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Positivists believe that society should be studied using the methods of the natural
sciences. They see these methods as providing an accurate and objective way of isolating
and measuring the variables that shape human behaviour. The quantitative data produced
using this approach allows correlations and comparisons to be made from which
generalisations can be established.

Positivists believe that scientific methods help to prevent the researcher's values
influencing the research findings. But they may be unrealistic in thinking that natural
science is free from the influence of values. For example, some studies have shown that
social factors may influence what scientists believe is legitimate knowledge, leading them
to reject theories that clash with the dominant way of thinking at the time.

Interpretivists think that using a scientific approach to study society would be
inappropriate. They claim that sociological studies are always likely to be influenced by
the researcher's values and that attempts to use scientific methods to measure people's
attitudes and beliefs will inevitably over-simplify the complex nature of social reality.

(a) In the context of scientific research what is meant by the term variables? [2]

Variables are the factors that may influence the outcome of an event or an experiment. Two
marks for a clear and accurate definition; one mark for a partial definition, such as ‘scientists
use variables to explain what has happened’ or ‘variables are the factors that scientists
control when carrying out experiments’.

(b) Describe two reasons why scientists may reject theories that clash with the dominant
way of thinking at the time. [4]

Reasons why scientists may reject theories that clash with the dominant way of thinking at
the time include: peer pressure from other scientists; career and research funding
considerations; the influence of paradigms (Kuhn); more interested in confirming existing
theories than seeking falsification (Popper). One mark for a relevant reason and one mark for
the development (2 x 2 marks).

(c) Explain why attempts to measure people's attitudes and beliefs may over-simplify the
complex nature of social reality. [8]

0—4 A few simple points about the problems that sociologists may face in studying attitudes
and beliefs, with no clear links to the notion of ‘measurement’, may be worth 2 or 3
marks. Answers that offer some reflections of the limitations of the positivist approach,
with links to the question left somewhat implicit, would trigger the top of the band.

5-8 Answers at this level will focus on the problems of measuring attitudes and beliefs.
Some sound observations about the limitations of using questionnaires to study
attitudes and beliefs may be worth 5 or 6 marks. Higher in the band, the answer may
demonstrate a better grasp of theoretical issues and a good understanding of why it
may be difficult to achieve validity using quantitative research methods.
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(d) Assess the interpretivist view that the methods of the natural sciences are
inappropriate for studying society. [11]

0-4 A few simple points about natural science might be worth 1 or 2 marks. A basic
account of one or two features of the interpretivist perspective would trigger the top half
of the band.

5-8 Lower in the band, answers may be confined to a basic account of the interpretivist
perspective. To go higher, the response must include some attempt to explain why
interpretivists think that the methods of the natural sciences are inappropriate for
studying society. There may be little or no attempt at assessment of the interpretivist
position at this level.

9-11 Answers at this level will demonstrate a good understanding of the interpretivist
perspective and the reasons why interpretivists are opposed to the use of scientific
methods in sociology. There will also be an attempt to assess the interpretivist
perspective. At the bottom of the band, the assessment may be limited to a
juxtaposition of the interpretivist and positivist perspectives. To go higher, there must
be some evidence of a direct evaluation of the strengths/limitations of the interpretivist
viewpoint.

Questionnaires are a set of written questions that are either given to respondents to
complete or are posted to them. Postal questionnaires are most likely to reach the largest
group, although they have the lowest response rate. Questionnaires are widely used in
sociological research because they allow a large number of questions to be asked to a
wide group in a short space of time. Sociologists working within the positivist tradition
favour the use of questionnaires because of the reliability of the method and the ability to
identify trends and make generalisations from the data that is collected. From an
interpretivist perspective, however, research based on questionnaires is said to lack
validity.

Interviews are an alternative to questionnaires. There are three main types of interview —
structured, semi-structured and unstructured. Structured interviews are similar to
questionnaires in that they contain pre-set questions that are asked in the same order
every time. Whereas a questionnaire may be given to a respondent to complete privately, a
structured interview consists of a spoken question-and-answer session between
interviewer and interviewee. The presence of the interviewer in this process brings some
advantages when compared to questionnaires, but it may also create the problem of
researcher effect.

(a) What is meant by the term reliability? [2]

Reliability is a measure of the ability to repeat the research procedure and produce the same
results. Two marks for a clear and accurate definition; one mark for a partial definition, such
as ‘able to repeat a study’ or ‘the results are always the same’.

