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Section A

Question 1

1 Sociologists camry out research in order to collect data in a systematic and organised way. In
doing so, they will opt to collect data that s quantitative or qualitative. Howewer, it is increasingly
commaon for researchers to adopt an approach that involves combining different types of method
and which produces both types of data. Whatever approach is taken, the data collected provides
the sociologist with evidence to help describe or explain the social world.

However, some sociologisis believe that research should also contribute to making society a better
place. In other words, they think that sociclogical research should seek to solve some of society's
social problems and to therefore influence social policy. On the other hand, there are many other
sociologists who reject this approach, arguing that all sociolegical engquines should be devoted to
explaining the social world rather than seeking fo change it.

(a) What is meant by the term social policy 7 [2]
(b) Describe two reasons why a researcher might use more than one type of method. [4]
(c) Explain the ditference between a social problem and a sociological problem. [8]

(d) Assess the view that the main role of sociological research should be to help create a better

society. [11]

Mark scheme

1 Sociologists carry oul research in order to collect data in a systemnatic and organised way. In
doing so, they will opt to collect data that is quantitative or qualitative. However, it is increasingly
common for researchers (o adopl an approach thal involves combining different types of method
which produces both tvpes of data. Whatever approach is taken, the data collected provides the
sociclogist with evidence to help describe or explain the social world.

Howewver, some sociologistz believe that research should alzo coniribute to making society a
better place. In other words, they think that sociclogical research should seek o solve some of
sociely’s social problems and 1o therafore influence soclal policy. On the other hand, there are
many other zociclogizsts who reject this approach, arguing that all sociological enquiries should be
devoled o explaining the social world rather than seeking 1o change i1,

{a) What is meant by the term social policy? [2]

Social policy refers to the actions taken by a government which are designed to maintain and
improve the welfare of its citizens. Its purpose is to deal with and resolve potential and actual
social problems. This includes areas such as housing, education, crime, health ele. Two
marks for a clear, accurate definition. 1 mark for a partial definition, such as ‘attemplts to
make society a better place’.
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ib) Describe two reasons why a researcher might use more than one type of method. [4]

The combined use of different research techniques [mixed methods] is used lo
complement and verify each method, in order to achieve robust research resulis.

They are also used to generate a more vivid and complete picture of whatever is being
studied,

Those who adopt this approach — in praclice, most researchers — may do so because
they do not feel tied to the Iraditional distinction belween qualitative and guaniitative
approaches.

Their decisions may also be driven by praclicalities, which is a further point of
developmeant. 1 mark for the reason plus 1 mark for devalopmeant (2 = 2 marks).

() Explain the difference between a social problem and a sociological problem. [B]

(d)

Social problems are aspecls of a sociely or social behaviour thal have negative
conseqguences for the individuals and groups concemed, as well as for the sociely as a
whole. Megative consequences may include poverty, crime and unamployment, and are
likely to be linked to social policy measuras, While sociologists are invariably interested in
social problems, and some may view their role as providing solutions to these problems, the
primary sociological interest is in seeking to provide an explanation for them. They are
interested in what is consldered a problem, why this is the case, why some are conziderad o
be problems and not others alc.

0 Answears at this level are likely 1o ba based on a few mosily common sense
observations that fail to distinguish betwsen the two concepts, probably focusing on
the social problem element and identifying some examplas,

-8 Answers al this level will demonstrate a good understanding of the guestion, with
limks to relevant sociological material and ideas. In this band, the distinction will be
clear. At the top end of the band the explanation will be detailed and well focussed
on the importance of making such a distinction so as 1o clearly Identify the proper
domain of sociological enguiry.

NE This guestion asks candidates fo ‘explain’, therefore there is no requirement for
assessment.

Azsess the view that the main role of sociological research should be to help create a
better society. [11]

0 Any relevan! points at this level will be vague and poorly suppaorted by references to
evidence and arguments. A legitimate viewpoint may be asserted, but the answer
will be weak in lerms of its development and structure. Some awareness that there
are different views about the punpose of sociological research may be apparentin a
very basic way, towards the top end of the band.

