociological 
ideas you have used to 
structure your paper, checked 
to see that all sources are 
appropriately cited and that 
your bibliography is

Use clear and specific 
conceptual definitions—
ideas should be 
clearly explained with 
reference to texts or 
lectures—identify 
premises and make 
sure all assertions are 
supported, check the 
structure of the paper

(Continued)
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(Continued)

Element Content Paper Theoretical Paper

complete, used an outline 
of topic sentences from 
each paragraph to check 
organizational structure; and 
read carefully to detect any 
claims about the situation not 
supported by the data you 
have collected.

by making an outline 
of topic sentences, and 
review the logic of your 
argument to make sure 
that you have answered 
the question posed.

 Reference 

 Packer, N. and J. Timpane. 1989.  Writing Worth Reading.  New York: St. Martin’s.  
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  Appendix: Word 
Use and Misuse  

 Gary Tiedeman 

 We all have trouble with certain words in the amazingly complex sys-
tem known as the English language. What we have here is a partial 

catalogue of some of the most common stumbling blocks encountered in 
exams and papers written by social science students. The items are in alpha-
betical order rather than in any particular order of importance. 

 accept, except: To accept is to take willingly; to except is to skip or reject. 
 Hence, both of the following are  correct:  

 “I am very pleased to accept your offer of employment for a base salary of 
$100,000 per year.” 

 “I like everything about him except his looks, his personality, and his behavior.” 

 adverse, averse: Here’s one that even college professors mix up. The main 
problem seems to be that most people aren’t aware that there is such a word 
as  averse  (even though, interestingly enough, they might be perfectly at ease 
speaking about aversion therapy). In any case,  averse  describes a person’s 
sensation of distaste or opposition to something: 

 “I am averse to having my nipples pierced, thank you.” 

  Adverse  is a word used to refer to something that hinders or opposes prog-
ress, as in “adverse conditions.” 

  Wrong,  but common: “I’m not adverse to that approach.” 

 affect, effect: This is a tricky one, and even the best of writers sometimes 
have difficulty with it. Try to remember the difference by thinking of  effect  
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as consequence (a noun) and of  affect  as an action (a verb): 

 “His unusual sensitivity has had a profound effect on me.” 

 “His unusual sensitivity affects my own view of the world.” 

 To confuse things a bit further, the word  affect  can also be used in a psy-
chological context to refer to a feeling or emotion. But this usage stands apart 
from the area of confusion cited above and usually presents no difficulty. 

 allowed, aloud: Easy. Just remember that the word  allow  never loses its  w  
when it takes longer forms, such as  allowance, allowable —or  allowed.  It 
always has to do with whether something is permitted.  Aloud,  on the other 
hand, pertains only to vocalizing a sound that is audible to others. So both 
of the following are  correct:  

 “I’m sorry, but smoking is not allowed on school property.” 

 “I’ll whisper to you what I think about him, but I sure don’t want to say it aloud.” 

 all ready, already: A common confusion, but an easy one to correct.  Already  
is used to indicate that something has happened previously or before, as in 

 “I already told you three times where I want to go to dinner.” 

 Making two words out of it is simply a way of saying that all of those 
who are involved are ready. It refers to a group’s preparedness for something 
yet to come, and it has nothing to do with what has happened previously: 

 “We’re all ready to leave as soon as you finish packing the car.” 

 allude, elude:  Allude  means to make a reference to;  elude  means to attempt 
avoidance of or escape from: 

 “I believe I alluded to that in my earlier comments.” 

 “I think we’re being followed by FBI agents. Let’s try to elude them.” 

 A lot,  alot : Not a word! If you’re talking about distribution, as in an “allot-
ment of resources,” then the correct word to use is  allot.  But you probably 
mean “a great many” of something. So either type exactly that, or type “a 
lot,” with a proper space separation between the two words. That’s what it 
has to be: two separate words. 

