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Abstract 

This study examines sociological research methodologies through historical, 
epistemological, and global perspectives, highlighting the interaction 
between theoretical frameworks and empirical practices across diverse 
cultural contexts. It traces classical roots from positivism, interpretivism, 
and critical theory, emphasizing their distinct ontological and 
epistemological commitments and their influence on method selection. The 
work addresses ongoing debates about objectivity, reflexivity, and 
positionality, underscoring the importance of methodological pluralism to 
capture social realities’ complexity. It explores various research typologies, 
including basic and applied research, exploratory, descriptive, and 
explanatory designs, as well as comparative, interdisciplinary, participatory, 
and action-oriented approaches. The sequential and reflexive nature of the 
research process is detailed, covering problem identification, literature 
synthesis, strategy design, data collection, and analysis. Specific methods 
such as historical sociology, case studies, content analysis, descriptive 
inquiry, experimental designs, quantitative and qualitative techniques, and 
ethnography are discussed with attention to their theoretical foundations and 
practical applications. Emerging trends in digital data, big data analysis, 
network analysis, relational sociology, and computational social science are 
examined, alongside ethical considerations, power dynamics, and epistemic 
justice in knowledge production. The integration of diverse epistemologies, 
especially contributions from Global South scholarship, is emphasized to 
promote inclusivity and address inequalities within sociological research. 
This comprehensive overview advocates for reflexive, context-sensitive, and 
theoretically informed methodological choices to advance sociological 
inquiry in a globally interconnected environment. 

1 Introduction 

The study of sociological research methodologies entails both an historical 
and epistemological orientation, situating contemporary methodological 
pluralism within the legacies of classical thought. This dual orientation 
offers a vantage point for assessing how theoretical sociology interacts with 
empirical practice across diverse cultural contexts. Historical anthropology, 
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for example, has contributed conceptual tools that help clarify the deep 
mental causes underpinning social and cultural processes in modern 
civilizations (Aytov, 2022, p. 5). Such approaches have influenced not just 
philosophical reflections on history but actual methodological choices in 
sociology, particularly regarding migration flows, patterns of integration, 
and the enduring challenges to rationalist worldviews. The decline of secular 
ideologies and the growing public prominence of more fundamentalist 
perspectives call attention to how sociologists must adapt their methods to 
shifting ideological landscapes. Methodological diversity emerges as a 
necessary feature of contemporary sociological inquiry. The application of 
complementarity together with philosophical hermeneutics can help 
reconcile historical-anthropological insights with theoretical sociological 
frameworks (Aytov, 2022, p. 4). These tools foreground dialogicity, an 
openness to multiple voices, and systemic-structural analysis, which can be 
critical in contextualizing global socio-cultural dynamics. From an epistemic 
standpoint, this plurality confronts researchers with the issue of synthesizing 
heterogeneous methods without losing coherence or falling into unreflective 
eclecticism. Actor-network theory (ANT) provides a salient case of 
methodological innovation within sociology’s broader landscape. By 
challenging the sociological “metaphysics of social forces,” ANT presses for 
an analytic reconfiguration that bridges gaps between abstract theory and 
concrete socio-political practice (Денисова et al., 2022, p. 20). While 
ANT’s emphasis on tracing heterogeneous networks departs from 
mainstream approaches grounded in macro-structural explanations, its 
heuristic potential lies in reorienting sociology toward practical problem-
solving without forsaking conceptual rigor. Ethical and epistemic 
considerations also weigh heavily on methodological choice. In 
psychological research, impact assessment models such as the 
communicative methodology (CM) illustrate how collaborative knowledge 
production can extend beyond academia to effect tangible social change 
(Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 7). The inclusion of diverse stakeholders in 
evaluation processes addresses epistemic justice by redistributing authority 
in knowledge validation. Similar concerns apply within sociology, where 
integrating participant voices can mitigate traditional hierarchies and 
researcher biases. A persistent methodological debate involves triangulation, 
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the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to enhance 
credibility or accuracy (Hussein, 2009, p. 2). Some researchers prioritize 
triangulation for richer contextualization, while others stress its value as a 
validity measure. In either view, triangulation embodies one facet of 
methodological pluralism: engaging multiple data sources or theoretical 
perspectives to examine a phenomenon from overlapping angles. Qualitative 
research itself comprises varied designs, narrative inquiry, phenomenology, 
grounded theory, ethnography, and employs tools such as interviews, 
observations, content analysis, case studies and document review (Mohajan, 
2018, p. 7). Reflexivity is central here: researchers must explicitly locate 
themselves within the research process and interrogate how personal 
positions shape interpretations (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 23). Without reflexive 
transparency, there is risk that results may appear detached from the 
conditions under which they were produced. For certain traditions such as 
critical ethnography, combining subjective testimony with structural-
historical analysis introduces another layer of complexity (Wainwright, 
1997, p. 10). Balancing these dimensions demands care; leaning too heavily 
on pre-existing theory risks instrumentalizing data to fit predetermined 
frames, while privileging only respondents’ accounts may yield overly 
particularistic narratives devoid of systemic critique. Quantitative 
approaches retain importance even amid broad acceptance of qualitative 
paradigms. As noted in debates on language testing research contexts, 
quantitative methods offer their own sets of strengths and constraints 
(Mohajan, 2020, p. 3). They enable reproducibility and facilitate 
generalizable findings but often require supplementation through qualitative 
insight to capture meanings embedded in lived experience. Where 
sociological questions span individual-level interactions and macro-level 
structures across both Global North and South contexts, mixed-method 
strategies may prove most responsive. Pedagogically, introducing students 
and practitioners to this mosaic of methodologies means confronting them 
with theoretical contradictions alongside practical applications. Integrative 
teaching should juxtapose Durkheimian statistical rigor against Weberian 
interpretive depth; Marxian structural critique against Simmel’s micro-
sociological attentiveness; Bourdieu’s field theory alongside Giddens’ 
structuration framework; Latour’s networks vis-à-vis Archer’s 
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morphogenetic cycles; Burawoy’s public sociology compared with 
Flyvbjerg’s phronetic planning ethos. Each perspective reframes what counts 
as valid sociological inquiry. Emerging trends further expand these debates: 
computational sociology leverages large-scale digital datasets while network 
analysis reshapes relational mapping techniques; interdisciplinary overlaps 
introduce material from economics, anthropology or psychology into 
sociological designs without abandoning disciplinary identity. Yet every 
expansion into new methods requires revisiting foundational questions about 
causality, scope and ethical practice already raised by historical 
anthropology and broader philosophical traditions (Aytov, 2022, p. 4). Thus 
the introduction to this work positions sociological methodology at a 
crossroads: historically grounded yet continually adapting; philosophically 
engaged yet empirically responsive; global in scope yet attentive to local 
particularities. It sets the stage for subsequent discussion by situating 
methodological pluralism not as an optional flourish but as a necessary 
adaptation to complex social realities that demand multifaceted analytical 
lenses across theoretical divides and cultural boundaries. 

2 Historical and Philosophical Foundations of Sociological Research 

2.1 Classical Roots of Sociological Inquiry 

2.1.1 Positivism and the Scientific Ideal 

The intellectual lineage of positivism within sociological thought begins 
with the philosophical programme articulated by Auguste Comte in the early 
nineteenth century. Comte’s objective was to extend the epistemological and 
methodological rigour of the natural sciences into the study of social 
phenomena, envisioning a unified science founded on empirical observation 
and the identification of invariant laws of human behaviour (Mohajan, 2020, 
p. 6). This orientation asserted that phenomena could be studied as objective 
facts, separate from subjective interpretations, much as physicists treat the 
motion of bodies or chemists analyse reactions. Comte’s conceptual 
synthesis fused a historical narrative, advancing from theological through 
metaphysical to positive stages, with an insistence on methodological 
alignment between sociology and disciplines such as physics, biology, and 
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chemistry. From this perspective, positivism aimed for universality: 
uncovering relationships that could be generalised across contexts, guided 
by the conviction that empirical verification was both possible and desirable. 
The scientific ideal here implied more than just method; it encapsulated a 
moral project wherein science could underpin social progress. Yet the 
adoption of this paradigm also imposed certain constraints. By prioritising 
quantifiable dimensions over interpretive nuance, positivist sociology often 
risked marginalising qualitative insights into meanings, symbols, and lived 
experiences. Classical positivism as elaborated in Comte’s vision was later 
differentiated into sub-traditions. Historical accounts distinguish between the 
earlier empirical tradition, emphasising direct sensory observation and 
inductive reasoning, and logical positivism, associated with the Vienna 
Circle, which sought to refine scientific statements through formal logic and 
verification principles (Mohajan, 2020, p. 7). Both variants shared a 
commitment to an objective external reality that could be captured through 
systematic inquiry. However, sociological application introduced unique 
challenges absent in physics or chemistry: reflexivity regarding researcher 
bias, the fluidity and context-dependence of social norms, and the 
interpretative flexibility of human action. Durkheim’s adaptation of 
positivist principles illustrates how this scientific ideal was embedded in 
foundational sociological work while being reshaped for disciplinary needs. 
For Durkheim, identifying distinct “social facts” as objects of study allowed 
sociology to establish autonomy from psychology or philosophy. At the 
same time, his statistical studies on phenomena such as suicide or division of 
labour demonstrated how aggregate data could serve as proxies for 
underlying social currents (Malcolm, 2019, p. 2). His framework preserved 
the empiricist ethos but admitted conceptual tools to delineate non-material 
forms such as morality or collective conscience. Yet already within early 
sociology there were voices that criticised a too-literal transfer of natural-
science methodology into social analysis. Weber’s interpretive approach 
questioned whether causality in sociology could be understood without 
reconstructing actors’ subjective meanings, an argument signalling 
subsequent debates between positivist and interpretive paradigms. These 
debates remain salient today when discussing mixed-methods designs 
(Hussein, 2009, p. 4), where quantitative precision is retained but enriched 
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through qualitative depth. A modern complication arises from 
epistemological developments such as Bayesian subjectivism in applied 
social sciences (Haapasaari et al., 2012, p. 5). In contrast to frequentist 
notions of objectivity aligned with classical positivism, Bayesian approaches 
explicitly incorporate prior knowledge and accept that probability 
assessments are conditioned by pre-understandings. This resonates with 
hermeneutic theories that emphasise the socially constructed nature of 
knowledge. While some may see this as a departure from positivist ideals, 
others might argue it represents an evolution, acknowledging observer 
positionality while maintaining a commitment to systematic reasoning and 
empirical accountability. Positivism also informed methods beyond 
statistics; its influence shaped survey research traditions prominent in 
twentieth-century sociology’s methodological histories (Oakley, p. 2). 
Large-scale surveys aimed at capturing societal trends epitomised the drive 
toward representative measurement. Nevertheless, privileging surveys often 
relegated interviews, ethnography, or documentary analysis to secondary 
status, a hierarchy increasingly challenged by contemporary advocates for 
methodological diversity. Critiques have centred not only on methodological 
limitations but also on political implications. As some argue within digital 
media studies, certain forms of “digital positivism” risk aligning uncritically 
with commercial logics, reducing complex socio-political phenomena to data 
points optimised for predictive accuracy rather than critical insight (Battista, 
2024, p. 7). Such examples make evident that adherence to a scientific ideal 
must be accompanied by vigilance toward institutional and societal contexts 
shaping research agendas. At a pedagogical level, especially within 
interdisciplinary teaching, the positivist legacy offers both an instructive 
model of disciplined inquiry and a cautionary tale about overreliance on 
quantification. Presenting students with Comtean optimism alongside 
Weberian skepticism or constructivist alternatives reveals tensions inherent 
in defining what counts as valid knowledge. This juxtaposition is 
particularly valuable when situated within global dialogues: in many Global 
South contexts where colonial histories have shaped knowledge production, 
wholesale adoption of European-derived positivism can obscure indigenous 
epistemologies or local priorities. Emerging approaches like digital 
ethnography illustrate possibilities for integrating aspects of positivist rigour, 
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such as transparent operationalisation, with highly contextual qualitative 
work (Lane & Lingel, 2022, p. 2). In computational sociology, massive 
datasets offer unprecedented opportunities for pattern detection yet require 
reflexive interpretation akin to what interpretivists have long advocated. 
Here lies an ongoing negotiation: preserving the systematic precision 
emblematic of the scientific ideal while expanding methodological 
repertoires to address questions earlier generations could not anticipate. 
Ultimately, positivism’s influence is double-edged. It anchors sociology 
within broader scientific discourse through its emphasis on empirical law-
seeking and structured investigation (Mohajan, 2020, p. 6). Simultaneously 
it demands continuous re-examination to avoid reductionism and preserve 
sensitivity to meaning-making processes fundamental to human societies. Its 
historical role underscores how paradigms evolve, not simply abandoned but 
reframed through engagement with competing perspectives and novel 
empirical challenges emerging across diverse sociocultural terrains. 

2.1.2 Interpretivist Traditions 

Contrasting with the positivist emphasis described previously in 
Section 2.1.1, interpretivist traditions in sociology advance an alternative 
epistemological stance rooted in the conviction that social reality is 
constituted through meaning-making processes rather than existing as an 
objective order independent of human perception. This orientation owes 
much to the hermeneutic tradition in philosophy and to early sociologists 
such as Max Weber, who argued that causal explanation in the social 
sciences must be complemented by Verstehen, the empathetic reconstruction 
of subjective meanings. In this view, the task of sociology is not merely to 
identify regularities but to elucidate how actors themselves interpret their 
circumstances, construct identities, and enact social roles. The 
methodological implication is a prioritisation of qualitative forms of inquiry 
that allow researchers to engage deeply with symbolic and experiential 
dimensions of life (Mohajan, 2018, p. 2). Interpretivist perspectives often 
draw upon constructivist epistemologies that conceptualise knowledge as 
socially generated through ongoing interaction in historical and cultural 
contexts. The work of Vygotsky exemplifies this orientation: learning and 
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knowing are cast as co-constructed activities shaped by collective dialogue 
and systems of shared meaning (Mohajan, 2020, p. 7). This carries 
methodological consequences: rather than seeking universal laws, the 
researcher seeks to situate accounts within their socio-historical milieu, 
acknowledging both particularity and flux. Here, validity stems not from 
replicability in a statistical sense but from transparency about how 
interpretations are made and resonance with participants’ lived experiences. 
The idiographic focus characteristic of interpretive traditions crystallises 
clearly in approaches such as Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA), developed to investigate subjective experiences from a first-person 
perspective while recognising the inevitable mediation through the 
researcher’s own conceptual frame (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 18). Methods like 
IPA avoid reductive operationalisation by engaging iteratively with 
narratives and reflexively considering how analytic categories emerge from, 
rather than simply impose upon, participants’ accounts. This two-layer 
interpretation – often referred to as a “double hermeneutic” – underscores 
the active role of both actor and analyst in making sense of social 
phenomena. Ethnography has long been central to interpretivist practice. 
Here, the emphasis is on gaining intimate familiarity with a cultural group or 
social setting through sustained engagement. Critical ethnography adds 
another layer, pairing micro-level observation with probing into macro-
structural forces. This combination allows researchers to recognise how 
historical legacies, institutional arrangements, and power asymmetries 
inflect everyday interactions. Such a synthesis challenges traditional 
conceptions of generalisability inherited from positivism; instead it invites 
consideration of “theoretical transferability” where insights from one context 
may inspire analogical application elsewhere without presuming identical 
causal mechanisms (Wainwright, 1997, p. 15). One distinct feature within 
these traditions is reflexivity – an explicit recognition that researchers are 
themselves situated actors whose identities, assumptions, and values shape 
all stages of inquiry (Knott et al., p. 7). Reflexive practice demands scrutiny 
over who frames the research questions, who is granted authority to speak 
for or about others, and how findings are disseminated. In turn this links 
interpretivism with ethical debates concerning epistemic justice. In 
indigenous research methodologies, for example, scholars such as Linda 
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Tuhiwai Smith have stressed local epistemologies, cultural protocols, and 
collective decision-making about research purposes (Sumida Huaman, 2019, 
p. 12). These approaches disrupt unilateral flows of intellectual authority by 
embedding processes within community consent structures and attending 
closely to risks and benefits for local participants. The communicative 
methodology adopted in some strands of psychological research shares 
affinities with these concerns; its egalitarian dialogues between researchers 
and community members aim explicitly at identifying both exclusionary 
factors sustaining inequalities and transformative elements capable of 
overcoming them (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 3). Similar principles can 
be transplanted into sociological contexts where interpretivist traditions 
intersect with activist commitments to co-produce actionable knowledge in 
solidarity with marginalised groups. That said, enthusiasm for participatory 
models must also reckon with tensions surrounding representation, 
gatekeeping within communities, and potential co-optation by institutional 
agendas. Critics sometimes contend that intense concern with local 
complexity risks producing overly particularistic accounts lacking macro-
structural anchoring. Practitioners respond that depth does not preclude 
scale: through comparative case work or multi-sited ethnography it becomes 
possible to trace networks linking disparate locales while retaining 
sensitivity to local articulations of global processes (Aytov, 2022, p. 5). This 
mirrors broader debates about methodological pluralism wherein 
interpretivists may incorporate selected quantitative elements , not 
subordinating qualitative insight but supplementing it where patterns across 
cases warrant exploration. Furthermore, developments such as digital 
ethnography illustrate how interpretivist sensibilities adapt under new 
technological conditions. Online environments generate novel forms of 
interaction, identity performance, and community-building that require fresh 
hermeneutic tools alongside established participatory ethics (Mohajan, 2018, 
p. 28). Yet digital contexts also foreground enduring issues: anonymity 
complicates trust-building; algorithmic mediation alters communicative 
dynamics; platform infrastructures embed power relations akin to those 
found offline but often less visible. Engaging these complexities aligns well 
with interpretive commitments to unpack layered meanings over time rather 
than extract static "data points". Influences from embodiment studies add 



13 
 

another dimension here by situating meaning-making not only in discourse 
but also in corporeal practices and sensory modalities (Brown et al., 2011, p. 
5). The body becomes both site and instrument of social experience through 
which norms are rehearsed or contested , suggesting interplays between 
physicality and narrative that measurement instruments alone might miss. 
Such sensibilities encourage diversified methods ranging from movement 
diaries to video elicitation interviews capable of preserving temporal texture 
in bodily practice accounts. Nonetheless, sustaining interpretivist integrity 
demands attentiveness to analytical rigour lest description slip into anecdote 
or advocacy override grounded interpretation. Here lies one space where 
lessons can cross from positivism without capitulation: systematic coding 
procedures; clear audit trails documenting analytic moves; critical peer 
debriefing safeguarding against unchecked confirmation bias (Mohajan, 
2018, p. 21). While these strategies cannot produce objectivity in a positivist 
sense, they can stabilise interpretations enough for scholarly dialogue across 
divergent paradigms. In sum, interpretivist traditions offer a repertoire 
attuned to fluidity of meaning, context specificity, reflexive positioning, and 
participant agency , a repertoire increasingly enriched by global 
diversification of epistemologies beyond Euro-Western frameworks (Sumida 
Huaman, 2019, p. 12). Their abiding challenge remains integrating nuanced 
local portraits into broader analytical conversations without losing sight 
either of structural constraints or lived immediacies shaping social life 
across interconnected yet heterogeneous worlds. 