58 Answers will demonstrate an awareness of the arguments and perspectives that
support tha dea that sociological research should aim to bring aboul a betler
sociaty. Higher in the band this may be contrasted with refevant altermative views,
particularly those that argue for a value-neutral sociclogy. However, the assessment
will remain weak at this leveal,

9-11 The assessment will be more developed, perhaps through references to the
practical and theoratical problems involved in using sociological research as a basis
for zocial engineering. Higher in the band, the assessment will ba characterised by
some sophisticalion; for example, candidales may guestion whose inlarests
sociological research serves and who may benafit from supposed improvements in
society; and which values underpin the idea of social engineering and what type of
society it may give rise o,

Cambridge International AS and A Level Sociology 9699



Paper 2 Theory and Methods

Example candidate response — grade A
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Examiner comment — grade A

(a) This response does more than enough to gain full marks. It clearly states an accurate definition of the
term and then goes on to develop the point in a valid way i.e. indicating that social policy is designed to
resolve social problems and improve society. The key to achieving full marks in this type of question is
to adopt such an approach i.e. a clear definition followed by a concise development point. Two marks
were awarded for this part of the question.

(b) Here the candidate adopts the right strategy for this type of question — concisely reported reasons with
excellent development points. There is no need here for detailed descriptions, rather the focus should
be on concise identification supported by accurate use of sociological concepts. In this response, the
concept of methodological pluralism is introduced and then clearly defined. The use of a study is not
an embellishment, rather it is used to develop the point and show understanding. Note, however, that
empirical evidence of this sort is not a requirement in this type of question. Four marks were awarded
for this part of the question.

(¢c) The key to a good response here is to fully focus on distinguishing between the two ideas. Responses
that devote more time to one idea than the other are unlikely to make it into the second level of the
mark scheme. The first paragraph provides a very good overview of what is meant by a social problem
and sound examples are used to support and develop this. The second paragraph addresses the
difference between this term and that of a ‘sociological problem’, indicating that the distinction turns
on how diverse sociological perspectives may hold differing positions on the nature of what a social
problem is. The remaining part of the answer draws out the distinction further, taking a so-called
social problem [single parents] and showing how this ‘problem’ is understood differently from diverse
perspectives in that they seek to provide an explanation for problems rather than provide solutions. The
response could be a little more explicit on this point — especially in the second paragraph — but it still
merits seven marks.

(d) Good practice in this ‘'mini-essay’ style question would be to make three developed points as well as
present some evaluative content. This response satisfies these criteria easily. Firstly, the response
indicates that diverse perspectives hold different views about the nature of society and the desirability
of sociology being responsible for improving it; these views are then outlined in some detail, but always
in relation to the question, e.g. ‘the main role of Marxist research is to expose capitalism’. Likewise,
feminist and interactionist views are subjected to similar treatment. However, whilst this approach is
productive, the candidate’s attempt at assessment just falls short of top marks because it is mainly
achieved via juxtaposing perspectives rather than teasing out the discretely alternative view that
sociology should be, in some way, ‘value-free’. For this reason the response is awarded nine marks for
this part of the question.

Total mark awarded = 22 out of 25
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Examiner comment — grade C

(a) This brief response falls neatly into the category of a ‘partial definition’. There is something on offer
here which just about merits a mark, although the answer relies rather heavily on the source material as
a prompt. The reference to ‘governments’ enables one mark to be given.

(b) This question demands some precision on the part of candidates. The answers need not be lengthy,
as in this case, but they must identify a discrete point and then develop its meaning such that there is
complete clarity. Here the candidate just fails to fully meet these criteria even though they identify two
sound points [combining the merits of methods, and overcoming strengths and weaknesses of each]
but the developments are not quite clear enough for full marks. The response received three marks.