 [The writer of this section of the handbook had trouble, as well as embar-
rassment and confusion, making this item come out right. The culprit was 
his computer, which insisted on being overly helpful. The discovery came 
upon proofreading this very item and finding that it began: “a lot: Not a 
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word!” Well, that doesn’t make any sense at all. So what happened? The 
spell-checker function did its work automatically at a point where the writer 
didn’t want it to do anything. That’s what happened. What had been typed 
was “alot,” but the computer recognized that as an illegal word and auto-
matically corrected it! Now apart from the extra labor involved in under-
standing and repairing such a silly mess in text where one wants to show the 
wrong word, this is a good thing—in a way. But it’s a bad thing, too, because 
it removes the opportunity for the writer to become aware of a writing fail-
ure and to learn how to do it properly. In effect, it rewards and encourages 
poor usage by refusing to divulge that poor usage to us. Since there may be 
countless other examples of computers’ overassisting us in our writing, it is 
worthy of mention here—and worthy of our diligence as we genuinely seek 
to become better writers.] 

 anecdote, antidote: Far too often, we hear people who should know 
better say something like, “Let me tell you a little antidote about Sam.” 
These folks must not realize that what they are actually saying is, “Let 
me tell you a little remedy that counteracts the effects of a poison about 
Sam.” Because that is precisely what an antidote is: a remedy that coun-
teracts the effects of a poison. What they mean to say, no doubt, is, “Let 
me tell you a little anecdote about Sam,” an anecdote being an account 
of an interesting (and often humorous) incident. The distinction should 
be easy to remember, because the prefix  anti  always means against or in 
opposition to, for example,  antiaircraft, antibiotic, anticlimax.  In this 
case, we aren’t generally against humorous stories, but we are generally 
against the various effects of poisoning. So  correct  usages include the 
following: 

 “I’d sure like to hear one of your clever anecdotes about classroom experiences.” 

 “My God! The dog just drank some of the weed killer. Does the label say 
whether there’s an antidote?” 

 (But if someone says, “Here’s an antidote I think you’ll enjoy,” it’s a little hard 
to tell which meaning he or she intends.) 

 appraise, apprize:  Appraise  means to evaluate.  Apprize  means to notify. 
Many people use the former when what they really mean is the latter. Here’s 
a helpful hint: Just remember that  apprize  rhymes with  advise.  To advise 
someone is to apprize someone. (Well, not exactly, but close enough to 
work as a memory device.) 

  Wrong:  “I’ll appraise him of our progress.” 

  Right:  “The tax collector wants to appraise our house again!” 

 “Please allow me to apprize you of our condition.” 
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 bare, bear: One is naked. The other is a large animal that you usually 
don’t want to fool around with. If you stripped the hair off of a grizzly, 
you’d have a bare bear. But  bear  can also mean carry, so watch out. If 
someone asked you to haul away the animal we just described, he or she 
would be asking you to bear bare bear. And to continue this silliness just a 
step further, if you were very tired that day and felt that you could hardly 
do it, you could answer: “I’m afraid I can barely bear bare bear.” Next? 

 capital, capitol: No wonder this distinction is confusing. But it’s pretty 
easy, once you learn the trick.  Capitol  means only the building in which a 
legislature meets. All other meanings (including the city that is the seat of 
government for a state or a country!) fall under  capital.  So, 

 “The U.S. capitol building is located in Washington, D.C., the country’s capital.” 

 Also within the -tal spelling comes 

 1. money, wealth, assets 

 “Once you acquire enough capital, you can start your own business.” 

 2. involving death or calling for the death penalty 

 “In most states, a first-degree murder conviction can result in capital punishment.” 

 3. description of an upper-case letter of the alphabet 

 “Generally speaking, the first word in a sentence should be capitalized.” 

 choose, chose: This pair looks like it might be a relative of  loose  and  lose 
 (discussed later), so that the same rules and guidelines would apply. But 
thanks to the never-ending confusion and inconsistency of the English 
language, it’s really entirely different. Maybe that’s why people get a little 
mixed up. What is especially confusing is that the two that rhyme are 
 choose  and  lose,  which look like they shouldn’t. Meanwhile,  chose  and 
 loose  don’t rhyme with each other but do rhyme, respectively, with  nose  
and  noose.  Go figure! Anyway, the main thing to know is that  choose  is for 
present and future tenses, while  chose  is for past tense. 

 “I choose to ignore the comparison to  loose  and  lose;  what a dumb thing to tell us!” 

 “I believe you chose the noose instead of the nose, you dummy. You’d better 
hope they tie it loose.” 

 complement, compliment:  Complement  means to supplement, to fit harmo-
niously with;  compliment  means to say something nice, an expression of 
praise, admiration, or congratulation. 
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 “She complimented him on his fine abilities as a seamstress.” 