2.1.3 Critical Theory and Dialectical Approaches 

Critical theory emerged as a response to perceived limitations of both 
positivist and purely interpretivist orientations, seeking a reflexive, 
historically conscious mode of inquiry that addresses the entanglement of 
knowledge, power, and social transformation. Rooted in Marx’s dialectical 
materialism, but refracted through the twentieth-century work of the 
Frankfurt School, it reframed the purpose of social research from mere 
description or explanation toward emancipation-oriented critique. The 
methodological commitment here is not neutral observation but the 
unmasking of structural domination and the envisioning of conditions under 
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which human autonomy can flourish. In this perspective, theory is not 
detached from praxis; rather, it acts as a mediating force that both interprets 
and seeks to change reality (Petersen-Wagner, 2017, p. 38). The dialectical 
approach underpinning much critical theory privileges contradiction as an 
analytical lever. Where positivist traditions may aim to isolate variables and 
identify regularities, dialectics conceives social formations as constituted by 
tensions, between labour and capital, agency and structure, global and local 
forces, that drive historical change. This frame necessitates methods capable 
of tracing these tensions across temporal scales and institutional contexts. 
Critical theorists often adapt case study analysis or historical-comparative 
research for this purpose, integrating qualitative narrative with quantitative 
indicators to reveal how macro-structural shifts manifest in everyday life 
(Malcolm, 2019, p. 3). Methodologically, such integration aligns with what 
some scholars term “methodological pluralism” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 
2), but here it is guided by the theoretical imperative to situate empirical 
patterns within broader dynamics of domination and resistance. An example 
lies in research on cultural imperialism, which employs media analysis not 
simply to map flows of information but to interrogate how these flows 
reproduce hegemonic worldviews. This combination of critical semiotic 
analysis with political economy enables an account that operates on both 
symbolic and material registers (Tyler & Slater, 2018, p. 19). Likewise, in 
studying urban transformations, gentrification, displacement, or 
commodification of public spaces, a dialectical lens interweaves 
ethnographic accounts from affected communities with statistical mapping 
of property value shifts, thereby resisting the abstraction that can occur when 
either method is employed in isolation. Importantly, critical theory extends 
reflexivity beyond interpretivist concerns about positionality into an ethical 
obligation to confront the researcher’s complicity within power structures. 
The aim is not only to acknowledge one’s standpoint but also to assess how 
scholarly work might serve or subvert existing hierarchies. Feminist 
adaptations of critical methodology have sharpened this point by insisting on 
participatory practices that “give voice” to marginalised actors while also 
interrogating the conditions under which such voices are mediated through 
academic discourse (Sharpe, 2016, p. 2). This creates tensions, between 
advocacy and analysis, insider knowledge and outsider critique, that must be 
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navigated via transparent methodological reasoning. Dialectical approaches 
also resonate with calls from Global South scholarship for epistemic justice 
through “epistemologies of the South,” which challenge Eurocentric 
assumptions embedded in conventional sociology (Petersen-Wagner, 2017, 
p. 38). These perspectives argue for plural knowledges grounded in local 
histories and struggles while maintaining a dialogical relation with global 
debates. In practical terms, this may involve comparative research designs 
that do not treat Northern categories as benchmarks but recognise multiple 
pathways of modernity and development. Here again, contradictory realities, 
such as simultaneous dependence on global capital flows and assertion of 
indigenous political sovereignty, become key objects of study. A further 
extension is found in hybrid artistic-sociological methodologies where 
creative practice becomes a site for reflexive engagement with social issues. 
By integrating artistic production into sociological analysis, through 
exhibitions, performances, or multimedia installations, researchers can 
provoke alternative modes of perception that disrupt entrenched narratives 
(Andrade, 2018, p. 5; 2018, p. 13). Such work exemplifies dialectical 
interplay between form and content: artistic methods challenge conventional 
scientific expression while being themselves reoriented by empirical 
sociological concerns. The dialectical method’s attentiveness to process over 
static states lends itself well to longitudinal designs tracking transformation 
over time. For instance, following a community undergoing industrial 
decline might employ repeated interviews (capturing evolving self-
understandings), archival analysis (tracing policy shifts), and economic data 
(documenting changing employment structures). Rather than treating 
contradictory data points as anomalies, an inclination within some forms of 
triangulation (Hussein, 2009, p. 6), a dialectical framework reframes them as 
symptomatic expressions of underlying tensions requiring theoretical 
exploration. However, there are critiques that critical theory can lapse into 
normative prescriptivism disconnected from empirical validation. Some 
argue that its emancipatory aspirations risk predetermining findings by 
reading phenomena mainly through oppression–liberation binaries. 
Advocates counter that all research carries normative assumptions; critical 
theory’s distinction lies in making these explicit and subjecting them to 
scrutiny alongside empirical claims. One safeguard against dogmatism is 
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maintaining open dialogue between critical-theoretical frameworks and other 
methodological traditions, from computational modelling detecting systemic 
patterns to network analyses mapping power relations across scales, that can 
both challenge and enrich dialectical interpretations. Digital society presents 
novel terrains for such synthesis. Big data analytics can expose latent 
structures in online interaction networks; yet without theoretically informed 
critique they risk becoming exercises in descriptive positivism aligned with 
corporate surveillance logics. Embedding these techniques within a 
dialectical frame could elucidate how digital infrastructures mediate capital 
accumulation and ideological reproduction while simultaneously creating 
spaces for counter-hegemonic organising. Finally, pedagogically speaking, 
introducing graduate students to critical theory alongside positivist and 
interpretivist traditions encourages methodological agility rooted in 
substantive commitments rather than procedural orthodoxy. By working 
through concrete cases, from classic studies on capitalist restructuring to 
contemporary analyses of climate justice movements, they learn to treat 
contradictions not as obstacles but as starting points for deeper inquiry into 
the patterned yet open-ended character of social life (Mohajan, 2018, p. 4). 
Such training acknowledges that sociological explanation gains depth when 
it neither dissolves conflict into statistical averages nor confines itself 
wholly to micro-contexts stripped from systemic linkages. Instead it 
embraces the messy interplay between structure and agency across historical 
conjunctures, a space where critical theory’s dialectical sensibility remains 
distinctively equipped to operate. 

2.2 Epistemological Shifts and Debates 

2.2.1 The Nature of Scientific Knowledge in Sociology 

Scientific knowledge within sociology presents a distinctive configuration 
compared to the natural sciences. Its conceptual foundations appear shaped 
by disciplinary history, theoretical commitments, and the complex subject 
matter it addresses, human societies marked by contingency, reflexivity, and 
interpretive variability. Unlike in physics or chemistry, where the objects of 
study exist independently from the observer’s interpretations, sociology 
operates within a field where researcher and researched are embedded in 
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overlapping social worlds. This reflexive characteristic prompts ongoing 
debates about whether sociology can, or should, emulate the epistemological 
ideals of natural science or rather cultivate its own criteria for validity 
grounded in the social nature of its subject matter. From one perspective, 
positivist traditions have historically urged for the formulation of universally 
applicable laws through rigorous empirical observation. Durkheim’s 
principle of treating “social facts” as things reflected this aspiration to 
objectify social phenomena while retaining analytic specificity (Bickerstaffe, 
2023, p. 9). Yet such an approach inevitably confronts methodological 
limitations when faced with phenomena dependent on historically situated 
meaning systems. Weber’s counterpoint, that explanation requires grasping 
subjective interpretations, highlights that what sociology defines as scientific 
must encompass both causality and comprehension. This duality complicates 
any straightforward transfer of methodological norms from the physical 
sciences into sociological inquiry. Epistemological shifts in late 20th-century 
thought have further redefined what counts as legitimate sociological 
knowledge. Constructivist approaches stress that knowledge is produced 
within cultural and historical frameworks; research outcomes are thus 
partial, situated accounts shaped by interpretive acts in specific contexts. 
Hybrid forms of knowledge, involving transcultural exchanges and cross-
disciplinary synthesis, illustrate how scientific sociology today often bridges 
domains once held distinct (Andrade, 2018, p. 2). These convergences 
expand methodological repertoires but also introduce questions about 
coherence: how does one integrate concepts from sociology, anthropology, 
political science or even artistic practice while retaining clarity about 
evidential standards? The pursuit of methodological pluralism reflects one 
resolution to these tensions. Triangulation between qualitative and 
quantitative methods serves not only pragmatic ends but also reflects deeper 
ontological claims about the multifaceted nature of social reality (Hussein, 
2009, p. 10). Combining modes of measurement and interpretation aims at 
enhancing both validity and richness of insight. However, consensus remains 
elusive on whether such integration yields a more thoroughly “scientific” 
sociology or simply an eclectic accumulation of perspectives under a broad 
umbrella. Another theme shaping contemporary debates is the question of 
epistemic justice: whose knowledge gets incorporated into sociological 
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narratives, and under what conditions? Historically, empirical research 
conducted by women was often sidelined in disciplinary histories due to 
entrenched hierarchies valuing abstract theorising over lived experience 
(Oakley, p. 9). This marginalisation reveals that scientific legitimacy has 
been unevenly distributed, impacted by power relations internal to academia. 
Present-day calls for greater inclusivity, whether through participatory action 
research or communicative methodologies, aim to rebalance authority by 
integrating the voices and experiences of communities directly affected by 
research topics (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 4). Yet integrating such 
perspectives into the corpus of “scientific sociology” demands attention to 
standards of evidence without reproducing hierarchies that exclude non-
traditional forms of data. The challenge lies in developing evaluative criteria 
that respect diverse epistemologies while maintaining analytic rigour. For 
instance, while narrative accounts from participants can illuminate 
dimensions invisible to statistical aggregation, researchers must guard 
against romanticising these narratives without situating them within broader 
structural contexts. The problem becomes more intricate with emerging 
technologies altering both data availability and modes of analysis. 
Computational sociology now processes vast digital datasets tracing 
interactions across global networks, a scale unimaginable to classical 
theorists (Andrade, 2018, p. 2). While such analyses promise refined 
mapping of patterns through algorithmic modelling, they risk leaning 
towards reductive empiricism if separated from interpretive frameworks that 
consider context and meaning. Moreover, algorithms embed their own 
biases: platform architectures influence what data is accessible, shaping 
outcomes before analysis even begins. Here reflexivity becomes central not 
only to qualitative traditions but to all sociological research aiming at 
scientific credibility. A researcher’s positionality, including disciplinary 
training, institutional affiliations, and socio-political location, influences 
choices from problem framing to method selection. Reflexive transparency 
about these influences aligns with broader demands for accountability in 
knowledge production (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 27). The scientific status of 
sociological knowledge is also negotiated through its relationship to 
normative concerns. Critical theory has argued persuasively that science 
cannot be value-neutral when investigating human societies; knowledge 
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production always intersects with power structures. Positivist insistence on 
neutrality may obscure how categories used in analysis originate within 
historical regimes rather than being purely descriptive tools (Schmitz & 
Hamann, 2022, p. 3). In this light, part of defining “scientific” sociology 
involves making explicit the conditions under which research may challenge 
or reproduce societal inequities. Global diversity further complicates this 
picture. Sociological theories emerging from Euro-American contexts do not 
necessarily align with epistemologies rooted in other historical trajectories. 
The incorporation, or imposition, of Northern-origin paradigms into Global 
South settings invites reflection on whether universality claims hold or 
whether multiple coexisting “scientific sociologies” are required (Aytov, 
2022, p. 5). Localised methods attentive to indigenous categories may yield 
insights irreducible to standardised variables yet nonetheless meet criteria 
for systematic inquiry within those contexts. Finally, pedagogical 
considerations underscore that teaching what counts as scientific sociology 
demands exposing students not simply to methods but to epistemological 
debates themselves. Juxtaposing survey design protocols with participatory 
ethnography illustrates that each produces different kinds of truth claims; 
neither is inherently less “scientific,” though they respond differently to 
issues like replicability or generalisability. Graduate training oriented toward 
methodological literacy coupled with critical reflexivity equips researchers 
to navigate these distinctions responsibly. Thus, the nature of scientific 
knowledge in sociology appears as a contested terrain where notions 
inherited from classical positivism intersect with interpretivist sensibilities, 
critical-theoretical imperatives, global perspectives, and technological 
innovations. It is neither reducible to laboratory-style objectivity nor 
dismissible as mere opinion; rather it is defined by systematic engagement 
with evidence under conditions that acknowledge the social situatedness of 
both phenomena studied and those studying them (Andrade, 2018, p. 2; 
Bickerstaffe, 2023, p. 9; Hussein, 2009, p. 10; Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 
4). 
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2.2.2 Objectivity, Reflexivity, and Positionality 

Within sociological inquiry, the triad of objectivity, reflexivity, and 
positionality embodies a set of interrelated methodological and 
epistemological tensions. While classical traditions such as positivism 
cultivated an image of sociology as a detached science capable of producing 
objective representations of social reality, subsequent developments have 
problematised this aspiration on both philosophical and practical grounds. In 
quantitative paradigms aligned with Durkheimian notions of “social facts,” 
objectivity is construed as minimising subjective influence through 
standardised measurement, operational definitions, and replicable 
procedures (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 7). Yet when the phenomena under study 
are themselves suffused with meaning, symbolism, and contested 
interpretations, the claim to neutrality becomes complicated by the 
embeddedness of the researcher in overlapping social fields. This 
complexity has drawn renewed attention to reflexive practices that 
interrogate not only data-gathering techniques but also the ontological and 
epistemological premises underpinning them (Olohan, 2014, p. 5). 
Reflexivity requires acknowledging that scholarly observations are never 
produced in a vacuum. Rather, they emerge from a situated vantage point 
shaped by personal biography, disciplinary training, institutional affiliations, 
and broader socio-political contexts (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 5). In qualitative 
approaches, whether ethnography, narrative analysis, or interpretative 
phenomenological analysis, the researcher’s subjectivity is often treated not 
as a contaminant to be eliminated but as an analytic resource in its own right. 
For example, qualitative interviewing foregrounds interpersonal dynamics 
between interviewer and participant; here reflexivity involves examining 
how language choices, relational cues, and even non-verbal signals shape 
knowledge co-production (Knott et al., p. 5). The recognition that interviews 
entail negotiated meanings underlines the importance of critically 
considering how one’s background informs question framing and 
interpretation. Positionality extends reflexivity by situating the researcher 
within relations of power both inside and outside the research setting. It 
encompasses dimensions such as ethnicity, gender identity, class location, 
and political orientation, factors influencing access to communities, 



21 
 

responses from participants, and authority in representing findings. In 
participatory frameworks like communicative methodology (CM), 
positionality becomes entwined with ethical commitments to redistribute 
epistemic privilege (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 2). By actively including 
participants in shaping research goals and validating interpretations, CM 
challenges hierarchical divisions between “knower” and “known.” However, 
such egalitarian aims face practical constraints: institutional review 
protocols may not fully accommodate co-production models; funding bodies 
might prioritise conventional outputs over process-oriented engagements; 
gatekeepers within communities can mediate whose voices gain prominence 
in collaborative settings. From a scientific ethos perspective (Mertz et al., 
2014, p. 11), managing positional biases requires deliberate strategies for 
transparency. These include maintaining analytic audit trails that document 
interpretive decisions across a project’s lifecycle; engaging in peer 
debriefing to surface blind spots; employing methodological triangulation 
not solely for corroboration but for exposing discrepancies born of 
perspective differences. Triangulation here does not imply convergence 
toward a singular truth but recognises that diverging results can illuminate 
plural facets of complex social realities. In mixed-method designs blending 
survey analysis with ethnographic immersion, positionality may shift across 
phases, adopting statistical detachment during quantitative modelling while 
inhabiting participant-centred empathy during field observation. Reflexively 
mapping these shifts enriches rather than diminishes the credibility of 
findings. In psychological research contexts now influencing sociological 
method debates (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 4), discussions around realist versus 
social constructionist epistemologies highlight differing conceptions of 
objectivity. A realist stance presumes that careful operationalisation affords 
unmediated access to an external reality; constructionist positions counter 
that all accounts are filtered through linguistic and cultural frames which 
bring particular versions of events into being (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 5). 
Navigating between these involves recognising moments where detachment 
contributes analytical clarity, such as statistical identification of macro-
patterns, and others where subjectively grounded interpretation captures 
nuances absent from aggregate measures. The risk lies in privileging one 
mode without accounting for what is lost when excluding its counterpart. 
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Ethical considerations further complicate the triad. As noted in 
interdisciplinary interview scholarship (Knott et al., p. 5), harm minimisation 
entails contributions beyond formal consent protocols: it includes 
attentiveness to how representation impacts participant well-being after 
publication. Reflexive ethics prompts questions about whether dissemination 
reproduces stereotyping or strips situated narratives from their lived context. 
Positionality influences such outcomes insofar as researchers’ proximity or 
distance from affected communities shapes empathetic disposition and 
interpretive framing. For instance, studies on criminalised women reveal 
how insufficient engagement with epistemology leads to neglecting reflexive 
awareness about surveillance implications when conducting longitudinal 
designs (Sharpe, 2016, p. 3). Bringing these positional risks into view is 
essential for responsible practice. Global perspectives amplify these issues 
by situating objectivity claims within divergent epistemic traditions. Western 
scientific ideals emphasise abstraction from context; indigenous or Global 
South methodologies often value embeddedness within local knowledge 
systems where subject-object separations are less rigidly enforced (Grech & 
Goodley, 2011, p. 4). Reflexivity in transnational research thus becomes 
attuned not only to individual standpoint but also to asymmetries between 
hegemonic academic norms and alternative forms of knowledge production. 
Positionality here requires recognising when methodological importation 
disregards local protocol or inadvertently reinforces colonial hierarchies, 
prompting adaptation of tools without diluting contextual integrity (Grech & 
Goodley, 2011, p. 5). Emerging digital methods reframe objectivity debates 
through computational lensing: large-scale analyses offer apparent 
detachment via algorithmic precision yet embed decisions made by human 
coders regarding variable selection or model design (Olohan, 2014, p. 11). 
Reflexivity demands disclosing these design choices alongside 
interpretation; positionality extends to reflecting on researchers’ 
relationships with technological infrastructures and data proprietors whose 
interests may shape allowable research scopes. In hybrid projects combining 
artistic sociology techniques (Andrade, 2018, p. 7; 2018, p. 7), objectivity is 
reconceptualised, not as an absence of perspective but as an openness to 
multiple modalities that collectively broaden representational range while 
acknowledging each medium’s partiality. The interplay among objectivity, 
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reflexivity, and positionality is not a matter of achieving perfect balance 
once but of maintaining iterative negotiation throughout research stages, 
from conceptualisation through dissemination. 