(¢) Ina question of this type, where candidates are required to distinguish between two concepts, it is
clear that responses should attempt to show the meaning of each and devote roughly similar time to
both. By doing so the differences should arise. However, in this answer the meaning of one [social
problem] is outlined clearly and supported by examples, whilst the meaning of a sociological problem
is left quite obscure. In such a case, it is not possible to enter the second level of the mark scheme,
which is where this response is located. It received four marks.

(d) This response begins in an authoritative and confident way. The question is directly addressed and
an accurate source [Becker] is cited as one of those sociologists that are in favour of the proposition
outlined in the question. Indeed, the first two paragraphs are comprised of material that supports the
view, and a link is made to a theoretical perspective. The candidate then goes on to further make the
case in respect of three more perspectives each time providing evidence and support for the idea that
sociological research and enquiry should endeavour to improve society. The answer is well-written and
sourced, and it retains full focus on the question. The knowledge and understanding on display is good.
However, the answer finishes at this point and in so doing fails to offer a challenge to the contention in
the question i.e. there is no discussion of the alternative view that sociological enquiry should be value-
free. In other words, the answer is a one-sided which, however good it might be, could not reach the
upper parts of the mark scheme. Hence, this response was awarded seven marks for this part of the
guestion.

Total mark awarded = 15 out of 25
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Examiner comment — grade E

(a)

(b)

(c)

The candidate is not aware of the meaning of this term. This question requires a degree of precision
and marks will only be awarded for explicit and accurate accounts that show unambiguous
understanding. On this occasion no marks could be awarded for this part of the question.

The two reasons provided by this candidate both contain merit. Each one revolves around the idea that
all research methods have ‘flaws’ and that the use of multiple methods might help to overcome this.

In both of the presented reasons, the candidate frames their response by making use of the concepts
of validity and reliability. The candidate receives one mark for each identification [reason] but the
developments are not sufficiently clear or distinct from one another to obtain the remaining two marks.
The answer is not very well written and the candidate receives some benefit of the doubt. Two marks
were awarded.

In the first paragraph of this response the candidate discusses a particular social problem — suicide
—and provides a sociologically based account of Durkheim’s view. However, the candidate does
not take the opportunity they have created to develop their answer in relation to the concept of a
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sociological problem. Instead, they show a misunderstanding of this term and provide an account of
a methodological problem which is not relevant to this question. Hence, their response falls into level
one of the mark scheme in that the sole focus of the question is only on one of the concepts in the
question. However, the answer rises above common sense observation and has a sociological tone
which means it is awarded three out of the eight marks available.

(d) This candidate adopts an approach that is likely to have only limited success. The first two paragraphs
are, effectively, summary accounts of the view of inequality held by two major sociological
perspectives - Marxism and feminism. As such, the candidates highlight the prescription each makes
for eradicating poverty and patriarchy. Although these points are tangential to the question they do
receive some credit for addressing the notion of a ‘better society’, albeit indirectly. Neither point is
applied to ‘sociological research’. The third paragraph outlines the interactionist position and this is
more successful, especially the reference to Becker and the idea that research cannot be objective.
Whilst the point made here needs to be made more explicitly, at least the response is moving closer to
an exploration of how values impact on sociological thinking. Three developed points are made in this
response but they do not directly address the question and there is also no real evaluative content. As a
result, five marks were awarded.

Total mark awarded = 10 out of 25
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Section B

Question 2

‘Only the Postmodernist perspective can explain the factors influencing social identity today!
Explain and assess this claim. [25]

Mark scheme

2

‘Only the post-modernist perspective can explain the factors influencing social identity
today.' Explain and assess this claim. [25]

0-& A few vague reflactions on the nature of culture and social identity might ba worth 3 or 4
marks. Some simple points about post-modernist theory, perhaps contrasting post-
modernism with modemism in a basic way, bul poorly linked to the question, would be
placed in the top of the band.