 “Your attention is the finest compliment I could possibly receive.” 

 “This white wine would be the perfect complement to such a delicious dinner.” 

 could/couldn’t care less: In a strange but common speaking and writing 
error, people try to indicate extreme lack of interest or concern about 
something by saying, “I could care less.” Ironically, this phrasing commu-
nicates exactly the opposite of the intent, almost like saying “Yes” when 
you really mean “No” because if you could care less, that implies that you 
do care currently and have a big range of lesser caring that you have not 
yet tapped into. So the right expression is “couldn’t care less,” meaning, “I 
have reached the lowest limit of my caring anything at all about it.” 

 So “I couldn’t care less what you think of my writing abilities” is  correct.  

 But “I could care less about whether I communicate well” is  incorrect  (unless 
the speaker is trying to indicate that he or she does care quite a lot). 

 desert, dessert: One you eat after the main course has been completed. The 
other you die in if there’s no water available because conditions are so insuf-
ferably hot and dry. (Well, my mother actually once made something to eat 
after the main course that was insufferably hot and dry. But that’s another 
story.) Which is which, and how can a person remember?  Desert,  with the 
first syllable emphasized, is the hot, dry place.  Dessert,  with the second syl-
lable emphasized, is the cake or pie or ice cream you eat after your meal. So 
that’s one way to remember: The one with the  first  syllable emphasized has 
 one   s,  and the one with the  second  syllable emphasized has  two.  If that isn’t 
enough, remember that one time lost in the desert is enough, but seconds 
are sometimes nice for dessert. 

 “I want to finish eating my dessert before we continue our drive across the 
desert.” 

 e.g., i.e.: Another frequently confused distinction.  I.e.  is an abbreviation 
for the Latin  id est,  meaning “that is.”  E.g.  is an abbreviation for the Latin 
 exempli gratia,  meaning “for example.” Use  i.e.  when you’re trying to 
rephrase the same idea in different words. Use  e.g.  when you want to list one 
or more examples of whatever it was you just mentioned. 

  Correct:  “Her message was succinct, i.e., brief and to the point.” 

 “The package contained a variety of documents, e.g., notes, photographs, and maps.” 

  Incorrect:  “Her message was succinct, e.g., brief and to the point.” 
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 “The package contained a variety of documents, i.e., notes, photographs, and maps.” 

 Note also that a period follows each letter in both abbreviations and that 
a comma always precedes the abbreviation and follows it (after the second 
period). 

 elicit, illicit: There’s a big difference here, so be careful. To elicit something 
is to bring it out or call it forth, as in, 

 “The detective attempted to elicit details from the victim.” 

 Something that is illicit, on the other hand, is improper or not sanctioned 
by custom or law as being proper or lawful, as in, 

 “The president and Ms. Lewinsky are alleged to have engaged in illicit sexual 
activity.” 

 If it helps,  illicit  is an adjective (a modifier), while  elicit  is a verb. 

 eminent, imminent: Lots of people must not realize that these are two 
separate words. The most frequent error is in using  eminent  when what the 
writer/speaker really means is  imminent,  as in, 

 “The long awaited meeting is now eminent.”  Wrong  

 This should be, 

 “The long awaited meeting is now imminent,” 

 because  imminent  means that something is about to happen, whereas 
  eminent  usually refers to a person who is of special distinction of some 
sort. Hence, 

 “He is one of the most eminent geologists in the world.”  Right  

 ensure, insure: Good news. These two mean pretty much the same thing. Feel 
free to use them interchangeably, although  insure  has become the more com-
monly used of the pair. Both words mean to make secure or certain. So does 
a third word:  assure.  Perhaps the only difference worth noting, for those who 
want to be completely correct, is that  assure  is the most appropriate when 
referring to a person, as in the context of putting a person’s mind at ease: 

 “I can assure you that I feel perfectly fine now.” 

 The other two would most likely be found in a sentence such as, 

 “Putting some money aside now will help insure [or ensure] that we can pay the 
IRS when income tax time rolls around.” 
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 etc.:  Etc.,  not  ect.,  as it is commonly written. It is an abbreviation for the 
Latin  et cetera  (two words), meaning “and so forth.” 

 formally, formerly:  Formerly  indicates something that happened in the past, 
whereas  formally  pertains to the opposite of casual or relaxed, whether the 
context is style of dress, furniture arrangement, structure of a term paper, 
and so forth. 