2.2.3 Paradigm Shifts in Social Science 

Paradigm shifts in social science tend to occur when underlying 
assumptions, methodological preferences, and epistemological commitments 
within the discipline encounter sustained critique and evolve into new 
configurations. These transformations rarely happen abruptly; instead they 
emerge through extended dialogue between dominant frameworks and 
dissenting perspectives. In the case of sociology, such shifts have often been 
triggered by both internal theoretical developments and external socio-
political changes. The accumulation of anomalies, phenomena that existing 
paradigms cannot adequately explain, plays a role here, echoing Kuhn’s 
account of scientific change while adapting it to the more reflexive, 
contested terrain of social research. Earlier dominances by positivist 
orientations gave way under pressures from interpretivism, critical theory, 
and constructivist approaches, each contesting not just methods but the very 
nature of what counts as valid sociological knowledge. For example, the 
movement initiated by scholars like Lunde in viewing deaf communities as 
cultural and linguistic minority groups rather than merely people with a 
hearing deficit reframed identity from a biomedical category into one 
centred on social meaning and collective life (Declerck, 2010a, p. 5; 2010b, 
p. 5). This reorientation illustrates a shift from paradigms grounded in 
pathologising difference toward ones embracing cultural relativity and emic 
perspectives. Such changes were propelled not only by academic 
theorisation but by ethnographic documentation that foregrounded lived 
experiences, bringing methodologies into closer alignment with participant-
defined realities. At an epistemological level, contemporary environmental 
law research offers another arena for paradigm change. Moving beyond 
anthropocentric paradigms toward host–guest integration models signifies an 
attempt to reconceptualise human–nature relations through methodologies 
integrating humanities and natural sciences (Tian & Fan, 2022, p. 2). These 
adjustments challenge traditional hierarchical separations between 
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disciplines, pushing legal scholarship into dialogue with ecological science 
and philosophical ecology. The break with purely human-centred 
perspectives is also indicative of broader sociocultural movements seeking 
sustainability and long-term viability over short-term exploitation. Shifts are 
equally visible in methodological innovation prompted by technological 
change. The incorporation of “cybertime” into sociological vocabularies 
marks recognition of how temporalities are being reorganised by digital 
infrastructures (Andrade, 2018, p. 8). In such contexts, researchers function 
as “scientific travellers,” moving between online settings and traditional 
field sites in pursuit of hybrid understandings. This transformation can 
destabilise prior methodological boundaries, expanding ethnographic 
practice into virtual spaces where mobility is redefined by networked 
structures rather than geographic displacement. 

2.3 Global Intellectual Traditions 

2.3.1 Contributions from the Global North 

Research traditions emerging from the Global North have exerted 
considerable influence on the formation, institutionalisation, and 
dissemination of sociological methodologies. These traditions often carry the 
legacy of European classical thought, with figures such as Durkheim, 
Weber, Marx, Comte, and Simmel continuing to define parameters for both 
epistemological debate and empirical technique. Building on Section 2.2.3, 
the consolidation of sociology in Northern academic institutions was 
substantially shaped by positivist commitments to systematic observation 
and the use of statistical reasoning (Mohajan, 2020, p. 22). This foundation 
produced a durable emphasis on quantitative rigor within mainstream 
sociology, manifesting in large-scale surveys, numerical modelling, and the 
prioritisation of replicable results over context-specific interpretations. 
Within this intellectual geography, methodological developments have 
included both refinements to traditional tools and innovations informed by 
cross-disciplinary borrowing. For instance, survey methodology, deeply 
entrenched in British and American sociologies, was advanced through 
institutional supports like national statistical agencies and university social 
science departments that valued representative sampling protocols (Oakley, 
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p. 17). This infrastructure allowed sustained accumulation of longitudinal 
data series for comparative analysis across time and space. Complementary 
practices emerged within urban sociology in the Chicago School tradition, 
wherein case study designs were applied to understand neighbourhood 
dynamics while retaining quantitative mapping techniques. The 
hybridisation here foreshadowed later developments in mixed-methods 
integration. Epistemologically, contributions from this context have not been 
uniform. The interpretivist turn within Northern sociology built upon 
Weberian principles of meaning-oriented analysis while operating in tension 
with dominant positivist currents. Cultural studies research expanded 
qualitative traditions by emphasising how symbolic forms and discursive 
constructions shape social identity, particularly around race, class, gender, 
disability and territorial affiliation. Indeed, scholarship in this area has 
highlighted stigma as a structuring mechanism in neoliberal societies, a 
conceptual innovation linking socio-psychological processes with macro-
policy frameworks (Tyler & Slater, 2018, p. 19). Such approaches reveal the 
blending of micro-level hermeneutic sensitivity with macro-structural 
critique characteristic of certain strands in Global North sociology. The 
reflexive awareness embedded in feminist methodological critique has also 
reshaped Northern contributions. Oakley’s work revisiting historical women 
sociologists draws attention to overlooked empirical endeavours and 
challenges the gender biases embedded within canonical narratives (Oakley, 
p. 17). This not only revises historiography but stimulates an ongoing critical 
dialogue about inclusion within methodological pedagogy. Reflexive 
engagement with positionality, particularly concerning gendered access to 
research sites, has been integrated into broader debates about objectivity and 
representation. Recent decades have introduced further methodological 
pluralism through computational sociology emerging from technologically 
advanced Northern research environments (Andrade, 2018, p. 2). Increasing 
availability of big data linked to digital infrastructures allows for 
sophisticated network analysis and temporal modelling; yet scholars caution 
against unreflective adoption that risks displacing theoretical interpretation 
with purely correlational findings (Schmitz & Hamann, 2022, p. 3). Here lies 
a thematic continuity with earlier Northern debates: the negotiation between 
empirical precision and the retention of explanatory depth mindful of 
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societal context. Collaborations between Global North institutions and 
researchers elsewhere have been historically asymmetrical, often marked by 
intellectual extraction without reciprocal integration. Calls to reverse these 
trends point toward more balanced co-production models wherein expertise 
flows bidirectionally. Innovations include participatory interview 
methodologies designed to redistribute authorial control over narratives 
while preserving analytic rigor, an approach aligned with qualitative ethics 
but developed within technologically resourced Northern contexts that 
facilitate online participation during disruptions such as pandemics (Knott et 
al., p. 17). In historical anthropology-based sociology from Northern 
perspectives, there has been sustained interest in diagnosing mentalities 
underpinning socio-cultural globalisation processes (Aytov, 2022, p. 7). This 
work often marries civilisational-scale theorisation with an exploration of 
ideological contradictions inherent in global socio-cultural interaction 
patterns. Alternative models proposed, conceived largely through theoretical 
synthesis rather than action research, aim at predicting trajectories for global 
development under differing socio-political configurations. Academic 
evaluation culture is another identifiable contribution from Northern 
settings: bibliometric analyses comparing impact factors and citation indices 
have produced structured understandings of scholarly stratification within 
sociology itself (Basl et al., p. 15). While such metrics can guide policy-
making in higher education systems dominated by competitive publishing 
norms, they also risk reinforcing inequities by privileging high-output 
environments over smaller-scale but locally impactful scholarship. The 
expansion into cultural consumption studies has offered distinctive 
viewpoints as well, sport fandom research framed through “liquid 
modernity” lenses examines how consumer affect acts as a vehicle for 
understanding globalisation dynamics (Petersen-Wagner, 2017, p. 30). 
Though initially peripheral within traditional Global North sociology 
focused on class or industrial labour markets, these lines of inquiry 
demonstrate adaptability in addressing shifting cultural terrains. From a 
philosophical standpoint, intricate distinctions between method and 
methodology articulated within Northern discourse refine analytical 
grammars applicable across disciplines (Andrade, 2018, p. 3). Defining 
methodology as encompassing meta-theoretical reflection prevents 
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reductionist conflation with mere techniques, a conceptual precision vital for 
protecting intellectual coherence when adopting new tools like Web 3.0-
enabled semantic knowledge systems. While certain elements of these 
contributions maintain universality claims grounded in Enlightenment ideals 
of scientific inquiry, tensions remain regarding their applicability beyond 
Euro-American contexts (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 7). Recognition that 
epistemological closure hampers adaptation has spurred incorporation of 
indigenous perspectives into collaborative designs conceived primarily 
within Northern academies. In sum, Global North scholarship offers an 
extensive array of methodological instruments, ranging from statistical 
surveys rooted in positivism to qualitative reflexivity attentive to 
marginalised voices, and maintains strong infrastructural capacity for 
empirical projects at scale. However, its continued relevance demands 
attentiveness to ethical asymmetries in transnational collaboration and 
openness to epistemic pluralism capable of integrating diverse knowledges 
without subordination under pre-existing hegemonies (Aytov, 2022, p. 7; 
Basl et al., p. 15; Petersen-Wagner, 2017, p. 30; Tyler & Slater, 2018, p. 19). 

2.3.2 Contributions from the Global South 

Sociological contributions emerging from the Global South articulate a 
methodological and epistemological counterpoint to dominant Northern 
traditions, foregrounding historical experiences of colonialism, postcolonial 
restructuring, and ongoing struggles for epistemic justice. This body of work 
is not defined merely by geography but by its critical orientation toward 
Eurocentric assumptions embedded in classical models developed in 
contexts largely insulated from the structural violence characteristic of many 
Southern histories. A recurring theme involves confronting what Santos has 
termed "epistemicide": the systematic silencing or displacement of 
indigenous and locally grounded knowledge systems through hegemonic 
educational, political, and cultural policies (Kazembe, 2021, p. 5). Such 
processes have been intertwined with successive waves of deculturalisation, 
from missionary schooling to neoliberal governance, whereby externally 
derived frameworks have supplanted vernacular epistemologies. In resisting 
this trajectory, Southern scholarship frequently positions itself as both an act 
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of recovery and a mode of survival: reclaiming intellectual traditions that 
predate colonisation while negotiating the demands of global academic 
dialogue (Kazembe, 2021, p. 12). One methodological innovation central to 
these contributions is the insistence on integrating indigenous research 
priorities and epistemologies into comparative and international education 
research agendas. Rather than treating local knowledge as raw material for 
external theorising, approaches such as Comparative Indigenous Education 
Research (CIER) identify community-based priorities as constitutive of the 
research frame itself (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). Through CIER, 
communities may select research sites addressing both localised grievances 
and transnational concerns, thereby structuring investigations in ways that 
maintain relevance across scales without succumbing to nation-state 
paradigms that often limit Northern comparative studies. This reflects a 
broader Southern commitment to pluriversality, the recognition of multiple 
valid ways of knowing and organising intellectual life, rather than a 
universalising claim grounded in a singular modernist trajectory. At the 
intersection with participatory traditions, methodologies such as 
Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) exemplify how power 
redistribution becomes an explicit methodological goal. Against a backdrop 
of historic research abuses, particularly in marginalised communities 
sceptical toward external investigators, CBPR in Southern contexts 
embraces shared leadership structures and centres community agency 
throughout the knowledge production process (Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Such 
frameworks resonate strongly with sociological debates about reflexivity and 
positionality; practitioners are urged to interrogate their own power and 
privilege while entering into equitable partnerships that challenge 
entrenched hierarchies between academics and community stakeholders. 
This affects not only data collection protocols but also determines 
dissemination strategies, ensuring that findings contribute meaningfully to 
local capacity-building rather than serving solely academic prestige 
economies. Hybrid methodological orientations also surface when Global 
South scholars engage with concepts like hybridity and glocalisation. Instead 
of aspiring to an uncritical return to precolonial modes, hybridity recognises 
a continual process of transculturation wherein elements from different 
systems are borrowed, adapted, or transformed to suit local needs (Grech & 
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Goodley, 2011, p. 11). Such recognition challenges fixed Western 
conceptual frames, especially in domains like disability studies, where 
common definitions may fail to capture lived realities across diverse socio-
economic contexts. In research design terms, this demands flexibility: 
sensitivity not only to context-specific variables but also to evolving cultural 
forms shaped by both local histories and global interconnections. Attention 
to curriculum transformation within post-apartheid South African 
universities offers another instructive instance of Southern methodological 
adaptation. The push for education decolonisation since 2015 has involved 
recalibrating curricula to align more closely with African contexts while 
remaining globally engaged (Mashilo & Govender, 2023, p. 3). Historically 
disadvantaged institutions, products of apartheid segregation policies, inherit 
resource constraints that shape their transformation strategies differently 
from historically advantaged ones. Comparative analysis here benefits from 
mixed-method designs: qualitative work capturing student activism 
discourses coupled with quantitative audits of funding disparities can jointly 
illuminate how structural legacies condition reform trajectories. This 
approach mirrors broader Southern sensibilities toward integrating material 
histories with contemporary cultural politics. In engaging with globalisation 
debates, some Global South scholars propose reframing it through notions 
such as Indigenous globalism, a concept highlighting premodern inter-nation 
exchanges among indigenous peoples centred on reciprocity rather than 
asymmetrical power relations (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 4). This 
reorientation complicates simplistic North–South binaries by foregrounding 
historical networks that operated outside modern state formations yet remain 
relevant for contemporary political solidarities. As these reconstructions 
often rely on oral traditions and community memory alongside archival 
work, they challenge conventional evidentiary hierarchies privileging 
written documentation over other narrative forms accepted within 
indigenous epistemes. Incorporating such sources pushes sociologists toward 
reflexive reconsideration of validity criteria rooted in Northern academic 
training. The emphasis on humanisation in transnational solidarities extends 
beyond indigenist discourses into cultural consumption studies, for example 
in football fandom analysis linking Brazil- or Switzerland-based Liverpool 
FC supporters (Petersen-Wagner, 2017, p. 2). Here the analytical entry point 
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is not nationality or social class per se but affective bonds produced through 
shared passions. By privileging relational categories like love and care over 
conventional stratifiers, such work configures an alternative lexicon for 
transnational sociology emanating from Southern conversational spaces yet 
speaking back to Northern conceptual grids on identity formation. Though 
seemingly far removed from macro-political critique, these idioms signal 
resistance to reductionist categorisations prominent in dominant sociological 
taxonomies. Ethically attuned research ethics statements emerging from 
interdisciplinary projects situated in the South further illustrate distinctive 
inflections (Panter-Brick et al., 2024, p. 14). Securing informed consent 
often entails navigating communal decision-making processes rather than 
assuming individual consent suffices, a nuance reflecting collective 
orientations toward autonomy absent from many Northern procedural norms. 
Likewise, making raw data broadly available may serve principles of 
transparency yet requires contextual safeguards when datasets pertain to 
vulnerable groups whose traditional knowledge or socio-political positioning 
could be compromised by open access without mediating protocols informed 
by local governance structures. Compared critically with contributions 
outlined previously in Section 2.3.1, Global South methodologies confront a 
double bind: engaging global scholarly discourses dominated by Northern 
paradigms while refusing subordination of local intellectual inheritances to 
those frameworks. Their interventions stress co-production over extraction; 
relationality over abstraction; epistemic justice over nominal inclusion; 
adaptability over rigid standardisation. In some cases they embrace 
Northern-derived techniques, statistical modelling, network analysis, but 
embed them within interpretive schemes accountable first to local 
stakeholders before international peer audiences. By foregrounding 
survivance, the active presence and adaptation beyond victimhood 
narratives, Global South scholarship makes two enduring contributions to 
sociological methodology writ large. First, it insists on epistemic 
heterogeneity as a structural necessity rather than rhetorical gesture; second, 
it demonstrates how method can be theorised as praxis responsive 
simultaneously to global dialogues and situated lifeworlds scarred yet not 
defined exclusively by colonial encounter (Grech & Goodley, 2011, p. 11; 
Kazembe, 2021, p. 5; Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). 
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This dual orientation ensures it remains both a site of innovation and a 
continuing challenge to any vision of sociology content with method 
divorced from historical responsibility or ethical reciprocity. 

3 Defining Science within Sociological Epistemology 

3.1 Distinctions between Natural and Social Sciences 

The contrast between natural and social sciences is deeply rooted in the 
historical development of Western epistemology, yet remains a persistent 
site of debate. While both domains are committed to systematic 
investigation, they differ fundamentally in their ontological assumptions and 
in the nature of their empirical objects. In the natural sciences, phenomena 
are often conceived as existing independently of human perception, 
governed by deterministic or probabilistic laws that can be discovered 
through controlled observation and experimentation (Mohajan, 2020, p. 6). 
These laws are presumed to hold across contexts irrespective of cultural or 
historical variation. In sociology and other social sciences, however, the 
phenomena under study, social institutions, relationships, cultural norms, are 
both products of and constitutive for human meaning-making. This reflexive 
quality means that the act of investigation can itself influence the dynamics 
under scrutiny (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 27). The methodological implications 
of this difference are substantial. Natural sciences have traditionally 
privileged experimental methods with tight control over variables to isolate 
causal mechanisms. Complex systems such as those found in physics or 
chemistry can be reproduced in laboratory conditions for exact 
measurement. In contrast, social sciences must contend with fluid contexts 
where variables interact dynamically within environments often resistant to 
experimental manipulation (Mohajan, 2018, p. 7). While quantitative 
approaches in sociology may seek patterns analogous to “laws” through 
statistical modelling or large-scale surveys, these patterns typically represent 
tendencies rather than invariants. They require interpretation within socio-
historical frames, making a purely law-like generalisation problematic. 
Classical theorists recognised this gap but responded differently to it. Comte 
advocated for extending positivist empiricism into sociology, aspiring 
toward universal laws akin to those in physics and insisting on empirical 
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verification as a cornerstone of scientific legitimacy (Mohajan, 2020, p. 24). 
Weber contested this orientation by introducing interpretive understanding 
(Verstehen), asserting that adequate explanation demands reconstructing 
actors’ subjective meanings, a move that anchored sociology firmly within 
the domain of hermeneutic analysis rather than replicating experimental 
protocols from the natural sciences (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 27). Durkheim’s 
“social facts” concept sought a middle ground: treating collective 
phenomena as ‘things’ amenable to objective analysis while acknowledging 
their distinctiveness from individual psychological processes. Epistemology 
further differentiates the two domains through their relationship to theory 
and observation. In natural sciences, theories tend to be evaluated primarily 
by predictive accuracy against measurable outcomes, with less emphasis on 
contextualised meaning. Social science theories, however, often operate on 
multiple levels: they not only anticipate patterns but also interpret symbolic 
structures and discursive practices embedded within those patterns 
(Andrade, 2018, p. 18). The same statistical correlation in a sociological 
dataset might carry different theoretical import depending on whether it is 
read through Marxian structural critique, Bourdieu’s theory of fields, or 
Giddens’ structuration framework. Triangulation exemplifies attempts 
within social science to balance precision with meaning-rich interpretation. 
By combining qualitative depth with quantitative generalisability, 
researchers aim to mitigate limitations inherent to each paradigm 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 27; Hussein, 2009, p. 3). In natural sciences, 
triangulation typically serves technical purposes such as instrument 
calibration or cross-validation among independent datasets; in sociology it 
often addresses ontological multiplicity, capturing a phenomenon from 
varied vantage points while accepting that no single measure exhausts its 
reality. The distinction extends into questions of reflexivity and 
positionality. Natural scientists commonly strive to eliminate observer bias 
through standardisation; while reflexivity is relevant when addressing 
experimental design flaws or data integrity issues, it occupies far less 
centrality than in sociology (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 27). Sociologists cannot 
plausibly claim neutrality because their work is situated within the very 
social worlds they investigate; acknowledging positionality becomes part of 
methodological rigour. This includes recognising how factors such as class 
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location, ethnicity, or institutional affiliation influence both access to data 
and interpretive framing (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 4). Global diversity 
complicates distinctions further. 