7-12  Answers thal meril being placed in the lower end of the band may lack a reference to
post-modemist theory and may focus on discussing the sirengths or limitations of other
perspectives on cultlure and identity. Higher in the band, some knowledge of post-
modernist theory must be demonstrated and applied 1o the question appropriately. For
example, the notion that social actors are now able to exercise a high degree of choice
about their identity and of the social groups they belong fo; in addition, responses may
refer 1o the instability and changeability attached 1o post-modern identity. However, the
coverage of relevant post-modernist ideas is likely to be partial and may include some
inaccuracies in the points made, There may be little or no assessment of the
effectiveness of post-modernist theories at this lavel.

13-18 Lower in the band, the account of post-modernist theories may still lack breadth of
covarage, though the matarial usad will be describad with greatar accuracy. Higher in the
band, a wider range of post-modemist concepts and themes will be explored and there
will also be some analysis of how effective post-modernism is to the understanding of
culture and identity formation. However, the analysis may lack depth at this leval [e.g.
post-modemism is @ more "'up o date’ theory than other ones] and is likely o rely mainly
on juxtapasition of post-modernist ideas with other sociological perspectives. There s no
requirement for asseszment at this level.

19-25 Answers al this level must achieve three things:

First, there will be good sociolegical knowledge and understanding.

Second, the material used will be interpreted accurately and applied effectively to answering the
guestion.

Third, there must also be some evidence of assessment,

A good account of the post=modemist understanding of culture and identity will be offered at this
level, This may Include references to different strands of post-modernist thought and to different
thinkers within that perspective. Concepts such as consumer culiure and hyper-reality may
feature in good responses. There will also be a sustained and well-informed assessment of the
axtent to which post-modernist ideas help provide a valid understanding of contemporary cullure
and identity. Lower in the band, the assessment may siill rely mainly on juxtaposition of post-
modemist ideas with contributions from other sociological perspectives. Higher in the band, the
assessment must include some explicil evaluation of the strengths andfor limitations of post-
modemism which is directly related to the question.
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Examiner comment — grade A

This response begins with the candidate directly addressing the question by making reference to the
meaning of social identity and some key features of the postmodern perspective. In addition, the candidate
uses a relevant study [Muggleton] that links postmodern thinking to the issue of social identity, although
the outline of what is meant by social identity could have been developed more fully. The introduction of
gender to the discussion in the third paragraph to make an evaluative point is less successful, and there is
a brief loss of focus here. Comment is then made on the postmodernist view of the ‘fluid’ basis of social
identity, although this could have been developed further or perhaps been used more wisely elsewhere.
The candidate then introduces an orthodox Marxist contribution on the nature of inequality as a way

of challenging the proposition that identity is no longer shaped by structural forces. This, of course, is
valid though the wording could have been more carefully shaped toward the issue of identity formation.
The candidate proceeds to develop the argument more fully by reference to the postmodern view on
consumption and the role played by the media in supporting this process. Marxism is again used as an
evaluative tool.

The conclusions drawn are valid but not fully developed. Positively, the candidate is fully focused on the
guestion throughout and they do not fall into the trap of merely contrasting broad theoretical positions [a
common fault] and instead retain a focus on both elements of the question. But the range of evaluation
is limited — there is no reference to the functionalist or interpretivist positions — and the analysis is not
sufficiently sharp or sustained enough to elevate the response into the top band. However, this is a good
essay that was awarded a low grade A.

Mark awarded = 18 out of 25
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Examiner comment — grade C

The opening paragraph of this essay lacks clarity, although the candidate does attempt some introductory
remarks that point in the direction of a debate. They then go on to make a distinction between modernist
and postmodernist thinking which is pertinent and is rewarded, although the links made to the question
are quite basic. The comparison made with Marxism, however, is somewhat confusing. The candidate
continues to outline the postmodern approach to identity by way of a comparison with feminist views on
identity. This is partially successful as a tactic and allows the candidate to analyse the concept of identity
and to introduce relevant concepts like ‘fragmentation’ and ‘objective truth’ although neither of these ideas
are really developed in relation to the question. As promised in the introduction, the candidate proceeds to
outline the view of other perspectives on the issue of identity. The candidate avoids a stark juxtaposition
by prefacing the discussion with the assertion that the postmodern view ‘goes directly against those

of functionalists’ and briefly explains why. One or two postmodern authorities are introduced [Lyotard,
Baudrillard] but their insights are only linked to the question in rather limited way. The concluding paragraph
does nothing to add to the sum. This response retains relevance throughout, but both the range and depth
are lacking and, in particular, the linkage between postmodernism and identity formation is rather loose.