 “I was formerly crude, rude, lewd, and unenlightened, but now I’m a sociology 
major.” 

 “The honors banquet is tomorrow night, and I would strongly advise you to 
dress formally for the occasion.” 

 idle, idol:  Idle  means unoccupied, not busy, not in use. An idol, on the 
other hand, is an image of some sort that is used as an object of worship. 
In contemporary usage,  idol  has lost much of its original religious tone and 
is often used to refer to a person who is strongly admired. Hence, the fol-
lowing sentences are both  correct:  

 “Michael Jordan is my idol.” 

 “Since he retired from the NBA, Michael Jordan spends more of his time just 
being idle.” 

 imply, infer: Very tricky. Often misused. Often used interchangeably, and 
they shouldn’t be. Be careful here. To infer is to draw a conclusion, usually 
based on logical reasoning. To imply is to suggest or to express indirectly 
rather than directly. So implication lies within the speaker’s remark, while 
inference is a conclusion made by someone else about the speaker’s remark. 
Clear as mud? Try to sense the difference in the form of the following sen-
tences, both of which are  correct.  

 “Do you mean to imply that my cooking is inferior?” [Focus is on the content 
of the other person’s remark, who has just said something like, “I haven’t eaten 
this well since my last trip to McDonald’s.”] 

 “I infer from your comment that you don’t care for my cooking.” [Focus is on 
the cook’s/speaker’s interpretation of the crack about McDonald’s.] 

 its, it’s: There is considerable confusion about this distinction. The best way 
to remember the difference is to remember that  it’s  is a contraction for  it 
is.  Although we almost always put an apostrophe before the  s  to indicate 
possession, that is a no-no in the case of these two words; when intended 
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as a possessive,  its  does not contain an apostrophe. Hence, the following 
sentences are  correct:  

 “It’s about time we did something about improving student word usage.” 

 “The paper suffered from its poor choice of word usage.” 

 And the following sentences are  not correct:  

 “The movement reached it’s climax in 1983.” 

 “Its very clear to me that this sentence is wrong.” 

 lead, led: Here’s another one that is commonly misused by college profes-
sors and others who should know better. If you’re talking about the act of 
guiding someone or something in either the present or future tense, then 
 lead  (rhymes with  seed ) is the proper choice: 

 “The Pope will now lead us in prayer.” 

 “Who’s leading this group, anyway?” 

 If you’re still talking about guidance but the guidance has already hap-
pened (past tense), then the correct word is  led  (rhymes with  bed ), not  lead:  

 “She led us to the brink of disaster.” 

 The confusion, of course, is that the stuff that makes a pencil write is 
pronounced the same way as  led  is pronounced. 

  Wrong,  but common: “She lead us directly to our intended destination.” 

 lose, loose: A mnemonic might help with this one. (A mnemonic is a device 
used as an aid to memory.) Q: What do you use to hang somebody? A: A 
noose. Q: What is it if it isn’t tight? A: It’s loose. So  loose  sounds like  noose  
and means the opposite of tight. Meanwhile,  lose  (as in “If you don’t stop 
with these silly examples, I’m afraid I’ll lose my mind”) rhymes with  accuse,  
 abuse, dues, moos, sues,  and  twos.  Make up your own mnemonic! 

 nuclear,  nucular : Not very many people actually spell this word wrong. 
It’s just that a whole lot of otherwise fairly intelligent folks for some rea-
son mispronounce it regularly—as “nucular,” which isn’t a real word and 
doesn’t mean anything. The English language is a strange one, and it does 
contain a number of words that are pronounced differently than might 
appear proper. But this isn’t one of them. When someone says “nucular,” 
one response might be to say that it’s “uncular” to you exactly what he or 
she means. When the person expresses puzzlement, explain that you’re just 
trying to help out and be consistent. After all, shouldn’t the -clear part that 
follows un- be pronounced the same way as the -clear part that follows nu-? 
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 peace, piece: Not too difficult, but confused by some. A piece is a portion 
of something, as in, “I sure would like a piece of that apple pie.” Peace 
is the condition of the absence of conflict. (There are many examples of 
how people who like to play with words have had fun with bumper stick-
ers. “Visualize World Peace” has become, for the fun-with-words addict, 
“Visualize Whirled Peas.”) 

 personal, personnel: Something that is personal is something that relates 
to a particular individual, that is, a particular person.  Personnel  refers to 
the group of individuals employed by a particular organization; it always 
pertains to the context of employment.  Correct:  

 “That score is a personal best for her.” 