3.2 The Role of Theory in Scientific Research 

Scientific research in sociology is inseparable from theory, not merely as a 
backdrop for empirical investigation but as an active framework guiding the 
formation of questions, methodological choices, and interpretation of 
findings. Theories constitute structured sets of concepts and propositions 
that propose causal, relational, or interpretive linkages between phenomena. 
They function both descriptively, accounting for observed regularities, and 
prescriptively, offering normative visions about social change or stability. In 
contexts where, as discussed in Section 3.1, social phenomena are deeply 
reflexive and laden with meaning, theory provides the lens through which 
data accrues coherence. A primary function of theory is to shape the 
epistemic orientation of research. In empirical ethics work combining 
normative and observational dimensions, theoretical frameworks clarify 
whether the inquiry aims at evaluating existing practices or at constructing 
new normative ideals (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 7). This choice influences which 
variables are operationalised, what constitutes relevant evidence, and how 
data is to be linked back to conceptual premises. The absence of a clearly 
articulated theoretical base risks producing disconnected empirical results or 
unexamined normative commitments that remain implicit yet influential 
throughout the analysis. In methodological terms, theory exerts a 
bidirectional influence. On one side, theories can emerge inductively from 
sustained engagement with data, as in grounded theory’s aspiration to build 
conceptual categories directly from empirical patterns. On the other side lies 
deductive application, where established theories guide the design from 
inception: formulating hypotheses, specifying indicators, and shaping 
comparative frames between cases. Both modes have their own 
vulnerabilities; inductive approaches may suffer from limited 
generalisability beyond their immediate context, while deductive designs 
risk forcing empirical complexity into pre-set conceptual moulds 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14). A reflexive acknowledgment of these trade-offs is 
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necessary for methodological pluralism. Contemporary sociological research 
increasingly recognises that theory need not be singular; integrated 
theoretical models draw on multiple paradigms to expand predictive or 
interpretive reach. In dynamic network modelling within social sciences, 
combining alternative theories such as network theory and similarity theory 
can enhance predictive power beyond what either offers alone. Such 
integration often follows iterative “triadic dialogues” between researchers 
and data, where unexpected empirical relationships prompt rethinking or 
recombining theoretical elements (Luo et al., 2019, p. 15). This iterative 
interplay aligns with the dialectical tradition in sociology that treats 
contradiction as fertile ground for theoretical development. The role of 
theory also extends into framing analytical scope across scales. Macro-level 
structures like global market systems or transnational governance require 
theories capable of linking individual behaviours with broader systemic 
shifts, a co-evolutionary view characteristic of dynamic complex systems 
approaches (Luo et al., 2019, p. 5). Micro-sociological studies likewise 
benefit from robust theoretical scaffolding when situating intimate 
interactions within patterned social realities. Without such scaffolding, 
descriptions risk remaining anecdotal rather than analytically generative. 
Epistemologically, integrating theory into scientific research demands 
recognition of its limitations alongside its utility. Theoretical frameworks 
inevitably carry premises and conceptual ambiguities that shape 
interpretation; part of rigorous practice involves making these explicit 
(Mertz et al., 2014, p. 7). For example, adopting a principle like autonomy in 
ethical analysis entails certain assumptions about individual agency that may 
not hold uniformly across socio-cultural contexts. Theory is thus not a 
neutral intermediary but an active shaper whose boundaries must be 
interrogated against diverse empirical realities. Global diversity complicates 
this embedding further. Theories originating in Northern academic traditions 
often presume institutional configurations or value systems absent in 
Southern contexts. Southern methodologies emphasising indigenous 
epistemologies challenge such universalising tendencies by proposing 
locally grounded conceptual structures (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). 
Integrating these perspectives requires more than token inclusion; it calls for 
comparative framing where equivalence is not assumed but examined 
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critically for structural compatibility or productive divergence. The advent 
of digital ethnography illustrates how shifts in empirical terrain press upon 
theoretical adequacy (Lane & Lingel, 2022, p. 6). Traditional ethnographic 
theories centred on face-to-face interaction require adaptation to account for 
mediated communication forms shaped by algorithmic infrastructures. These 
changes force reconsideration not only of method but also of core constructs 
such as “community,” “identity,” and “public sphere,” whose meanings 
mutate under technological conditions. Absent theoretical revision, there is a 
risk that methods capture novel phenomena through outdated lenses lacking 
explanatory sensitivity. At the same time, computational sociology’s 
processing of large-scale datasets presents opportunities to test existing 
theories at breadths previously impractical (Luo et al., 2019, p. 5). Yet here 
too interpretation hinges on theoretical framing: patterns detected 
algorithmically require contextual grounding to move beyond mere 
correlations into explanations resonant with social causality or meaning-
making processes. Pedagogically, embedding the role of theory within 
scientific research entails equipping students and early-career researchers 
with strategies for navigational synthesis: juxtaposing Durkheim’s pursuit of 
social facts with Weber’s interpretive understanding; balancing Bourdieu’s 
structural dispositions against Giddens’ structuration dynamics; engaging 
Latour’s actor-networks alongside Archer’s morphogenetic sequences. Such 
synthesis resists dogmatic adherence to any single tradition while cultivating 
awareness that each offers distinctive strengths depending on research 
objectives and contexts. In qualitative paradigms, sustaining coherent 
alignment between emergent themes and overarching theoretical concerns 
prevents drift into purely descriptive cataloguing. Discourse analysis framed 
through critical theory illuminates power relations embedded in cultural 
texts; phenomenological accounts anchored in symbolic interactionism map 
how actors negotiate identities through shared symbols (Thompson, 2022, p. 
12). Mixed-method designs equally depend on compatible theoretical 
underpinnings lest incongruent logics compromise integrative ambition. 
Ultimately, theory’s role is dynamic, it guides inquiry but also evolves 
through it. Research findings feed back into theoretical refinement; 
anomalies may invite paradigm revision rather than incremental adjustment. 
Maintaining this fluid reciprocity requires openness to heterodox inputs, 
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especially when integrating insights across disciplinary boundaries such as 
sociology’s overlaps with psychology in exploring attitudes and behaviour 
via triangulated methods (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 12; 2024, p. 14). Thus 
scientific research in sociology without explicit engagement with theory 
risks incoherence both methodologically and epistemologically. 

3.3 Praxis and the Transformative Potential of Sociology 

The emphasis on praxis within sociological scholarship draws together many 
strands identified earlier in Section 3.2, articulating the discipline’s potential 
not only to interpret social phenomena but also to intervene in and transform 
them. Praxis here is conceived as the dialectical unity of theory and action, 
wherein analytic insight is mobilised toward purposeful change. This 
orientation situates sociology as a participatory science, concerned with 
producing knowledge that is both reflexively critical and practically 
consequential. The transformative potential emerges when research is 
embedded in social struggles, policy formation, or collective projects aimed 
at emancipation rather than remaining within academic confines. From a 
Marxist standpoint, praxis gains its potency through the conscious alignment 
of intellectual labour with material conditions driving historical change. 
Füredi’s assertion that the strength of critical theory lies in making conscious 
the unconscious forces toward transformation underscores this 
interpenetration between analysis and lived experience (Wainwright, 1997, 
p. 9). Here, validity is not merely a technical measure but is grounded in 
active participation, knowledge synthesized through engagement with 
political struggle. Such engagement requires an explicit reckoning with 
positionality: the researcher must identify their own location within these 
struggles and acknowledge how proximity or distance to affected 
communities influences both data interpretation and dissemination. Actor-
Network Theory’s (ANT) “turn to things” complicates traditional praxis-
focused sociology by recognising heterogeneous actants, human and non-
human, as shaping social processes (Денисова et al., 2022, p. 20). In 
practical terms, ANT-informed praxis broadens the repertoire of intervention 
beyond human agency to include material infrastructures, technological 
systems, and ecological elements as co-producers of social reality. This 
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extension challenges purely anthropocentric visions of transformation by 
insisting that altering social outcomes often necessitates reconfiguring 
networks of interaction that encompass devices, environments, and 
institutional artefacts alongside human actors. It also problematises 
conventional activist strategies insofar as they may neglect these distributed 
agencies. Qualitative paradigms offer rich ground for praxis-oriented 
methodologies due to their capacity to register complexity within bio-
psycho-social phenomena (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 13). By constructing 
idiographic understandings rooted in participants’ lived experience, 
researchers generate insights directly relevant to community contexts, 
insights intrinsically suited for translation into localised interventions. 
However, an overemphasis on context-specific narratives without robust 
theoretical scaffolding can risk fragmenting action into isolated initiatives 
devoid of systemic traction. This raises questions about how micro-situated 
qualitative accounts can be linked into macro-level transformative 
frameworks without diluting their cultural specificity. Participatory 
approaches such as Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) 
actively operationalise praxis by reorganising power relations in the research 
process. CBPR principles, shared decision-making, co-learning, mutual 
benefit, embody a methodological ethic attuned to epistemic justice 
(Wallerstein, 2020, p. 5). When applied rigorously, they produce outputs 
designed not simply for publication but for implementation in health 
services, educational reform, or community development programmes. The 
measurable impacts documented across transnational CBPR projects 
illustrate how reflexive inclusion of local stakeholders strengthens both 
scientific robustness and practical efficacy. Transformative praxis also 
intersects with stigma research traditions operating within social 
interactionist frames but extending toward questions of structure and power. 
The reconceptualisation of stigma as part of a heterogeneous system 
traversing micro-interactions, institutional frameworks, and geographic-
historical processes enables multi-level interventions, from daily 
interactional conduct to legislative policy reforms, that are informed by 
empirical research yet aimed at systemic restructuring. In contexts involving 
displaced populations or immigrant communities (Tyler & Slater, 2018, p. 
13), praxis becomes a tool for contesting dominant narratives through 
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ethnographic presence coupled with advocacy in policymaking forums. 
Historical case studies demonstrate the integration of praxis into disciplinary 
development itself: early settlement sociologists combined empirical 
research with social reform agendas addressing urban poverty and gender 
inequities (Oakley, p. 2). Revisiting such examples through contemporary 
methodological pluralism reinvigorates discussions about how sociologists 
might mobilise their tools toward enduring structural changes while avoiding 
paternalistic or extractive tendencies. Feminist historiographies reveal that 
omission from canonical accounts has obscured substantial instances where 
women’s field-based work contributed directly to welfare state 
developments, a reminder that transformative potential often depends on 
whose work is recognised within disciplinary memory. Reflexivity remains 
central across these traditions because transformational claims demand 
transparency regarding whose interests are served in any given project. 
Analysing one’s commitments ensures that praxis does not devolve into 
instrumentalisation of communities for abstract theoretical agendas but stays 
accountable to co-defined objectives (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 13). This 
reflexivity extends beyond ethical concern into analytical calibration; 
integrating contradictory findings rather than smoothing them over aligns 
with dialectical perspectives that treat tensions as drivers of re-evaluation 
rather than anomalies for elimination. The global dimension adds further 
layers: Southern epistemologies contribute praxis models rooted in 
survivance, the active presence beyond victimhood, and pluriversality 
(Kazembe, 2021, p. 5; Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). These models 
emphasise relationality over abstraction and resist subsumption under 
Northern paradigms. Incorporating indigenous knowledge frameworks into 
transformative projects challenges universalist narratives while providing 
methodological designs accountable first to local constituencies. For 
example, curriculum decolonisation efforts within South African universities 
integrate student activism discourses with quantitative audits of institutional 
inequalities (Mashilo & Govender, 2023, p. 3), yielding dual outputs usable 
both for immediate policy critique and long-term educational restructuring. 
Digital ethnography illustrates emerging terrains where praxis-oriented 
sociology must adapt methodology to novel communicative architectures 
(Lane & Lingel, 2022, p. 5). Entering platform-mediated communities 
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necessitates creating avatars or profiles aligned with local norms in order to 
build rapport, tactical steps inseparable from transformational aims if digital 
spaces are themselves loci of inequality reproduction or resistance 
formation. Reflexively navigating these environments includes 
understanding platform politics so interventions can be directed effectively 
toward algorithmic or governance reforms. 

4 Core Characteristics of Scientific Research in Sociology 

4.1 Systematicity and Replicability 

Systematicity in sociological research implies a coherent, well-structured 
organisation of inquiry, linking theoretical premises with methodological 
execution and analytic synthesis. It demands that the progression from 
research question formulation through case selection, data collection, and 
analysis proceed in an integrated fashion rather than as isolated stages 
(Mohajan, 2018, p. 6). This integration reinforces internal coherence across 
the study’s design, ensuring that the choice of methods is not arbitrary but 
grounded in epistemological commitments set forth at the outset. Such 
planning generates transparency about how knowledge claims are 
substantiated, which in turn enhances the communicability and critical 
evaluability of results within the scholarly community. Classical thinkers 
like Durkheim envisioned systematicity as aligning sociology with the 
empirical precision characteristic of natural sciences (Mohajan, 2020, p. 5), 
while recognising necessary adjustments for human-centred phenomena. His 
conception of “social facts” as discrete objects amenable to observation 
imposed a discipline-wide logic requiring consistent operational definitions, 
measurement criteria, and analytic categories across studies. Weber’s 
interpretivism challenged purely external systematisation by embedding 
inquiry within the relational understanding between actors’ meanings and 
observed behaviours. This modified vision of systematicity involves 
ensuring methodological instruments capture subjective meaning systems 
without drifting into incoherent anecdotal accounts (Mohajan, 2018, p. 32). 
Engaging both traditions in contemporary designs underscores 
methodological pluralism: even richly qualitative approaches benefit from 
explicit argumentation showing how each procedural step aligns with 
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overarching objectives. Replicability occupies a complex position here. In 
quantitative frameworks informed by positivism, replicability denotes the 
capacity for independent researchers using equivalent procedures on similar 
populations to obtain comparable results. This closely aligns with 
standardisation, protocols designed to minimise variation due to researcher 
effects or situational contingencies (Mohajan, 2018, p. 46). Its appeal lies in 
bolstering claims about generalisability and causal inference under 
controlled circumstances. Instruments such as representative surveys achieve 
this through prior piloting, validation against existing measures, and rigorous 
statistical modelling (Mohajan, 2020, p. 5). Yet sociological contexts rarely 
allow the full isolation of variables possible in laboratory settings; 
replicability therefore demands sensitivity to socio-historical conditions that 
may shift between studies. Qualitative paradigms redefine replicability from 
exact duplication toward conceptual or theoretical transferability 
(Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). Ethnographic work, narrative analysis, or 
phenomenological inquiries may be impossible to replicate in identical form 
because settings evolve and participants’ circumstances change. In such 
cases, systematic documentation of context, researcher positionality, and 
analytic decision-making replaces uniform measurement as the route to 
generating work that others can meaningfully re-engage with or adapt across 
sites (Knott et al., p. 16). This reflexive accounting enables subsequent 
researchers to interpret findings within their own contexts while 
understanding how original outcomes arose. In methodological pedagogy, 
this distinction is critical: replicability in sociology often means 
reproducibility of analytical logic rather than replication of raw conditions. 
Mixed-methods designs further complicate these issues. Combining 
quantitative and qualitative strands within triangulated frameworks demands 
that each component possess its own internal systematicity while 
contributing coherently to the whole (Hussein, 2009, p. 2). For quantitative 
segments, replicability maintains its traditional sense; for qualitative 
segments, transferability prevails. Sustaining coherence here requires 
explicit articulation of integration points, how survey trends map onto 
interview narratives or ethnographic observations, and providing procedural 
detail sufficient for other investigators to traverse similar heuristic paths 
even when field realities differ. Global perspectives introduce additional 
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nuance. Northern institutional environments, with established infrastructures 
like national statistical agencies, facilitate highly standardised data collection 
enabling straightforward replication across time (Oakley, p. 17). By contrast, 
Global South research settings often contend with resource constraints or 
culturally specific epistemologies inconsistent with rigid standardisation 
norms (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). Here systematicity may manifest 
through collaborative community-based protocols ensuring fidelity to local 
priorities while maintaining procedural clarity for external evaluation. 
Replicability becomes context-sensitive: comparisons across communities 
require acknowledging differences in governance structures for consent or 
data sharing alongside similarities in methodological sequencing. The ethical 
dimension intersects sharply with these concerns. Systematic processes must 
embed safeguards protecting participants’ autonomy and well-being; 
omitting such safeguards might enhance technical replicability but 
undermine validity in ethical terms (Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). Reflexive 
methodologies like communicative approaches reframe systematicity not 
merely as procedural precision but as inclusionary dialogue shaping all 
stages of inquiry (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 2). Replicability here 
incorporates stakeholder co-authorship, future studies can replicate structural 
engagement models even if thematic content evolves. Technological 
transformation prompts reassessment too. Computational sociology offers 
algorithmic modelling capable of replicating large-scale pattern detection 
given identical datasets and code, a highly standardised form of replicability 
at scale (Mohajan, 2020, p. 3). Yet platform-specific data access restrictions 
challenge reproducibility beyond initial teams; algorithms embed 
assumptions influencing outputs long before interpretation begins. 
Maintaining systematic transparency about coding decisions and variable 
construction becomes essential so that patterns could be re-tested under 
different dataset instantiations. Digital ethnography exemplifies alternate 
pressures: online communities continually shift interfaces and membership 
dynamics, scenarios antithetical to static replication standards but suitable 
for systemic adaptation strategies documented carefully for future 
investigators (Lane & Lingel, 2022, p. 3). Procedural logs describing entry 
points into platforms, interactional modalities employed (video calls versus 
asynchronous messaging), and analytical frame evolution collectively serve 
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the function otherwise held by fixed instruments in survey research. Case 
study methodology bridges these debates by encouraging multiple cases 
studied under comparable frameworks, offering what Yin characterises as 
replication logic rather than sampling logic (Noor, 2008, p. 3). Systematic 
selection based on predicted similarity allows cumulative confidence when 
congruent patterns emerge across instances; here replicability lies not in 
reproducing an identical case environment but validating theoretical 
propositions through their recurrence across differing real-world situations. 
Ultimately systematicity and replicability are less opposing poles than 
complementary demands reshaped by paradigm diversity. For quantitative 
positivists they align with control and standardisation; for qualitative 
interpretivists they involve traceable coherent reasoning anchored in 
contextual reflexivity; for critical theorists they require aligning procedure 
with emancipatory intent without sacrificing analytical accountability; 
globally they demand negotiation between universalising metrics and 
situated priorities sensitive to indigenous epistemes (Hussein, 2009, p. 3; 
Knott et al., p. 16; Mohajan, 2018, p. 6; 2018, p. 46). Recognising how each 
tradition recalibrates these concepts ensures their relevance not only within 
academic discourse but also across applied sociological practice where 
maintaining integrity of process remains inseparable from credible 
knowledge production. 