Mark awarded = 14 out of 25
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Examiner comment — grade E

The opening to this response directly addresses both elements of the question, but neither [postmodernism
or social identity] are introduced in an informative way and there is a lack of accuracy. Mention is made of a
key postmodernist concept — fragmentation — but the supporting argument does not develop the idea very
clearly or suggest how it might be linked to the question. Alternative perspectives are then introduced very
quickly and their insights juxtaposed with the briefly outlined postmodernist position. The candidate then
focuses their attention on the part of the question that demands an examination of the factors that influence
social identity, but postmodernism itself is not subjected to any further analysis. The conclusion returns to
the question but offers only a weak and unsubstantiated summation. The candidate has gained some credit
for identifying a few basic features of the postmodern view but these are limited in range and are only poorly
linked to the question. Some credit is given for the introduction of alternative views although these are not
discussed as ‘opposing’ ones. The response is too short for a 25-mark question.

Mark awarded = 9 out of 25
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Question 3

3

Explain and assess tha valua of semi-structured interviews in sociological research. [25]

Mark scheme

3

Explain and assess the value of using semi-structured interviews in sociological research.

D=6 Answers at this level may be characierised by a few elementary observalions about
interviews in general. The mention of a couple of distinguishing features of semi-
structured interviews may justify a mark at the top of the band.

7=12 Lower in the band, 2ome relevant features will be described, though the account may fail
to clearly differentiate between semi-structured interviews and other types of interviews.
Al the top end of the band, reference will be made to the type of data produced by semi-
structured inferviews as well as some appreciation that this is related o key
methodological concepiz  such as  wvalidity and reliability, and possibly to
representativeness. Practical consideration may also featlure, perhaps in relation to the
sample and its make-up, and the type of information required by the researcher.

1318 Answers will provide an accurate and balanced account of the use of semi-structured
interviews, in all probability by contrasting them with other types of interviews. At the
lower end of the band, this will be descriptive and will be mainly achieved by
juxtaposition. Theoretical and practical pomts will be considered, though not necessarily
with equal emphasis. Higher in the band, thera will also be a basic attemnpt to assess the
usefulness of semi-structured inferviews and its ‘'middle’ position will be explored. Good
responses will recognise that whilst these interviews yield both guantitative and
gualitative data, they are primarily classified as a qualitative method. Good responses
should explora the flexibility offered by semi-structured interviews, whilst linking this to
the collection of different data sets. Reward references to relevant studies which
iMustrate this, though it would ba possible 1o answer the quastion fully without referring to
studies. The idea of 'fit for purpose’ may be explored. There is no reguirement for
assassmeant al this level,

18-25 Answers at this level must achieve three things:

First, there will be good sociological knowledge and understanding.

Second, the material used will be interpreted accurately and applied effectively to answering the
gueastion.

Third, there must also be some evidence of assessment.

At this level answers will provide an accurate, detailed and balanced account of the theoretical
and practical context of tha use of this type of interview. Reference to studies may feature in good
responses but are not eszential io be placed in the highest band. The aszessment will be explicit
and, at the top of the band, will provide coherent and incisive conclusions about the relative
merits of semi-structured interviews, perhaps showing that this reveals that the rather crude
division that exists between gualitative and quantitative approaches is less apparent in actual
research than it is ‘in theory'. A distinguishing feature of answers at this level may also be the
ability to identify appropriate links to the theoretical perspectives thaet endorse the use of different
methodologies, namaly, interprativism and positivism.
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Examiner comment — grade A