(b) Describe two advantages of using structured interviews rather than questionnaires. [4]

Advantages include: interviewer can explain questions, provide reassurance and
encouragement to the respondent, collect useful additional information by observing the
behaviour of the respondent, and check that the person answering the questions is the
intended respondent. One mark for identifying an advantage and one mark for development
(2 x 2 marks).
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(c) Explain why interviews may create the problem of researcher effect. [8]

0-4 A few general points about interviews with no clear reference to the problem of
researcher effect would be worth 2 or 3 marks. A simple statement of one or two
reasons why interviews may create the problem of researcher effect would trigger the
top of the band.

5-8 A sound account of the reasons why interviews may create the problem of researcher
effect would merit 5 or 6 marks. To go higher, the account needs to be either more
detailed or include strong links to relevant sociological perspectives.

(d) Assess the usefulness of questionnaires as a method of sociological research. [11]

0—4 A basic description of what questionnaires involve, with no further development, would
be worth 2 or 3 marks. A few simple points about the practical benefits and/or
drawbacks of questionnaires could reach the top of the band.

5-8 A basic (perhaps list-like) account of a few strengths and/or limitations of
questionnaires would merit 5 or 6 marks. A fuller account of some strengths and
limitations would reach the top part of the band. At this level, the assessment need go
no further than simply stating advantages and disadvantages of questionnaires. Even
in answers that reach the top of this band, links to theoretical perspectives and
concepts (such as validity and reliability) may be quite limited.

9-11 The discussion will be more sophisticated at this level, perhaps including links to
theoretical perspectives and/or the use of concepts such as validity. Higher in the band
especially, the assessment will be explicit and conclusions will emerge about the
usefulness of questionnaires, rather than the answer being confined to simple listing of
advantages and disadvantages of the method.

Functionalists believe that social order is based on value consensus. They also claim that
the interests of all social groups are served by a social system that is stable and efficient
in producing goods and services. Such a system requires leaders who make decisions on
behalf of others, and these people have to be adequately rewarded. Therefore inequality is
an important part of a stable and efficient society, and all social groups benefit from that
inequality.

By contrast, conflict theorists argue that society is made up of groups with different
interests, and social life is a struggle between these groups to achieve power and
domination. Social inequality, in this view, benefits the rich and powerful in society at the
expense of other, weaker groups. Feminists believe that women are a disadvantaged
group who are discriminated against in ways that benefit the interests of men.

(a) What is meant by the term value consensus? [2]

Value consensus is the idea that there exists common agreement among people about the
important norms and principles by which society is regulated. Two marks for a clear and
accurate definition; one mark for a partial definition, such as ‘a belief that there are no
divisions in society’ or ‘a shared culture’.
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(b) Describe two examples of social inequality. [4]

Types of inequality include, for example, those based on age, gender, ethnicity, caste, class,
and disability. Also reward appropriate examples from specific societies. One mark for a
relevant example and one mark for development (2 x 2 marks).

(c) Explain why feminists believe that females are discriminated against in modern
industrial societies. [8]

04

A few assertions about discrimination and/or social inequality, with little or no reference
to feminist theory, would merit one or two marks. Answers that provide a simple
general account of feminist theory, with links to the issue of discrimination left
somewhat implicit, would trigger the upper part of the band.

Answers at this level will be focused on the question as set. Lower in the band,
answers may offer a rather general account of why feminists think that females are
discriminated against in modern industrial societies. Higher in the band, the explanation
will be more detailed and might, for example, focus on specific feminist theories. N.B.
an assessment of feminist theory is not required to answer this question successfully.

(d) Assess the functionalist view that all groups benefit from social inequality. [11]

0-4

9-11

A few general points about social inequality may be worth 2 or 3 marks. Answers that
are limited to a simple account of functionalist or Marxist theory would trigger the top of
the band.

An appropriate interpretation of the question will be offered and most likely this will be
in terms of the functionalist theory of stratification. The response at this level is likely to
be mostly or wholly descriptive. A basic account of functionalist theory would fit the
lower part of the band. A good account of the functionalist contribution to the debate
about who benefits from social inequality would merit 7 or 8 marks.

Answers at this level will provide a good account of possible reasons why inequality
may benefit all groups. There will also be an assessment of the claim on which the
question is based. Lower in the band, the assessment may be delivered largely through
juxtaposition of the functionalist perspective with contrasting theories, e.g. Marxist,
feminist, New Right, post-modernist, etc. Another form of evaluation would involve
criticising the internal coherence of the functionalist view of social inequality. Higher in
the band, the assessment will be explicit and clear and well-reasoned conclusions will
be stated about the extent to which all groups benefit from social inequality.
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