4.2 Verifiability and Transparency 

Verifiability and transparency function as twin pillars supporting the 
credibility and evaluative integrity of sociological research. Whereas the 
previous discussion in Section 4.1 emphasised procedural coherence and the 
capacity for replication, the focus here centres on conditions that permit 
independent scrutiny of knowledge claims and visible accountability for 
methodological decision-making across all phases of inquiry. In this sense, 
verifiability refers to the possibility that other researchers, whether 
sympathetic or critical, can examine the evidentiary basis and analytic 
process underpinning reported findings. Transparency denotes the 
accessibility and clarity with which those processes, from data gathering to 
interpretive synthesis, are documented and communicated. In quantitative 
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traditions, verifiability historically aligns with positivist criteria: hypotheses 
are operationalised into measurable variables; statistical tests assess 
relationships between independent and dependent variables; results are 
presented alongside full disclosures regarding sampling frames, error 
margins, and model specifications (Mohajan, 2020, p. 20). Such approaches 
assume that well-designed instruments and careful calibration enable 
empirical claims to withstand re-testing under similar conditions. For 
example, large-scale surveys conducted by national agencies include 
documentation, codebooks, methodological reports, that allow subsequent 
analysts to trace how raw data were transformed into published statistics 
(Mohajan, 2018, p. 3). This alignment between measurement procedures and 
disclosure protocols forms a critical part of scientific accountability. The 
qualitative paradigm reframes verifiability without abandoning it. Here 
validity depends less on controlled repetition than on traceable reasoning 
within contextually rich accounts (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 13). Researchers 
make available detailed descriptions of site selection, participant recruitment 
strategies, interview guides, observation schedules, and thematic coding 
processes. Reflexivity plays an essential role; documenting one’s 
positionality enables readers to consider how social location may have 
influenced data interpretation (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 5). Transparency is 
achieved through “thick description” supplemented by analytic memos or 
audit trails demonstrating how categories emerged from raw materials rather 
than being imposed a priori (Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). Peer debriefing and 
member checking offer further pathways for verification by engaging others 
in validating both descriptive accuracy and interpretive plausibility. 
Methodological pluralism complicates but also enriches these twin pillars. In 
mixed-methods designs integrating survey metrics with ethnographic 
immersion, transparency requires not only openness about each component’s 
procedure but also explicit mapping of integration points, the manner in 
which quantitative results inform qualitative inquiry or vice versa 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 9; Hussein, 2009, p. 4). If correlation trends lead to 
revisiting certain field sites for more focused interviews, such adaptive 
sequencing should be recorded so future analysts can understand decision 
junctures that influenced findings. Failure to detail these connections risks 
fragmenting evidence streams into unrelated outputs. Global perspectives 
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underscore that verifiability is not purely a technical matter but is embedded 
within diverse epistemic cultures. In some Global South contexts employing 
indigenous methodologies, communal consensus replaces individual consent 
as a validation process (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 5). Transparency here 
involves respecting local governance over research outputs, making explicit 
where dissemination may be restricted or mediated by traditional authorities 
to prevent misuse of culturally sensitive information. Conventional norms of 
open dataset publishing may conflict with such practices; reconciling them 
requires careful ethical accounting rather than unilateral imposition of 
external standards (Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Digital transformation 
introduces new dimensions. 

4.3 Creativity and Innovation 

Creativity and innovation within sociological research embody a dynamic 
interplay between methodological tradition and the continual reimagining of 
research design, analytical frameworks, and epistemological positioning. 
Building on the methodological principles outlined in Section 4.2, creativity 
here is not understood as a departure from rigour but as an expansion of 
viable strategies for producing systematic, verifiable knowledge that remains 
responsive to shifting social realities. In this sense, innovation often takes 
shape through recombining established procedures with emergent tools or 
integrating conceptual resources across disciplinary boundaries. Such 
recombination is particularly evident in cross-pollinations between 
quantitative modelling rooted in positivist traditions and qualitative 
immersion aligned with interpretivist or critical-theoretical commitments 
(Mohajan, 2018, p. 26). Within the historical trajectory of sociological 
method, creative innovations emerge both from technological advances and 
from theoretical reorientations that push against existing orthodoxy. 
Classical heuristics such as Durkheim’s delineation of “social facts” or 
Weber’s Verstehen provided methodological anchors; yet their 
operationalisation today may require adaptation to contexts radically 
different from those in which they were conceived. For example, 
longitudinal comparative case analysis drawing on Bartlett and Vavrus’s 
conception of horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes enables researchers to 
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map actor-networks and historical trajectories across multiple scales without 
defaulting to a single fixed unit of analysis (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 15). 
This is not mere procedural variation but represents conceptual innovation, 
reframing what it means to compare cases beyond conventional nation-state 
boundaries. Creativity also flourishes in the domain of data production itself. 
Emerging visual and sensory methodologies challenge the hegemony of text-
based accounts by incorporating bodily experience as a source of 
sociological evidence (Bates, 2013, p. 2). Video diaries, for instance, alter 
the analytic horizon by enabling participants to curate self-representations 
over time, infusing studies with reflexive layers unattainable through 
standard interviews alone. These methods are neither inherently antithetical 
to traditional standards of verifiability nor exempt from demands for 
transparency, they require detailed procedural documentation regarding 
recording protocols, consent processes, and modes of interpretation so that 
their evidentiary claims can be assessed critically. The digital turn has 
expanded these possibilities further. The integration of computational tools, 
ranging from big data analytics to network mapping, opens new arenas for 
pattern detection and model building in social inquiry. Living lab approaches 
exemplify how such innovations can function not merely as observational 
platforms but also as participatory spaces where stakeholders co-design 
interventions related to urban governance, sustainable energy, education, or 
healthcare. Here methodological novelty is inseparable from normative 
aspiration: the same platform that supports socio-technical experimentation 
can facilitate democratic engagement by embedding citizens within 
decision-making processes traditionally reserved for policymakers or 
technocrats (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 7). The capacity for methodological 
creativity is shaped by epistemological stance. From a constructivist 
perspective attentive to context specificity, novel forms like critical 
collaborative ethnography or digital autoethnography extend interpretive 
reach without collapsing into anecdotalism when grounded in transparent 
analytic procedures. Yet innovation is not automatically synonymous with 
progress; without reflexive anchoring there is risk that adopting unfamiliar 
techniques becomes an uncritical embrace of novelty for its own sake. 
Wainwright warns against approaches that grant equal status to all 
participant testimony while neglecting structural-historical analysis, such 
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“voyeuristic relativism” may appear inclusive but ends up tacitly 
legitimating dominant ideologies (Wainwright, 1997, p. 5). In response, 
inventive methodologies must balance openness to participant voice with 
analytical frameworks capable of situating those voices within systemic 
power relations. Hybridisation also operates at the epistemic level where 
research on resilience and recovery deploys multi-level models linking 
social systems with infrastructural dynamics over time (Koliou et al., 2018, 
p. 17). This requires innovations in both measurement, capturing variability 
across scales from individual households to communities, and longitudinal 
design that traces evolving trajectories rather than isolated snapshots. The 
creative advance here lies less in abandoning established practice than in 
knitting together disparate modelling techniques into holistic accounts 
accommodating complexity without forfeiting empirical accountability. 
Global South contributions destabilise narrow definitions of innovation tied 
solely to technical sophistication by foregrounding epistemic justice as a 
criterion for methodological invention. Integrating indigenous research 
priorities into comparative designs constitutes a profound shift: it redefines 
what counts as legitimate knowledge input at the earliest stages of project 
conception (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 15). Similarly, community-based 
participatory frameworks innovatively redistribute authority over data 
interpretation and dissemination (Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2), aligning creative 
method-making with political commitments to equity. In such contexts 
novelty involves reconfiguring relational dynamics between researcher and 
researched rather than simply introducing new analytic software or 
visualisation techniques. From another angle, creativity can manifest 
through theoretically informed reframing of familiar phenomena. 
Figurational sociology’s processual lens offers tools for reinterpreting long-
term developments like generational shifts in climate activism, highlighting 
patterns obscured by cross-sectional analyses (Bickerstaffe, 2023, p. 2). 
Applying this frame requires imaginative rethinking about temporal scale in 
research design, possibly combining archival work with contemporary 
ethnography to reveal continuities and ruptures in habitus formation over 
time. The novelty here lies not only in assembling diverse datasets but also 
in deploying theory to extract fresh insight from them. Importantly, fostering 
creativity demands conditions that support risk-taking without sacrificing 
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evaluative rigour. Transparent documentation of decision points ensures 
innovative departures remain intelligible to peer scrutiny; methodologically 
adventurous projects still need coherent links between epistemology, data 
generation strategies, and analytical moves if they are to contribute 
cumulatively to disciplinary knowledge (Mohajan, 2018, p. 26; Wainwright, 
1997, p. 12). Education plays a mediating role here: training researchers to 
navigate tensions between originality and coherence enables methodological 
innovation grounded both in awareness of canonical debates and sensitivity 
to emerging research landscapes. This includes cultivating familiarity with 
existing critiques so that new methods address rather than replicate known 
limitations, whether those concern over-reliance on fixed place-based units 
(Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 15) or insufficient attention to embodiment 
(Bates, 2013, p. 2). 

4.4 Ethical Integrity in Research 

Ethical integrity in sociological research is anchored in the dual 
responsibility to uphold rigorous scientific standards and to protect the 
dignity, autonomy, and wellbeing of participants whose lives inform 
empirical inquiry. This responsibility operates at multiple levels, from the 
interpersonal interactions between researcher and participant to broader 
decisions about methodological design, data management, and dissemination 
strategies. In contexts where diverse epistemologies converge, ethical 
integrity acquires further complexity by requiring sensitivity to cultural 
protocols, collective decision-making norms, and power differentials 
embedded within both research settings and academic institutions. Central to 
this notion is informed consent, a principle deeply interwoven with 
commitments to participant autonomy and transparency. Beyond the 
procedural formality of signed agreements, consent must be continually 
negotiated in longitudinal or adaptive projects where aims evolve over time 
(Dekker et al., 2020, p. 9). Researchers must ensure that participants remain 
aware of how their contributions are being used, particularly in living lab or 
collaborative settings where knowledge generation may have commercial as 
well as academic implications. Making explicit the goals and limitations of a 
study serves not only informational purposes but also fosters trust, a 
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“confidence bonus” that can enhance cooperation while obligating 
researchers to manage heightened expectations responsibly (Mertz et al., 
2014, p. 11). This entails recognising situations where waiving consent is 
legally possible yet ethically inadvisable, such as end-of-life studies or 
emotionally sensitive contexts where assent alone might inadequately 
capture informed agreement. Representation emerges as another key axis of 
ethical integrity. Decisions about anonymity versus recognition are neither 
trivial nor uniform across projects; they intersect with the politics of 
visibility and stigma. In visual methodologies, such as video diaries 
documenting embodied experiences of illness or disability, the display of 
participants’ images can conflict with sociological ideals of anonymity 
(Bates, 2013, p. 7). Negotiating representation requires active consultation 
on whether individuals prefer concealment or recognition (Bates, 2013, p. 
8), with innovative solutions, voice substitution through subtitles, for 
instance, serving to balance privacy with agency. Ethical impact is also 
shaped by presentation choices in published work; wording that 
inadvertently reinforces stereotypes or discriminatory narratives undermines 
the emancipatory potential of sociological analysis (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 
11). This obliges researchers to conduct reflexive reviews of language and 
framing before dissemination. Power asymmetries between researcher and 
participant require sustained reflexive attention for ethical integrity to be 
maintained (Schmitz & Hamann, 2022, p. 9). Even when espousing norms of 
respect and equality, interactional dynamics can prompt selective self-
disclosure shaped by what participants believe aligns with the researcher’s 
ideological leanings. Such implicit pressures may bias responses or elicit 
omissions that distort findings. Here qualitative interview research (QIR) 
sensitises analysts to immediate manipulations, control over questions asked, 
and structural survey research (SSR) highlights how systemic power 
relations can influence patterns like nonresponse or invalid answers. 
Integrating these insights enables methodological adjustments aimed at 
reducing bias while respecting participant autonomy. Data management 
practices form another pillar of ethical responsibility. Strict confidentiality 
protocols safeguard personal information while protecting against misuse, 
particularly salient when datasets concern vulnerable populations with 
histories of marginalisation (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 10). Secure storage 
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systems, access controls, and anonymisation procedures are standard 
components; yet ethical integrity demands going beyond compliance toward 
proactive anticipation of potential harms if data were disclosed or re-
identified. In Global South contexts where communal governance over 
knowledge prevails (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 7), transparency about data 
use must align with local sovereignty norms rather than impose unilateral 
open-access mandates that could expose communities to exploitation 
(Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). This requires culturally competent negotiation 
during both consent acquisition and data-sharing agreements. Quality 
assurance intertwines directly with ethics: poor methodological design not 
only diminishes scientific validity but risks producing misleading analyses 
that inform flawed policy or unethical recommendations (Mertz et al., 2014, 
p. 2). Establishing best-practice standards for empirical ethics (EE) research 
illustrates this linkage: reliable methods grounded in appropriate theoretical 
assumptions are themselves ethical necessities because they prevent harm 
generated by inaccurate conclusions. This extends into triangulation 
strategies in methodological pluralism, which should serve not merely 
scientific corroboration but identification of perspective gaps essential for 
balanced interpretation across differing epistemic standpoints. Ethical 
dissemination bridges methodological execution with public responsibility. 
Researchers must assess who benefits from study results, ensuring alignment 
between intended audience and actual accessibility (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 8). 
For instance, participatory action projects committed to transformative 
agendas should prioritise returning findings in formats usable by community 
partners, not solely through peer-reviewed journals inaccessible due to 
paywalls or disciplinary jargon. In turn, protecting against stigmatization 
requires anticipating how results may be misunderstood if decontextualised; 
prepared explanatory materials can mitigate reductive readings that 
disempower rather than empower affected groups. The global diversity 
dimension amplifies these demands by complicating standardised 
applications of Northern-derived protocols around confidentiality or 
individualised consent (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 7). Collective decision 
structures in some indigenous contexts position community elders or 
councils as co-consent authorities; ignoring these arrangements risks not 
only disrespect but epistemic injustice through sidelining legitimate local 
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governance forms. Conversely, applying collective consent mechanisms 
indiscriminately could infringe upon individual rights in contexts where 
autonomy norms predominate, highlighting the necessity for situational 
sensitivity rather than rigid adherence to any single procedure set. 
Interdisciplinary overlaps further enrich but also challenge ethical 
frameworks within sociology: adopting tools from psychology, where 
detailed debriefing after sensitive studies is common, or anthropology’s 
long-term immersion approaches adds layers requiring coordination across 
differing disciplinary codes of ethics (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14; Knott et al., 
p. 17). Evaluation must encompass whether imported techniques adequately 
account for sociological concerns around structural inequality and 
representational politics without simply inheriting procedures designed for 
other subject matters lacking comparable reflexivity about social power 
relations. 

5 The Construction of Research Problems 

5.1 Identifying and Framing Research Questions 

Identifying and framing research questions in sociology constitutes an 
iterative process that sits at the intersection of theoretical orientation, 
empirical feasibility, and ethical responsibility. A well-formulated question 
does more than simply target a phenomenon for examination; it embeds the 
inquiry within a conceptual framework, positions it relative to existing 
literature, and defines its scope in ways that allow for both rigor and 
adaptability. The transition from a broad thematic concern to a precise 
researchable question often begins with critically engaging existing theory 
while remaining responsive to emergent insights from preliminary data 
gathering or field observations (Thompson, 2022, p. 4). In some cases, as in 
abductive research designs, this movement is explicitly cyclical, with 
provisional questions refined through engagement with both raw data and 
the conceptual tools drawn from earlier scholarship. This dynamic stands in 
contrast to purely deductive models where questions are fixed prior to 
empirical contact. The choice of primary research question also reflects an 
evaluative judgment about relevance. In interdisciplinary contexts, as found 
in empirical ethics research, methods for appraising the quality of such 
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framing have included assessing alignment between the theoretical 
framework adopted, the procedural methods chosen, and the normative or 
practical import of anticipated results (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 11). This 
implies that identifying a strong research question entails clarifying not only 
what will be studied but why that study matters, whether measured against 
disciplinary debates, policy implications, or community concerns. 
Connected to this is the matter of epistemic transparency: making explicit 
which background assumptions shape both the perceived importance of the 
topic and its operationalisation (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 7). For example, if a 
study seeks to explore attitudes toward end-of-life care, clarity is required 
about whether ethical salience is grounded in autonomy, vulnerability, 
resource distribution, or a combination thereof. In qualitative paradigms, 
such as ethnography or semi-structured interviewing, the formulation of 
research questions frequently emerges from early-stage rapport-building 
with participants or exploratory observation. In these circumstances, broad 
guiding statements may be disaggregated into thematic clusters that can 
adapt as field conditions shift. Sub-questions often serve as probes to deepen 
narrative or experiential accounts without imposing an overly narrow 
interpretive frame at the outset (Noor, 2008, p. 2). This flexibility enables 
researchers to remain sensitive to unanticipated dimensions of social life that 
prove salient from participants’ perspectives. Yet openness should not be 
mistaken for absence of structure; even emergent designs benefit from 
anchoring in coherent conceptual concerns so that new avenues can be 
integrated without fragmenting the analytical trajectory (Thompson, 2022, p. 
4). Quantitative designs approach question formulation differently but no 
less reflexively. Here precision in variable definition precedes data 
collection; poorly specified variables risk producing equivocal results 
regardless of statistical sophistication (Mohajan, 2020, p. 22). Identifying a 
quantitative research question involves aligning conceptual definitions with 
measurable indicators while anticipating potential confounders amenable to 
control within modelling strategies. For instance, a question on “social 
capital’s effect on employment outcomes” necessitates operationally valid 
measures for both constructs and defensible justification for how these 
measures capture theoretically intended dimensions. Mixed-methods 
projects introduce additional layers: deciding whether one method serves 
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primarily to elaborate findings from another (explanatory sequential design), 
whether both strands address different facets of a complex construct 
(convergent parallel design), or whether iterative interaction between 
methods will shape evolving questioning (Knott et al., p. 17; p. 9). In all 
designs, transparent documentation of how initial questions evolve, and how 
shifts are justified, strengthens verifiability while allowing others to trace 
theoretical reasoning alongside empirical adaptation. Ethical considerations 
are intertwined with problem identification from inception. The process 
must critically assess whose voices are amplified by the chosen questions 
and whose perspectives are excluded by design limitations. Research 
embedded in participatory traditions demands co-construction of questions 
with affected communities, not simply soliciting assent after academic 
priorities are set (Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). This collaborative identification 
phase carries both methodological advantages (greater contextual accuracy) 
and ethical dividends (enhancing trust, avoiding extractive dynamics). It 
may also challenge institutional norms when community priorities diverge 
from prevailing funding calls or scholarly trends. Framing also requires 
attention to scale and comparative logic. Theoretical traditions suggest 
different optimal units of analysis: Bourdieu’s field theory might guide 
questions oriented toward relational structures among positions within 
cultural production arenas; Giddens’ structuration theory could orient toward 
recursive interactions between individual agency and macro-level systems; 
Latour’s actor-network theory reframes inquiries around heterogeneous 
assemblages spanning technical devices and human actors alike. Each 
framework shapes what counts as an analytically viable “research problem,” 
influencing sampling decisions and scope delimitations. Scholars working 
across Global North–South contexts bring further nuance to framing 
practices. 