 “Your question strikes me as being far too personal.” 

 “Most people conduct their personal hygiene rituals in the morning rather than 
in the evening.” 

 “This new rule applies to all personnel in the billing department of the company. 
Personnel in other divisions may ignore it.” 

 plain, plane: Not too difficult, but occasionally confused.  Plain  means ordi-
nary;  plane  means something you ride in up in the sky. 

 principal, principle: Some of us learned in childhood that the person who 
runs your school is the “princi pal ” because he or she is your pal. OK, so 
what about the several other meanings? For the most part,  principle  has to 
do with things that are basic (including basic truths), and  principal  has to 
do with things that are supreme, first, or foremost. 

 “This handbook is based on the principle that improvement in writing is a good 
thing.” 

 “The principal goal of this handbook is to improve the student’s writing 
skills.” 

 The Smith’s, the Smiths, the Smiths’s: We could use almost any last name, 
not just  Smith,  to make the point. Also, this is an error we’re more likely to 
see on the name signs people put on their houses than in written documents. 
Nevertheless, a plural is constructed, in most cases, by simply adding an  s 
 to the word. So more than one Smith becomes  Smiths.  

 If the sign on the house is intended to convey that more than one Smith 
lives here, it should say  The Smiths.  If the intent is to show that the property 
is owned by two or more members of the Smith family (possessive usage), 
the proper signage would be  The Smiths’s House  (with the apostrophe and 
 s  following the  s  that indicates plural). Only if one Smith lives there alone 
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and he or she wants to indicate ownership would the sign say  Smith’s 
House,  and it would not have the word  The  in front of it. 

 But what you’ll often see up and down the street is the  incorrect   The 
Smith’s.  

 stationary, stationery: The one with an  e  is the one we write letters on. The 
one with an  a  means not moving or incapable of being moved. I can think 
of no simple tricks for remembering which is which, so please let me know 
if you come up with something that works. Meanwhile, these are  correct:  

 “It will be difficult to have discussion groups in this classroom because the seats 
are all stationary.” 

 “I received your note in the mail, and I must ask where you purchased such 
beautiful stationery.” 

 tack, tact: An amazing number of professionals (including college profes-
sors, once again) misuse this one frequently.  Tack,  at least in this context, 
derives from the nautical setting and pertains to changing the course, or 
direction, of a vessel. Transferred to the interpersonal situation, the refer-
ence is still to changing course or direction, as in, 

 “Well, that argument didn’t work, so I think I’ll take another tack.” 

  Tact,  on the other hand, refers to sensitivity to what is appropriate. It means 
much the same thing as  diplomacy:  

 “This is a very delicate situation. I’m going to have to use a great deal of tact.” 

  Wrong,  but common: “Let’s try a different tact.” 

 their, there, they’re: This is another pretty basic one, but a great many students 
(i.e.,  a lot  of them) trip and fall over it all too frequently.  Their  is possessive: 

 “Many students failed to visit with their advisors prior to registration.” 

  There  designates place: 

 “We go there often.” 

  There  is also used to introduce a clause or sentence: 

 “There were several excellent points made during the meeting.” 

 See your dictionary for still other uses of  there.  

 Finally,  they’re  is a contraction of  they are:  

 “They’re going to arrive in just a few minutes.” 
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 To, two, too: Pretty obvious, but be careful. Actually, the main problem seems 
to be with  to  versus  too.   Too  means also or in excess, while  to  directs an action 
or destination. A mixed example of proper usage:

“I have already expressed this to you too many times. You, too, should under-
stand it by now.” 

 weather, whether: Whether you use  weather  or  whether  depends on whether 
you want to focus on atmospheric conditions or on alternative possibilities. 
So the following sentence is  correct  in both respects: 

 “I think today’s weather is unbearably hot and humid, and I don’t care whether 
you agree with me or not.” 

 who’s, whose: As usual, one is a contraction (in this case, for  who is ) and 
the other is a possessive. Which is which? One of the following pairs of 
sentences is right. The other is wrong. Can you tell which? 