This essay begins with an excellent introduction. The method is set in a broad context followed by a brief
outline of what this specific method consists of. They quickly use the phrase 'the value of semi-structured
interviews..." to set the tone of their discussion; in other words they directly address the ‘slant’ of the
question [how useful they are] rather than talking in general terms. The candidate then goes on to elaborate
upon the issues raised in their introduction. They employ a comparative approach, drawing out the strengths
and limitations of semi-structured interviews by contrasting them with other interview types whilst retaining
focus on the set task. This approach skilfully allows the candidate to make evaluative points as they proceed,
rather than simply juxtaposing methodological features and related points. In fact, the tone throughout is
analytical and evaluative. There is some use of empirical research but this is not done just to ‘show off’
knowledge, but as a way of advancing the argument being put forward.

In the latter stages of the essay, the candidate begins to make appropriate links to sociological perspectives
and thus achieves a good balance between practical and theoretical considerations, although the reference
to postmodernism in the conclusion is not that successful and a little ‘throw-away’. If we look at the mark
scheme criteria for entry into Level 4 — in particular the three necessary conditions — we see that this
response comfortably satisfies its requirements and, whilst it may not do all the things that are possible, it
does more than enough to achieve full marks under the constraints of exam conditions.

Mark awarded = 25 out of 25

Cambridge International AS and A Level Sociology 9699



Paper 2 Theory and Methods

Example candidate response — grade C
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Examiner comment — grade C

The introduction makes one reasonable comment about the nature of semi-structured interviews, but it
does not point the essay in any particular direction. A more useful approach would have been to concisely
outline what semi-structured interviews are and to set them in a methodological context. The second
paragraph contains some good points but it is rather a scattergun approach with a number of relevant
issues and concepts touched upon. There is an undeveloped reference to positivism here too, but not to
interpretivism. It would have been useful here to highlight why a sociologist might opt to use this method
rather than another, and to make direct links to elements of the interpretivist tradition. We gather from this
that the candidate is aware of the features of this type of interview but has not sufficiently planned their
response — this is not always easy under exam conditions but some forethought is likely to pay dividends.

The paragraph on ethical considerations has something of a random feel without a direct link made to the
question. The discussion of the disadvantages of this type of interview is quite useful although it could

be focused more directly on semi-structured interviews rather than qualitative interviews in general. The
paragraph that suggests that semi-structured interviews are a ‘popular choice’ amongst sociologists
begins promisingly but runs out of steam and resorts to making some generic points about the gender

of researchers and some comparison with other types of methods. Little is really added here to our
understanding of the overall ‘value’ of this method. This continues into a fairly irrelevant discussion of

the merits of triangulation. The candidate makes no concluding statement. Overall, we are left with the
impression that the candidate knows quite a bit about structured and unstructured interviews, but does not
have mastery of precisely what semi-structured ones are.

Mark awarded = 14 out of 25
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Examiner comment — grade E

This essay begins fairly positively with the candidate identifying one or two features of semi-structured
interviews but it also contains some undeveloped points; for example, the idea that ‘interviewers do

not have to be fully objective’. The links made to theoretical traditions are also useful, but these too are

not developed later in the essay. Good practice here would have been to define and clearly outline the
characteristics of a semi-structured interview and to contextualise them in relation to other interview types.
The remainder of the essay suffers from the failure to explicitly identify what sort of method a semi-
structured interview is.

The candidate then makes a comparison with questionnaires, but this is not used to draw out the features of
semi-structured interviews in an effective way. The passage addressing some elements of the ‘interviewer
effect’ is relevant and credit is given for this. However, this material is partially repeated later in the

essay adding little to the analysis. The candidate then goes on to introduce other methodologies into the
discussion but this is of very limited value in terms of the essay’s development as these are not linked to

the question. Overall, there is a lack of focus on the interview type in question and how it differs from other
interview types. Good practice would have been to explore the relevance of key methodological concepts
like validity and reliability and to have related these concepts to the use of semi-structured interviews.

Mark awarded = 10 out 25
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