5.2 Theoretical Relevance and Empirical Feasibility 

Theoretical relevance and empirical feasibility together function as a dual 
filter through which prospective research problems must pass before they 
can sustain a viable sociological investigation. On the one hand, theoretical 
relevance reflects the degree to which a proposed study meaningfully 
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contributes to ongoing scholarly debates, extends or challenges existing 
conceptual models, or opens productive lines of inquiry within the field’s 
established epistemic architectures. This is not simply about aligning with 
current trends; it entails positioning the research question within a 
constellation of theoretical positions that give it interpretive weight. 
Theories in sociology, whether derived from classical formulations such as 
Durkheim’s concept of social facts, Weber’s interpretive sociology, or 
Marxian dialectical analysis, provide orienting frameworks that structure our 
understanding of social phenomena. To claim theoretical relevance is 
therefore to show how an investigation engages directly with such 
frameworks, refining concepts, testing boundaries, or integrating new 
categories borne of empirical observation. Assessing this criterion requires 
more than citing canonical theorists; it demands that the identified research 
problem address a gap, tension, or unresolved question in the extant 
literature. In empirical ethics research, for example, one critical aspect is 
whether a project overcomes the separation between normative theory and 
practical application by integrating ethical argumentation with concrete 
observational data (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 6). When theoretical and empirical 
strands are successfully co-articulated, the resulting work not only speaks 
back to abstract scholarship but also builds conceptual bridges from 
normative inquiry into lived sociocultural contexts. Conversely, studies 
lacking explicit anchoring risk producing isolated findings devoid of 
cumulative value for theory-building. This can occur when methodological 
choice functions independently from theoretical framing, a disjuncture that 
reduces coherence across research design. In evaluating potential topics, 
theoretical salience should therefore be judged by its capacity to alter the 
current map of sociological explanation in some identifiable way, through 
novel conceptual synthesis across paradigms (e.g., fusing Bourdieu’s field 
theory with network analysis), through systematic refutation of entrenched 
assumptions (e.g., challenging methodological nationalism), or via 
introduction of underrepresented epistemologies drawn from indigenous 
scholarship (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). On this latter point, perspectives 
from the Global South have underscored that what counts as theoretically 
relevant cannot be defined solely by Northern academic traditions; epistemic 
justice requires recognising alternative theoretical repertoires as legitimate 



54 
 

interlocutors in global sociological discourse (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Empirical feasibility operates in parallel but 
addresses a different constraint: whether the resources, access conditions, 
time frame, and methodological apparatus are sufficient to carry out the 
proposed study effectively (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 8). Whereas theoretical 
relevance asks “why this matters” within scholarly conversation, empirical 
feasibility instead asks “can this be done” given present conditions. 
Limitations on accessibility, whether due to legal restrictions on sensitive 
datasets, gatekeeping within communities of interest, or instability in 
political contexts, can render otherwise theoretically rich problems 
impracticable without substantial adaptation. 

5.3 Value Neutrality and Normative Commitments 

The formulation of research problems in sociology inevitably encounters the 
tension between the aspiration to value neutrality and the recognition of 
normative commitments embedded in scholarly practice. This tension 
extends beyond mere philosophical abstraction; it shapes methodological 
design, evidentiary standards, and the ethical framing of empirical inquiries. 
Classically, Weber articulated value neutrality as a regulative ideal: while 
the choice of research topics may reflect the scholar’s values, the analysis 
itself should proceed without importing evaluative judgments into empirical 
descriptions or causal explanations. For Weber, sociology could claim 
scientific legitimacy only by controlling for the intrusion of the researcher’s 
own political or moral predispositions into the analytic process. The 
intended effect was to preserve a distinction between empirical findings and 
normative pronouncements, permitting the former to inform public 
deliberation without subsuming them under prescriptive doctrine. Yet this 
notion has been repeatedly problematised in both theoretical discourse and 
applied contexts. In empirical ethics research, for instance, it is not only 
acknowledged that normative theories shape what is studied and how, but 
that these theories may directly influence both data interpretation and the 
form of conclusions drawn (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 9). Normativity does not 
simply enter through topic selection; it can inflect coding categories, 
operational definitions, and evaluation criteria even when researchers refrain 
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from overt advocacy. The phenomenon of “crypto-normativity,” where 
evaluative stances remain implicit and thus unexamined, illustrates how 
purportedly neutral analysis may smuggle in theoretical assumptions without 
critical reflection (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 4). Bringing such assumptions to 
light demands deliberate methodological reflexivity capable of revealing 
conceptual presuppositions at work during all stages of inquiry. This 
reflexive engagement intersects with calls for mutually critical appraisal 
between normative and empirical sciences regarding what constitutes 
“good” data for specific interdisciplinary projects (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 9). 
From one vantage point, maintaining value neutrality would mean ensuring 
that neither side dominates: normative frameworks must not dictate 
empirical outcomes, just as empirical constraints should not trivialise moral 
reasoning into technical compliance checks. However, such symmetry is 
difficult to achieve in practice because methods themselves are imbued with 
epistemic values, prioritising quantifiability might privilege certain 
dimensions of a phenomenon over others deemed less measurable but 
morally salient. Ethical integrity frameworks reinforce this perspective by 
situating value orientations within harm minimisation strategies attentive to 
participants’ perspectives as well as those of researchers, gatekeepers, and 
wider communities (Knott et al., p. 5). Here, methodological commitments, 
such as participatory design, are explicitly grounded in normative principles 
like reciprocity or justice rather than bracketed out in pursuit of neutrality. 
Participatory approaches exemplify how normative commitments can be 
formalised as procedural criteria (for example, equal decision-making power 
for community partners) without necessarily converting findings into 
politicised advocacy. This integration bypasses a false dichotomy where 
neutrality equates to disengagement and commitment equates to bias. Global 
perspectives complicate inherited Eurocentric renderings of value neutrality 
by foregrounding epistemic justice concerns. Southern methodologies that 
embed indigenous epistemologies challenge notions that research can, or 
should, step outside local moral orders (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). In many indigenous contexts, communal 
responsibilities towards knowledge stewardship are integral to legitimate 
inquiry; seeking “neutrality” through extraction without reciprocity would 
be considered unethical regardless of procedural impartiality. Adopting such 
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perspectives reveals that so-called neutral stances often replicate dominant 
power configurations by privileging external scientific norms over locally 
grounded evaluative criteria. At times these tensions surface sharply in 
qualitative interviewing contexts where interpersonal dynamics necessitate 
emotional labour and empathic engagement (Knott et al., p. 31). A rigid 
application of value neutrality may obscure relational ethics critical for 
trustworthy collaboration with participants. Equally, feminist standpoint 
theorists have argued that centring marginalised experiences is not an 
abandonment of scientific criteria but a corrective to systemic biases 
inherent in dominant knowledge production (Sharpe, 2016, p. 4). This does 
not absolve researchers from guarding against romanticisation or uncritical 
solidarity; rather it reframes neutrality as requiring transparency about 
whose interests are implicated and how interpretive authority is exercised. 
Quantitative paradigms are not immune from similar issues. Instrument 
design choices, what variables merit inclusion, how constructs are 
operationalised, can encode particular visions of social reality aligned with 
specific policy agendas or economic ideologies. Treating such constructs as 
value-neutral metrics risks obscuring their normative underpinnings. For 
example, measuring “productivity” solely through economic output ignores 
commitments to other social goods such as well-being or ecological 
sustainability; constructing research problems around this narrow metric 
imports an implicit prioritisation without explicit acknowledgement. 

6 Methodological Pluralism and Research Typologies 

6.1 Basic and Applied Research 

The distinction between basic and applied research in sociology is often 
presented as a clear demarcation, one concerned with theory-building, the 
other with immediate problem-solving, but this binary has long been subject 
to critical scrutiny. Each mode arises from different imperatives, yet both 
intersect within the overarching methodological pluralism explored 
throughout this work, and each carries implications for epistemic orientation, 
methodological design, and ethical responsibility. Basic research 
traditionally prioritises conceptual development, seeking to extend or refine 
sociological theory by generating knowledge that advances disciplinary 
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understanding without being tied to specific practical outcomes. It inherits 
an intellectual lineage from classical theorists such as Durkheim, Weber, 
Marx, Comte and Simmel, whose inquiries, whether aimed at formulating 
laws of social behaviour or reconstructing interpretive meanings, were 
oriented toward deep explanation rather than direct intervention in particular 
policy contexts (Hussein, 2009, p. 4). In contemporary settings, basic 
research sustains paradigmatic debates over ontology and epistemology, 
engaging reflexively with issues of objectivity, positionality, and theoretical 
coherence in a way that sustains sociology’s critical edge (Mertz et al., 2014, 
p. 10). Applied research, by contrast, is shaped by the demands of external 
stakeholders, policymakers, practitioners, advocacy groups, and focuses on 
translating sociological insight into actionable recommendations or 
interventions. This orientation often necessitates pragmatic adjustments to 
method: sampling strategies may be designed around programmatic target 
populations rather than theoretical representativeness; operational definitions 
are crafted to align with policy metrics rather than abstract constructs; data 
collection modes are tailored to fit organisational timelines and resources. 
Yet if applied research is approached reflexively rather than instrumentally, 
it can integrate theoretical depth without sacrificing responsiveness to 
concrete problems (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 8). The communicative 
methodology in health-related psychological studies offers an instructive 
parallel: by embedding dialogic engagement between researchers and 
community members within evaluation frameworks, it achieves not simply 
program assessment but also co-production of knowledge relevant across 
academic and practitioner domains (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 4). 
Translating this principle into sociological applied research suggests that 
participatory strategies are compatible with rigorous inquiry when grounded 
in explicit analytical frameworks. Basic research often benefits from 
methodological freedom unconstrained by immediate applicability. 
Longitudinal studies mapping shifts in class stratification or kinship patterns 
across decades exemplify such intellectual autonomy; their primary 
contribution lies in revealing systemic processes that may influence multiple 
application areas indirectly over time. In contrast, applied projects typically 
operate under compressed timelines and targeted scope, for instance 
evaluating educational interventions designed to reduce inequality within a 
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single district. The challenge here lies in avoiding "methodological short-
termism" where preoccupation with immediate deliverables suppresses more 
structural analysis that could render findings durable beyond the project 
cycle. A dialectical perspective on this relationship recognises potentials for 
mutual enrichment: basic research gains empirical testing grounds when 
engaged through applied contexts; applied research secures conceptual 
robustness when infused with insights from basic theoretical debates 
(Hussein, 2009, p. 4; Mertz et al., 2014, p. 10). The notion of triangulation 
underscores overlaps between these types: combining qualitative depth with 
quantitative breadth can serve both theory-building (by identifying causal 
mechanisms or meaning structures) and practical aims (by producing 
generalisable trends relevant to policy implementation) (Biggerstaff, 2024, 
p. 10; Hussein, 2009, p. 4). For example, a mixed-method evaluation of 
urban housing reforms might involve survey analysis indicating aggregate 
improvements in affordability alongside ethnographic work revealing 
persisting displacements among vulnerable groups, a synthesis capable of 
informing further theoretical refinement of housing inequality concepts 
while also supplying granular feedback for policy adjustment. Global 
perspectives significantly complicate tidy separations between basic and 
applied orientations. 

6.2 Exploratory, Descriptive, and Explanatory Designs 

Exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory designs represent distinct yet often 
overlapping modalities within sociological methodology, each embodying 
different epistemological priorities that can be intertwined within the broader 
framework of methodological pluralism. Their differentiation emerges 
primarily through the purpose they serve in the research process, but these 
purposes do not exist in isolation, they can unfold sequentially within a 
single project or be integrated to address complex social phenomena from 
multiple vantage points. Exploratory designs are typically employed when 
investigating territory that is insufficiently mapped by existing scholarship. 
The aim is generative: to uncover patterns, categories, or relationships 
whose salience cannot be fully anticipated at the outset. In this sense, 
exploratory work functions as a prelude to more structured stages of research 
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but retains its own autonomy as a legitimate scholarly contribution. Such 
designs often draw heavily on qualitative approaches, ethnography, 
unstructured interviews, participant observation, where fluidity allows 
emergent themes to reshape data collection strategies midstream (Noor, 
2008, p. 3). Methodologically, exploratory designs excel in contexts where 
formal operationalisation would prematurely constrain inquiry. For example, 
engaging with indigenous communities through open-ended dialogue may 
reveal variables absent from Northern theoretical repertoires, framing future 
studies toward epistemic justice (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 
2020, p. 2). Yet without reflexive control over evolving questions or 
transparent documentation of adaptation points, exploratory projects risk 
producing fragmented accounts lacking cumulative value for theory-
building. Therefore an emphasis on audit trails and explicit analytic memos 
becomes critical for verifiability (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 13; Wainwright, 
1997, p. 12). Descriptive designs foreground detailed portrayal rather than 
causal explanation, offering systematic accounts of social phenomena in 
terms of their characteristics, distributions, and configurations at a given 
point. 

6.3 Comparative and Interdisciplinary Approaches 

Comparative and interdisciplinary approaches in sociological research 
embody a commitment to methodological pluralism while simultaneously 
engaging with the epistemological implications of synthesising perspectives 
across disciplines. Building on the typologies discussed earlier, these 
approaches seek integrative frameworks capable of capturing social 
phenomena that exceed the explanatory capacity of single-paradigm or 
monodisciplinary designs. Their comparative dimension involves 
systematically analysing similarities and differences across cases, settings, 
historical periods, or cultural contexts, whereas their interdisciplinary 
dimension draws on conceptual, methodological, and theoretical resources 
from multiple fields to construct richer interpretive and explanatory models. 
The comparative impulse in sociology can be traced to the classical 
tradition’s engagement with broad social transformations, Durkheim’s 
studies of industrial and pre-industrial societies, Weber’s analyses of world 
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religions, Marx’s investigations into capitalist modes of production, all 
presupposed a framework that juxtaposed different contexts to discern 
structural principles (Mohajan, 2018, p. 2). Such work exemplified how 
variation between cases could illuminate underlying dynamics otherwise 
obscured in isolated analysis. In contemporary practice, comparative designs 
operate at varying scales: they might juxtapose neighbourhoods within a 
single metropolis or contrast governance systems across continents. The unit 
of comparison must be selected with respect both to theoretical aims and to 
empirical feasibility; overly heterogeneous units risk collapsing into 
descriptive catalogues devoid of integrative conclusions. Interdisciplinarity 
adds further dimensions by integrating distinct epistemic cultures into 
sociological inquiry. Haapasaari et al. stress that interdisciplinarity is not 
merely an accumulation of subject matter but a process oriented toward 
synthesis around shared problems (Haapasaari et al., 2012, p. 2). They 
distinguish empirical interdisciplinarity (integrating data to examine 
relations between phenomena), methodological interdisciplinarity 
(combining methods from different traditions), and theoretical 
interdisciplinarity (synthesising conceptual models across fields). Such 
distinctions are essential for clarifying what type of integration is being 
pursued; confusion between methodological blending and theoretical 
synthesis can lead to incoherence if concepts imported from other disciplines 
conflict with core sociological premises. Methodological interdisciplinarity 
often takes shape through triangulation, combining qualitative and 
quantitative strategies within an integrated design, to address both 
generalisability and depth (Hussein, 2009, p. 10). For instance, a mixed-
methods project might employ statistical modelling rooted in economics 
alongside ethnographic fieldwork informed by anthropology. However, 
genuine integration demands more than parallel data streams; it requires 
iterative dialogue between findings from each method so that numerical 
patterns are interpreted through contextual narratives and vice versa. When 
executed reflexively, such designs mitigate the risk of “methodological 
tokenism” where secondary methods are added merely for appearance 
without substantive contribution. Theoretical interdisciplinarity involves 
more complex negotiations. Integrating Bourdieu’s theory of fields with 
Latour’s actor-network theory illustrates tensions between structuralist and 
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relational ontologies: while Bourdieu emphasises durable positions within 
structured spaces of capital distribution, Latour focuses on fluid associations 
among heterogeneous actants. Reconciling these requires re-theorising key 
constructs, such as power or agency, in ways acceptable to both frameworks 
or adopting a meta-theoretical position that accommodates multiplicity 
without dissolving either paradigm’s analytic utility. Such theoretical 
collaborations can be particularly productive when addressing phenomena 
like digital infrastructures whose material-technological bases resist purely 
social explanation yet whose societal impact demands sociological framing. 
Digital ethnography provides a striking contemporary example where 
comparative and interdisciplinary logics converge (Andrade, 2018, p. 4). 
Online communities present novel conditions, altered interaction modalities, 
anonymity norms, instant archiving, that compel methodological adaptation 
while inviting interdisciplinary tools from media studies, computer science, 
and psychology. Comparative analysis might juxtapose online discourse 
patterns in political forums across different national contexts; 
interdisciplinary synthesis could fuse sociolinguistic analysis of discourse 
with computational network mapping. The complexity lies in ensuring that 
imported analytic techniques serve sociologically meaningful ends rather 
than displacing them. Global diversity intensifies both comparative scope 
and interdisciplinary reach. Comparative research grounded in Global 
North–South dialogues must grapple with asymmetries in epistemic 
authority; methodologies calibrated for Northern contexts may fail to 
recognise or adequately engage local knowledge systems unique to Southern 
settings (Petersen-Wagner, 2017, p. 8; Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 9). 
Interdisciplinary teams spanning anthropology, political science, indigenous 
studies, and sociology can challenge such biases by embedding locally 
grounded epistemologies into design phases rather than importing them post 
hoc as “case context.” This approach resists epistemic extraction by making 
global collaboration genuinely dialogical. Interdisciplinary collaboration 
also acts as a mechanism for confronting ethics in research design. Projects 
integrating empirical research with normative-ethical argumentation 
necessitate coordinated input from disciplines as diverse as philosophy, law, 
public health, and sociology (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 2). Here comparative 
elements might involve cross-national examination of regulatory regimes 
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governing bioethics; interdisciplinary synthesis enables linking legal 
frameworks with sociocultural attitudes captured through qualitative 
interviews. Such combinations help ensure findings are not only 
descriptively accurate but normatively robust in guiding policy 
interventions. Arts-based methodologies further illustrate unconventional yet 
valuable intersections: sociologists collaborating with visual artists employ 
creative practices, installations, exhibitions, as analytical tools while 
simultaneously producing public engagement formats (Andrade, 2018, p. 4). 
Comparative dimensions can emerge when similar artistic-analytical 
strategies are applied across communities differing in cultural capital or 
media exposure; interdisciplinary insights arise through the merger of 
aesthetic theory with sociological analysis of reception and participation. 
Despite its promise, comparative-interdisciplinary work faces significant 
challenges. Coordination across disciplinary languages complicates 
collaborative teams’ communication; consensus over methodological 
standards may be elusive when epistemic norms diverge sharply. Power 
dynamics within collaborations can replicate broader inequities if one 
discipline’s methods dominate evaluation criteria; reflexive negotiation is 
needed to prevent erasure or marginalisation of equally valuable but 
differently structured contributions. 