 A: “I forgot who’s turn it is.” 

 “She’s the one whose going to get us out of this mess.” 

 B: “Who’s sorry now?” 

 “Are you the person whose car is blocking mine?” 

 with (or in) regard s  to: Very common, and very irritating to those who 
know better. Some very esteemed people of lofty stature are guilty of this 
one. Whenever there’s an  s  on the end of the word  regard,  it can refer to 
only two things. One of those is plural sentiments that are being expressed: 

 “Ken sends his kindest regards.” 

 The other is the present tense of  to regard,  as in, 

 “He regards murder as a case of very bad manners.” 

 Whenever the intended use of the word is as a synonym for  in reference 
to  or  in connection with,  it carries no letter  s  at the end. 

  Right:  “With regard to your appearance, I find it beautiful.” 

 “I am writing in regard to your recent advertisement.” 

  Wrong:  “With regards to this handbook, I find it worthless.” 

 “I’d like to speak to you in regards to a raise in pay.” 

 your, you’re: Finally, this pair causes confusion with amazing frequency, 
including in such surprising places as newspaper headlines. Nine times out 
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of 10, it is a case of the writer’s using  your  when  you’re  would actually be 
the proper choice. The apostrophe in  you’re,  as usual, signals a contraction 
of two words into one; in this case,  you are  becomes  you’re.  So if the state-
ment could be made with equal accuracy by saying “you are,” that means 
that  you’re  is the proper choice.  Your,  on the other hand, refers to posses-
sion, for example, your book, your house, your relationship, your career. 
And it cannot (or shall we say should not) ever be used to mean you are. 

  Wrong:  “Your going to regret this tomorrow.” 

 “Your my favorite professor.” 

 “Please leave you’re shoes by the door.” 

  Right:  “I think you’re going to like what I have to tell you.” 

 “You may use your own pencil, if you wish.” 

 Other Tidbits 

  Syntax.  Syntax is the arrangement of words within a sentence. How we put the 
very same words together in a sentence can make a big difference in the clarity 
and the accuracy of what we are trying to express. Here’s a three-word sentence 
with the three words arranged in all possible combinations. See which ones 
make sense and which ones don’t. And (very important) see which totally dif-
ferent meanings can be discovered by comparing the ones that do make sense. 

  1. I here am. 
  2. I am here. 
  3. Am here I. 
  4. Am I here. 
  5. Here am I. 
  6. Here I am. 

 You should have found two that make no sense (1 and 3), one that 
makes sense but sounds oddly old-fashioned (5), one that would make sense 
if it had a different punctuation mark at the end (4), and two that are per-
fectly fine but that carry substantially different meanings from one another 
(2 and 6). If we can find such disparity in sentences made up of only three 
words (which we don’t run into very often), imagine the confusion we can 
generate by sloppy, inattentive syntax in the longer sentences we write. 

 Try to think of examples of misuse of syntax. A fairly common one per-
tains to the context of whether all members of a category are alike (often 
heard in product commercials and everyday conversation): 
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  Wrong:  All students are not alike. 

  Right:  Not all students are alike. 

 Students are not all alike. 

  Punctuation.  Correct punctuation can be far more vitally important than 
most students realize. It is important not just because of tradition or 
because of some arbitrary academic standard of what is proper but because 
it can radically alter the meaning that the words convey. Here’s an all-time 
favorite example. Note that the words are identical and even the syntax 
is identical. All that is changed is the punctuation. Are the two sentences 
equivalent in meaning? 

 Version A: “Woman, without her man, is nothing.” 

 Version B: “Woman! Without her, man is nothing.”  


	2.  DevelopingResearchableQuestions
	3.  WritingPaper-Overview
	4.  BorrowWell
	5.  Citingsources
	6.  WritingIntroductions
	7.  LiteratureReviews
	8.  Data&Methods
	9.  PresentingResults
	10.  Discussion&Conclusion
	12.  CaseStudies
	13.  InternshipJournal
	14.  AppliedResearchLitReview(Lach)
	15.  BookReview
	16.  Theory&ContentPaper(Cordray)
	19.  WordUseMisuse(Tiedeman)