6.4 Participatory and Action-Oriented Research 

Participatory and action-oriented research in sociology builds on the 
methodological pluralism outlined previously, while advancing a deliberate 
focus on collaboration, co-production of knowledge, and transformative 
praxis. Its epistemological roots intersect with interpretivist traditions that 
value situated meaning-making and critical theory’s emphasis on 
emancipation, yet it also incorporates elements from applied research 
through iterative cycles linking inquiry to direct interventions. The 
underlying premise is that those most affected by a social phenomenon 
should be actively involved in defining research questions, shaping 
methodology, interpreting findings, and applying results toward change 
processes. Within participatory paradigms such as living labs, multi-actor 
constellations, government agencies, private sector actors, community 
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groups, academic teams, engage in real-life settings to co-create solutions 
(Dekker et al., 2020, p. 8). This blurs traditional boundaries between 
researcher and participant; the process becomes dialogical, not simply 
extractive. Ethical considerations are foregrounded, requiring ongoing 
negotiation of roles and responsibilities. Decisions about competencies must 
recognise disciplinary diversity while avoiding marginalisation of non-
academic voices in design discussions. Such negotiated frameworks extend 
reflexivity beyond individual positionality into collective reflexivity about 
team structure and power asymmetries. For example, in interdisciplinary 
health studies combining empirical and normative dimensions, the equitable 
distribution of analytic authority between ethicists, social scientists, and 
affected communities strengthens methodological integrity by integrating 
multiple vantage points without subsuming heterogeneity under a dominant 
paradigm (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 9). Action-oriented research amplifies this 
orientation by coupling collaborative analysis with concrete strategies for 
change. In communicative methodologies from psychology applied to 
sociological work, structured dialogues identify both exclusionary factors 
maintaining inequalities and transformative elements capable of overcoming 
them (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 5). Stakeholder engagement occurs 
across all phases, ex ante for problem framing; in itinere for adaptive data 
collection; ex post for evaluation and dissemination decisions. The explicit 
aim here is not only knowledge production but measurable social impact. 
This challenges the conventional separation between basic and applied 
research by embedding theoretical refinement within intervention cycles. 
Global South approaches add further layers to participatory action research 
ethics by embedding indigenous epistemologies and collective consent 
mechanisms directly into methodological architecture (Sumida Huaman, 
2019, p. 18). Here participation is grounded in historical experience with 
extractive research practices; community trust depends on reciprocation 
through tangible benefits, capacity building, or policy influence. Collective 
decision-making protocols replace or supplement individual informed 
consent when local governance structures demand it (Sumida Huaman, 
2019, p. 18; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). In such settings, action-oriented 
projects may prioritise survivance, a concept underscoring active cultural 
presence over victimhood narratives, ensuring outcomes reinforce 
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community agency rather than external dependency. The integration of 
qualitative depth with quantitative breadth remains central to producing 
findings that are both contextually rich and broadly relevant. Triangulation 
can be employed not merely as a validity tactic but as a means of surfacing 
divergent perspectives across stakeholder groups (Hussein, 2009, p. 2). For 
instance, survey data capturing systemic patterns might guide targeted 
interviews with underrepresented subgroups whose experiences complicate 
dominant narratives. In participatory contexts this sequencing is often 
bidirectional, qualitative insights inform quantitative instrument design just 
as much as statistical trends guide qualitative sampling priorities. 
Participatory practice also intersects strongly with interdisciplinarity. Joint 
development of research instruments among interdisciplinary teams requires 
processes that accommodate dissent around terminology, conceptual 
constructs, and operational definitions (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 9). These 
negotiations prevent linguistic dominance by any one discipline and create a 
“common language” accessible to all participants, a condition essential for 
genuine co-analysis when synthesising data from heterogeneous sources. 
Cross-sector collaborations benefit from explicit allocation of tasks 
matching competencies while ensuring equal involvement across stages to 
prevent tokenistic inclusion. Digital transformation offers new terrain for 
action-oriented research but brings additional ethical demands. 

7 The Sequential and Reflexive Research Process 

7.1 Problem Identification and Formulation 

Problem identification and formulation within sociological inquiry 
constitutes a critical early juncture that shapes the entire trajectory of a 
research project. It is here that theoretical orientations, methodological 
possibilities, empirical constraints, and ethical imperatives intersect in ways 
that demand both reflexive awareness and strategic foresight. As discussed 
in Section 2.3.2, the framing of research problems is not merely a technical 
prelude to data collection; it involves decisions about whose experiences are 
centred, which theoretical discourses are engaged, and how methodological 
designs will render complex social realities into analyzable form. The 
identification phase begins with recognising phenomena of sociological 
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interest, whether emerging from gaps in established literature, pressing 
socio-political developments, or community-articulated concerns. An 
effective approach often draws from preliminary exploratory work that 
samples relevant contexts using flexible qualitative techniques to surface 
under-theorised dimensions (Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). This inductive 
engagement allows tentative categories to emerge before locking into fixed 
operational variables. In practice, secondary analyses of prior survey 
datasets may help confirm whether an identified phenomenon has 
measurable correlates worth pursuing in more detail (Tsvetkova, 2018, p. 3). 
Yet such statistical reconnaissance must be interpreted cautiously, avoiding 
premature closure around indicators that risk excluding critical cultural or 
historical variation. From an epistemological viewpoint, problem 
identification functions as translation between lived reality and the abstract 
schemas of theory. Classical figures like Durkheim and Weber approached 
this differently: Durkheim sought "social facts" definable independently 
from subjective accounts, while Weber insisted on incorporating actors’ 
interpretive understandings into causal analysis (Mohajan, 2018, p. 12). 
Modern engagements synthesise these orientations by recognising the 
heuristic value of both objective indicators and subjective meaning 
structures. The abductive logic outlined by Thompson frames this synthesis 
as recursive movement between empirical irregularities and available 
theoretical repertoires (Thompson, 2022, p. 4). This process resists rigidly 
deductive sequencing by allowing concepts to evolve alongside emerging 
data patterns. Formulation takes identification forward into precise statement 
of research questions or hypotheses. This formalisation must balance 
conceptual sophistication with clarity sufficient to guide method selection. 
Complex phenomena often require decomposition into primary and 
subsidiary questions so that each can map realistically onto feasible analytic 
strategies without sacrificing interconnection (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 12). 
Quantitative designs demand careful operational definition of constructs to 
protect internal validity, misalignment between conceptual intent and 
measurement protocols undermines both reliability and theoretical 
contribution (Oakley, p. 2). Qualitative designs equally benefit from explicit 
delineation of thematic foci to prevent narrative drift during field immersion 
(Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). Global North–South dialogues reveal stark 
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contrasts in problem formulation norms. In many Northern institutional 
contexts, academic priorities align problem framing with funding agendas or 
citation visibility, privileging issues amenable to established statistical 
instruments (Tsvetkova, 2018, p. 3). Southern methodologies often invert 
this sequencing: research priorities emerge from participatory processes 
rooted in community-defined needs (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Here formulation involves negotiated consensus 
about purpose, relevance, and acceptable methods; rather than abstracting 
local concerns into universalist categories, projects maintain epistemic 
fidelity by preserving indigenous analytical frames even when these 
challenge dominant disciplinary grammars. Reflexivity permeates both 
phases as protection against reproducing biases disguised as neutral selection 
criteria. Wainwright’s caution regarding the inevitable imposition of second-
level researcher concepts over participants’ own “concrete” constructions 
underscores the necessity for transparency in explaining such impositions 
(Wainwright, 1997, p. 14). 

7.2 Reviewing and Synthesizing Literature 

Reviewing and synthesizing literature within sociological research is an 
intrinsically reflexive exercise, occupying a critical position in shaping both 
the conceptual architecture and methodological strategies of any study. The 
process cannot be reduced to a mechanical compilation of prior work; rather, 
it requires deliberate interrogation of epistemic genealogies, theoretical 
compatibilities, methodological precedents, and the socio-political contexts 
in which earlier scholarship was produced. When apprehended through the 
lens described in Section 7.1, literature review serves as the interpretive 
bridge between problem identification and operationalisation, ensuring 
foundational coherence while leaving space for recalibration as empirical 
engagement evolves. The first stage entails delimiting the scope of relevant 
literatures. In methodological pluralist studies, this is particularly demanding 
because diverse paradigms, positivism, interpretivism, critical theory, each 
have distinct criteria for what constitutes relevance. A reflexive review must 
therefore resist disciplinary silos and recognise that sociological debates 
often extend into adjoining fields such as anthropology, political science, 
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psychology, and philosophy (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 9). For example, 
empirical ethics research originating outside sociology may offer theoretical 
constructs, on normative-empirical integration, that directly inform how 
values are treated within sociological design. Identifying these intersections 
requires sensitivity to terminological variances across disciplines to avoid 
misalignment when importing concepts or methods. The evaluative 
dimension follows. Here literature reviewing involves weighing the 
robustness of evidence presented in prior studies while interrogating their 
epistemological stance. A study grounded in Braun and Clarke’s thematic 
analysis principles might emphasise the role of theoretical scaffolding via 
codebooks (Thompson, 2022, p. 5). Yet other interpretations treat thematic 
development as emergent from active researcher involvement rather than 
rigid adherence to coding frameworks (Thompson, 2022, p. 3). Highlighting 
such divergences allows the researcher to select procedures consistent with 
their own paradigm without eclipsing alternative approaches that may 
augment analysis later. Similarly, qualitative document analysis as employed 
in African curriculum transformation studies introduces considerations about 
efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and unobtrusiveness that distinguish it from 
highly intrusive field-based ethnography (Mashilo & Govender, 2023, p. 
12). The comparative synthesis here becomes a matter of recognising 
situational suitability rather than ranking one method universally superior. A 
rigorous synthesis also entails mapping points of convergence across 
heterogeneous traditions. Consider reflexivity: its absence has been noted as 
a limitation in certain thematic analyses (Thompson, 2022, p. 3), yet it 
functions centrally in communicative methodologies where participant 
dialogue shapes interpretive outcomes (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 3). By 
juxtaposing these treatments, one can delineate a spectrum, from minimal 
reflexivity embedded at procedural edges to fully participatory reflexivity 
structurally integrated throughout, and position the intended study along that 
continuum based on epistemic commitments. The process benefits from an 
explicit appraisal of interdisciplinary compatibilities. As noted by Mertz 
et al., integrating empirical approaches (for instance, discourse analysis) 
with ethical aims demands testing alignment between core concepts like 
causality or agency before synthesis is attempted (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 6). 
Literature review is the arena for identifying such alignments; failure to do 



68 
 

so at this stage risks incoherence when methods are combined later under 
incompatible theoretical logics. Global diversity widens the implied corpus 
beyond dominant Northern voices. Southern scholarship disrupts uncritical 
reliance on Eurocentric frameworks by foregrounding indigenous 
epistemologies and collective consent protocols (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 
3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Reviewing these works alongside Northern 
exemplars enables a critique not merely of topical content but of structural 
power relations embedded within scholarly canons, addressing epistemic 
justice by rebalancing whose knowledge enters the analytic frame. Hybrid 
cases where Southern methodologies adopt Northern techniques but 
repurpose them according to locally grounded priorities can serve as 
exemplars for adaptive pluralism. Synthesis also functions diachronically: 
tracing how core concepts evolve across historical periods imbues present 
research questions with temporal depth. Visual sociology offers an 
illustrative case; foundational phenomenological and semiotic approaches 
have expanded into multimodal analyses integrating digital imagery ethics 
(Andrade, 2018, p. 6). Recognising these transformative trajectories informs 
methodological modernisation without severing ties to conceptual ancestry. 
Methodological appraisal becomes intertwined with theoretical adjudication 
during synthesis. Comparative power-method relations outlined by Schmitz 
and Hamann demonstrate how different methodological paradigms interact 
with forms of social power at varied analytical levels (Schmitz & Hamann, 
2022, p. 3). Reviewing such analyses fosters awareness that methodological 
choice implicitly configures one’s political and epistemic stance toward 
studied phenomena. Equally important is uncovering contradictions within 
literatures that appear consensual at first glance. 

7.3 Designing Research Strategies 

Designing research strategies in sociology entails more than a simple 
sequencing of procedural steps; it requires making interconnected 
epistemological, methodological, and ethical choices that translate 
theoretical commitments into viable empirical practice. As developed in 
Section 7.2, the review phase lays the conceptual foundations for these 
decisions by clarifying what kinds of questions are being pursued, how they 



69 
 

relate to existing debates, and which methodological traditions are congruent 
with those commitments. The design stage transforms this groundwork into 
a coherent plan that integrates theoretical framing, appropriate methods, data 
sources, analysis techniques, and ethical protocols in a way that is internally 
consistent yet capable of adapting to evolving research conditions. A robust 
strategy must first align epistemic orientation with method selection. 
Researchers working within a positivist or neo-positivist paradigm may 
prioritise designs that maximise standardisation and replicability through 
carefully operationalised variables and representative sampling frames 
(Mertz et al., 2014, p. 7). Such orientations often gravitate toward surveys, 
structured observation protocols, or quasi-experimental approaches where 
statistical inference underpins claims to validity (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 7). 
Conversely, interpretivist stances frame design around depth of meaning and 
context sensitivity, favouring qualitative methods such as ethnography, 
phenomenology, or narrative interviewing that elicit rich, situated accounts 
(Mohajan, 2018, p. 24). Critical-theoretical commitments introduce further 
imperatives: situating participants within structural contexts and 
incorporating elements of participatory action so that knowledge serves 
emancipatory objectives rather than remaining an abstract intellectual 
exercise (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 4). These divergent logics imply not 
only different instrumentation but also different sequencing: while positivist 
designs often follow a linear progression from hypothesis to data collection 
to analysis, interpretivist and critical approaches may employ iterative cycles 
where preliminary findings reshape both theoretical orientation and 
fieldwork focus. The choice between monomethod and mixed-method 
designs reflects another strategic axis. Mixed-methods strategies, often 
framed as variants of triangulation, can enhance explanatory power by 
addressing the same phenomenon through complementary lenses 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 12; Hussein, 2009, p. 7). The challenge is ensuring 
genuine integration rather than mere juxtaposition. For example, an 
explanatory sequential design might begin with quantitative modelling to 
identify broad patterns (such as correlations between neighbourhood-level 
deprivation indices and health outcomes) before moving into qualitative 
interviews to explore mechanisms underlying those patterns from residents’ 
perspectives. Alternatively, a convergent parallel design would collect 
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survey and interview data simultaneously, combining them at the analysis 
stage so that numerical trends are interrogated in light of narrative nuance. In 
both cases integration points need deliberate specification; without them the 
“dual track” risks producing fragmented interpretations lacking cumulative 
coherence. Case selection in designing strategies requires balancing 
representativeness against analytic relevance. Comparative designs benefit 
from purposive sampling that maximises theoretical contrast or similarity 
according to the hypotheses or conceptual models being tested. A study 
comparing urban governance reforms across cities in the Global North and 
South might select cases not solely on geographic variance but on 
theoretically salient features, such as differing institutional arrangements or 
civil society mobilisation patterns, that provide leverage for explanation 
(Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). 

7.4 Data Collection and Generation 

7.4.1 Sampling and Case Selection 

The selection of samples and cases in sociological research represents a 
consequential stage in operationalising the theoretical and methodological 
commitments articulated earlier. Far from being an arbitrary procedure, 
these choices must be congruent with the epistemological stance adopted, 
the type of research design employed, and the substantive goals of the study. 
Sampling determines not merely who or what will be studied, but also 
establishes the range within which findings can claim relevance, whether 
through statistical generalisability, theoretical transferability, or illustrative 
insight. The decision pathways here are shaped by both practical constraints 
and conceptual priorities, meaning that justification requires careful 
integration of methodological reasoning with reflexive awareness of context-
specific limitations. In quantitative frameworks influenced by positivism, 
sampling strategies prioritise representativeness to allow inferential claims 
from a defined population to a wider universe. Here probabilistic methods 
such as simple random sampling or stratified sampling offer high control 
over sampling error and bias. Stratified techniques deliberately segment 
populations into subgroups based on theoretically relevant characteristics 
(such as age, gender, income) before randomly selecting units within each 



71 
 

stratum (Knott et al., p. 20). This is particularly effective when subgroup 
comparisons are central to the research questions; statistical weighting can 
then correct for intentional oversampling in smaller strata. Such designs 
require clear operational definitions and substantial pre-survey demographic 
data to construct accurate strata, a requirement often more readily met in 
Global North contexts where comprehensive demographic records are 
maintained (Oakley, p. 3). In contrast, resource constraints or incomplete 
census data in Global South settings may necessitate adaptive approaches 
that blend probabilistic and non-probabilistic elements without abandoning 
rigour. In qualitative traditions grounded in interpretivism or critical theory, 
purposive sampling predominates. Rather than aiming for statistical 
representativeness, purposive strategies seek cases embodying particular 
features relevant to theoretical elaboration or comparative logic (Knott et al., 
p. 3). The criteria for inclusion flow from conceptual concerns: for instance, 
investigating the intersection of gender and informal labour markets might 
focus on participants whose work histories traverse multiple sectors 
vulnerable to precarity. Snowball sampling, a technique where initial 
participants refer researchers to others meeting inclusion criteria, has proven 
useful for accessing hard-to-reach populations due to gatekeeping or stigma 
(Knott et al., p. 20). However, it carries risks of homophily bias as social 
networks often reproduce similarity; this needs recognition when articulating 
limits to transferability. Quota sampling serves as a bridge across paradigms 
by imposing numerical targets for categories deemed theoretically important 
while allowing flexibility in recruitment modes (Knott et al., p. 3). It is less 
statistically defensible than probability-based methods yet more structured 
than open-ended purposive recruitment; its utility emerges when explicitly 
comparing groups along predefined axes such as ethnicity or occupational 
status. In designs prioritising comparative analysis, either between social 
categories or across geographical contexts, quota logic ensures balanced 
representation of contrasting cases even if other selection aspects remain 
purposive. Case study methodology introduces further nuance because “the 
case” may denote units at different scales: individuals, organisations, 
communities, nation-states. Multiple-case designs employ replication logic 
where each case is selected either to predict similar results (literal 
replication) or contrasting results for predictable reasons (theoretical 
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replication). This rationale distinguishes case selection from convenience 
choices by tying it explicitly to hypothesis-testing or theory-refining goals 
akin to those found in experimental logics, while acknowledging 
embeddedness in real-world complexity (Noor, 2008, p. 3). Duration and 
intensity of engagement also bear on sample size decisions. Studies 
conducting lengthy interviews over multiple sessions with each participant 
typically work with smaller samples compared to one-off engagements; 
depth substitutes for breadth when seeking nuanced understanding. 
Conversely, projects aiming at cross-sectional mapping of attitudinal trends 
may require larger participant pools even when individual contact is brief. A 
related consideration is saturation, the point at which additional data 
collection yields no new themes or insights (Knott et al., p. 3). While some 
literature reports thematic saturation occurring with 12–20 interviews per 
category of participant, the exact threshold depends heavily on population 
diversity, study scope, and analytic focus. In practice, saturation functions 
less as a fixed number than as an ongoing analytic judgement made during 
fieldwork, a judgement complicated when parallel quantitative components 
demand predetermined sample sizes set during funding proposals. Global 
dimensions complicate these calculi further. Multi-sited ethnography across 
Global North and South contexts often requires calibrating sample selection 
to heterogeneous infrastructural conditions: ease of access mediated by 
institutional affiliation in one locale versus extended rapport-building under 
mistrust born of extractive research histories elsewhere (Sumida Huaman, 
2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Community-based participatory 
approaches reverse traditional researcher-controlled selection by co-
determining inclusion criteria with stakeholders; selection thereby reflects 
community priorities alongside scholarly aims. While enhancing legitimacy 
and local relevance, such co-governance can reduce comparability across 
sites if different communities impose divergent priority categories, 
necessitating transparent accounting for variations when interpreting results. 
Ethnographic case selection within critical frameworks benefits from 
integrating micro-level testimonies with historical-structural factors shaping 
those experiences (Wainwright, 1997, p. 10). For example, selecting 
communities not just on observable present-day characteristics but also on 
their trajectories through processes like deindustrialisation or migration 
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situates contemporary narratives within long-term transformations. Here 
multi-level sampling parallels stratification logic but operates along 
temporal-historical rather than purely demographic axes. Digital contexts 
prompt reconsideration of what constitutes a “population” or “case. 

7.4.2 Ethical Considerations in Fieldwork 

Ethical considerations in fieldwork demand sustained attention to the 
intersection between methodological rigour, participant wellbeing, and the 
broader socio-political contexts in which research unfolds. These 
considerations extend beyond procedural compliance with institutional 
review boards into reflexive engagement with power dynamics, 
positionality, and the epistemic foundations of sociological inquiry. The 
environment in which data are collected is neither neutral nor static; it 
shapes and is shaped by interactions between researcher and participants, as 
well as by structural forces such as legal regimes, cultural norms, and 
historical legacies of research practice (Knott et al., p. 5). This reflexivity is 
particularly acute in sociological fieldwork where researchers themselves are 
embedded actors whose presence can alter the phenomena under 
investigation. One central ethical dimension lies in informed consent and its 
iterative negotiation rather than one-off procurement at the project’s outset. 
In contexts involving longitudinal immersion or evolving designs, initial 
participant agreement may not encompass all future uses of data or emergent 
inquiries prompted mid-fieldwork. Consent thus becomes a process 
requiring periodic revisiting to ensure participants’ continued understanding 
and willingness (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 9). This includes transparent 
discussion about potential risks, social, political, reputational, that might 
arise from participation. In sensitive areas such as research on indebtedness 
or stigma-laden conditions, researchers bear an obligation to prepare 
accessible information about relevant support networks (for instance, debt 
advisory services) so that participation does not leave individuals exposed 
without recourse (Knott et al., p. 6). The question of anonymity often 
demands delicate balancing between protection and recognition. Visual and 
participatory methodologies complicate traditional anonymity paradigms; 
for example, video diaries meant to capture embodied experiences can 
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render faceless representation impractical or undermine authenticity. 
Negotiating preferences for concealment versus public recognition requires 
engagement with participants’ own valuation of visibility, an especially 
salient issue where representation can function simultaneously as 
empowerment and exposure. Relatedly, alterations such as replacing speech 
audio with subtitles must be undertaken with sensitivity to preserving 
meaning while safeguarding identity (Bates, 2013, p. 8). Power asymmetries 
between researcher and participant permeate both micro-level interactions 
and macro-structural configurations of field access. Even when employing 
egalitarian frameworks such as communicative methodology, which seeks to 
co-define research goals between parties, latent hierarchies persist through 
control over funding, publication avenues, or analytic authority (Redondo-
Sama et al., 2020, p. 4). Reflexively interrogating these asymmetries shapes 
ethical integrity; researchers must ask not only how they speak for 
participants but whether their methods enable participants to speak 
substantively with them in shaping narratives. In Global South contexts 
especially, legacies of extractive scholarship intensify scepticism toward 
external investigators; here integrating collective consent mechanisms 
determined by local governance structures recognises community 
sovereignty over knowledge production (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 12; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Fieldwork also entails situational ethics attuned to 
context variability. As Knott et al. describe, topics that appear low-risk 
under democratic conditions, such as religious affiliation, may incur 
substantial dangers under authoritarian regimes where surveillance poses 
existential threats to respondents (Knott et al., p. 5). Ethical protocols must 
therefore be context-sensitive: adjusting recruitment strategies, altering data 
storage arrangements, or modulating publication detail according to political 
environments. Such adaptability draws methodological ethnographers 
toward scenario planning prior to entry into the field and ongoing risk 
assessment once engaged. Representation in dissemination is another critical 
site for ethical decision-making. Reflexive editing avoids reproducing 
stereotypes or reinforcing marginalisation through selective framing of 
participant narratives (Mertz et al., 2014, p. 11). Power is exercised at the 
point where raw testimony becomes textual artefact within academic 
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discourse; recognising this locates ethics firmly within analysis rather than 
merely at data collection. 

7.5 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

7.5.1 Quantitative Data Analysis 

Quantitative data analysis in sociology operates at the intersection of 
numerical abstraction and social complexity, translating observed patterns 
into measurable indicators that can be subjected to statistical scrutiny. While 
often associated with the positivist legacy discussed in earlier paradigmatic 
debates, contemporary practice recognises that quantitative analysis is not 
merely mechanical computation; it is an interpretive act conditioned by 
theoretical framing, operational definitions, and choices about measurement 
validity and reliability. In formal terms, this mode of analysis seeks to 
identify relationships, correlational or causal, between defined variables, 
aiming where possible for generalisability across populations and contexts. 
Such goals presuppose rigorous attention to sampling structures as 
elaborated in Section 7.4.1, since the inferential logic of quantitative 
research rests on the assumption that patterns in sample data approximate 
those in the population of interest. At its core, the process entails coding raw 
observations into numerical form. Variables must be operationalised so they 
reliably instantiate the theoretical constructs under investigation. This step is 
not neutral: the act of transforming complex social phenomena into numeric 
categories can obscure dimensions deemed non-measurable or introduce bias 
through culturally specific indicator choices. For example, attempts to 
quantify “social capital” vary from counts of organisational memberships to 
indices incorporating diversity of network ties; each choice foregrounds 
particular aspects while marginalising others. The critique here echoes 
interpretivist caution that measurement design itself implicitly selects what 
counts as relevant reality. The analytical techniques applied span descriptive 
and inferential statistics. Descriptive procedures such as measures of central 
tendency (mean, median, mode) and dispersion (standard deviation, range) 
summarise variable distributions, providing an initial portrait of the dataset. 
Cross-tabulations enable examination of bivariate relationships among 
categorical variables, producing frequency matrices that lend themselves to 
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visualisation. Inferential methods, including regression models, ANOVA, 
and logistic modelling, extend beyond description to estimate the likelihood 
that observed relationships reflect underlying population parameters rather 
than random variation. The choice among these techniques should reflect 
both the level of measurement, nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio, and the 
theoretical expectations driving the research. Yet statistical sophistication 
does not immunise quantitative analysis from epistemological critique. A 
standard limitation identified historically is its tendency toward 
decontextualisation: stripping data from situational contingencies in service 
of identifying “universal” patterns (Mohajan, 2020, p. 21). Large-scale 
surveys administered via structured questionnaires can impose pre-
formulated categories limiting respondent expression (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 
4); while this facilitates comparability across cases, it risks missing emergent 
issues salient to participants but absent from designer-imposed frames. 
Moreover, reliance on secondary datasets may constrain variable selection 
and force adherence to pre-existing conceptualisations unsuited for the 
present theoretical frame (Mohajan, 2020, p. 21). Errors can accumulate at 
multiple points, sampling flaws creating biased estimates; instrument mis-
specification producing unreliable measures; analytic model assumptions 
violated by skewed or heteroscedastic distributions. Reflexive analysts thus 
treat statistical outputs not as final truths but as provisional artefacts 
contingent on methodological decisions (Wainwright, 1997, p. 14). 
Triangulation across instruments or datasets becomes crucial here, not only 
as a means for convergent validation but also for exploring why different 
sources yield diverging results (Hussein, 2009, p. 4). Discrepancies may 
reveal underlying heterogeneity in populations or measurement artefacts 
requiring theoretical reconsideration. Specificity in reporting strengthens 
verifiability: detailing coding schemes for variables, rationale for inclusion 
or exclusion criteria, treatment of missing data (listwise deletion versus 
imputation), and justification for chosen significance thresholds all 
contribute to transparency. Statistical software packages such as SPSS are 
widely used due to their accessibility and user-friendly interfaces (Mohajan, 
2020, p. 20), yet reliance on default settings without critical adjustment can 
mask inappropriate analytic choices, for example applying parametric tests 
to non-normally distributed variables without transformation. The 
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substantive interpretation phase reintroduces sociological reasoning, 
numerical associations must be situated within theoretical frameworks rather 
than presented as self-explanatory fact patterns. A correlation between 
income inequality and voting turnout gains meaning only when 
contextualised within models linking economic marginality to political 
alienation or mobilisation. Multivariate analyses enable disentangling 
simultaneous effects from multiple predictors; however, omitting relevant 
confounders due to measurement constraints can produce spurious 
conclusions about causality. Global context complicates quantitative 
analysis further. In Northern institutional environments with robust census 
systems and high literacy rates among survey respondents (Oakley, p. 17), 
probabilistic sampling yields reliable estimates with relatively low 
nonresponse bias. By contrast, researchers working in Southern contexts 
may confront incomplete population registers or cultural barriers to survey 
participation (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). 
Adaptive sampling designs, such as cluster sampling stratified by accessible 
units, can mitigate some issues but require cautious inference regarding 
coverage limitations. Ethical considerations permeate quantitative analysis 
too: datasets containing sensitive attributes (e.g., health status) require de-
identification protocols balancing participant privacy against scholarly 
openness (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 5; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). 
Misinterpretation risks are heightened when findings feed into public policy 
debates; analysts bear responsibility not only for technical accuracy but also 
for anticipating how simplified representations (percentages without 
confidence intervals) might distort understanding among non-specialists. 

7.5.2 Qualitative Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis within sociological inquiry operates as an 
interpretive, iterative process aimed at generating theoretically informed 
insights from complex, often unstructured textual, visual, or multimodal 
materials. In contrast to the statistical orientation outlined in Section 7.5.1, 
qualitative approaches typically engage with the semantic and symbolic 
dimensions of social life, seeking patterns of meaning rather than numerical 
regularities. The epistemological grounding here aligns closely with 
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interpretivist traditions that foreground context-specific understanding, 
reflexivity, and the co-construction of knowledge between researcher and 
participant (Mohajan, 2018, p. 3). Yet contemporary practice also reveals a 
spectrum extending from highly inductive designs, where thematic 
categories are allowed to emerge from sustained engagement with the 
material, to more deductively oriented forms that code against pre-existing 
theoretical frameworks. One widely employed method for such analysis is 
thematic analysis, which seeks to identify patterned responses or meanings 
across datasets (Thompson, 2022, p. 3). While its flexibility permits 
adaptation to a range of epistemological positions, structured variations, 
such as abductive thematic analysis, explicitly aim to balance emergent 
coding with existing theoretical constructs. This approach moves iteratively 
between empirical material and conceptual resources so as to neither 
subordinate data entirely to prior theory nor drift into purely descriptive 
cataloguing (Thompson, 2022, p. 3; 2022, p. 3). The utility of an abductive 
stance lies in its capacity to synthesise disparate insights in a way that 
preserves empirical grounding while inviting theoretical refinement. 
However, its application demands transparency: documenting how codes 
shift over successive iterations enables later scrutiny and mitigates risks of 
post hoc rationalisation. Analytic processes vary according to 
methodological commitments. Within phenomenologically informed designs 
such as Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), emphasis falls on 
capturing idiographic accounts, detailed examinations of individual 
experiences, before cautiously generalising across cases (Biggerstaff, 2024, 
p. 26). Here coding is deeply entangled with reflexivity; analysts must 
remain conscious of their role in shaping interpretation through the “double 
hermeneutic” in which participants make sense of their world while 
researchers simultaneously interpret these sense-making processes. 

8 Theoretical Foundations of Method in Sociology 

8.1 Ontology, Epistemology, and Method 

Ontology, epistemology, and method form the conceptual triad that 
underpins sociological inquiry, delineating how social phenomena are 
conceived, how valid knowledge about them can be obtained, and which 
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methodological strategies are consequently appropriate. In its ontological 
dimension, sociology must confront fundamental questions about the nature 
and status of its objects of study. Classical traditions offer contrasting 
positions: Durkheim conceptualised “social facts” as objective realities 
external to and constraining individuals, amenable to treatment as ‘things’ 
(Henriques, 2014, p. 8); Weber highlighted the constitutive role of subjective 
meaning-making within social action, rejecting any view that divorced 
phenomena from actors’ interpretive contexts (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 17). 
Marx’s dialectical materialism embedded ontology within historical process, 
positing that social structures are not static entities but dynamically formed 
through contradictions between the forces and relations of production. These 
divergent ontologies, objectivist, interpretivist, dialectical, each project 
different accounts of structure-agency relationships and carry implications 
for what counts as adequate explanation. Ontological commitments 
influence whether sociologists prioritise macro-structural determinants or 
micro-level interactions. Bourdieu’s field theory reframes this binary by 
conceiving an intermediate ontology wherein relatively durable structures 
(fields) condition practices through habitus while being themselves 
reproduced or transformed via those practices. Giddens’ structuration theory 
parallels this duality in proposing a mutually constitutive model: structures 
both constrain and enable agency. Ontological choice thus shapes the 
theoretical architecture into which empirical findings must fit; importing a 
method without regard for such commitments risks descriptive incoherence 
or analytical contradiction. Global South epistemologies insert further 
ontological pluralism by recognising indigenous constructs of relationality 
not reducible to Western dichotomies such as individual-collective 
(Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). For instance, community sovereignty as an 
ontological premise directs the unit of analysis toward collective actors 
defined by cultural lineage rather than state-based classifications. 
Epistemology addresses how sociologists can claim to know anything about 
such ontologically constituted realities. Positivist legacies assume that 
knowledge accrues through systematic observation and measurement 
capable of identifying invariant regularities (Mohajan, 2020, p. 8). This 
stance entails an epistemic privileging of replicability and control over 
subjective bias as criteria for validity. Interpretivist approaches counter by 
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defining validity in terms of resonance with participants’ lived experience 
and transparency about the researcher’s interpretive process. From a 
phenomenological perspective, experience itself constitutes primary data; 
knowledge is achieved not when patterns are generalised but when taken-
for-granted aspects of social life become explicit through reflective 
engagement (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 17). Both orientations face critique: 
positivism risks decontextualising phenomena into abstract variables; 
interpretivism may produce richly textured accounts lacking scalability 
beyond immediate contexts. Critical theory advances a reflexive 
epistemology acknowledging that all knowledge claims are situated within 
power-laden structures (Mohajan, 2018, p. 5). Here methods function not 
simply to describe but to interrogate conditions under which certain 
knowledges achieve dominance, including those produced within academia 
itself. Schmitz and Hamann note that research methods are shaped by and 
shape social power configurations beyond academia (Schmitz & Hamann, 
2022, p. 17), suggesting that epistemic reflexivity must encompass the 
politics inherent in methodological uptake. Global diversity deepens 
epistemological complexity: Southern scholars critique Eurocentric 
universality claims by foregrounding epistemologies grounded in local 
histories and lifeworlds (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 2; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 
2). Knowledge validation processes may follow collective consensus norms 
in indigenous settings rather than individualistic peer review models 
dominant in Northern academia. The challenge lies in integrating these into 
global scholarly dialogue without subsuming them under pre-existing 
hegemonies, a negotiation requiring methodological accommodation to 
plural validation standards. Method sits at the intersection where ontological 
premises and epistemological stances find operational form. An objectivist 
ontology paired with positivist epistemology tends toward quantitative 
instruments, surveys, structured observations, with designs emphasising 
representativeness and statistical inference (Mohajan, 2020, p. 12). 

8.2 Methodological Monism versus Pluralism 

The contrast between methodological monism and pluralism reflects a deep 
structural tension in sociological inquiry regarding how knowledge about 
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social phenomena is most validly produced. Methodological monism asserts 
that there exists a single optimal approach, rooted in specific ontological and 
epistemological commitments, to which all research should conform for 
sociology to retain scientific coherence. Historically, this view found one of 
its strongest forms in the positivist inheritance of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, where the extension of natural-scientific procedures to 
the study of society was seen as both desirable and necessary (Mohajan, 
2020, p. 2). Within such a framework, epistemic unity was framed as a 
strength: standardised measurement protocols, controlled sampling, and 
statistical inference offered an appearance of objectivity through replicable 
procedure. Monism here was not merely methodological but often 
theoretical, Durkheim’s reliance on “social facts” treated as external to 
individuals exemplified an effort to bind empirical practice to a unified 
ontological foundation. At the other end of early sociology, Weber’s 
interpretive emphasis did not wholly abandon systematisation but still 
maintained a disciplined coherence aligning method with theory in a one-to-
one form of congruence. While cohesion under monist assumptions can 
produce clarity and comparability across studies, it also imposes significant 
constraints. Limiting sociology to one dominant methodological schema 
risks systematically marginalising phenomena that resist quantification or 
controlled observation, domains where lived meaning, historical contingency 
or discursive articulation are central. The problem is amplified when such 
monocultures map onto global asymmetries; Northern-developed 
instruments exported uncritically to Southern contexts often presume social 
structures or cultural categories absent in the field sites concerned (Sumida 
Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). This can result in what Santos 
terms epistemicide: the erasure or suppression of alternate epistemologies 
through rigid adherence to singular models. Methodological pluralism 
presents itself less as indiscipline than as recognition that differing 
ontological stances yield distinct yet valid forms of evidence, and that 
complex social realities are multi-dimensional enough to require multiple 
analytic lenses (Mohajan, 2018, p. 5). In this view, qualitative interview-
based ethnography, historical case study work, quantitative survey analysis, 
and computational modelling all generate legitimate insights when aligned 
with appropriate theoretical frames. 
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9 Specific Sociological Methods 

9.1 Historical Method 

9.1.1 Foundations of Historical Sociology 

Historical sociology, as one of the core methods within sociological inquiry, 
evolves from an effort to integrate temporal depth into the analysis of social 
structures and processes, recognising that present-day phenomena are 
products of long-term trajectories shaped by economic, political, cultural, 
and technological developments. The foundations of this approach lie in 
classical theory’s sustained engagement with history, where thinkers such as 
Marx, Weber, and Durkheim regarded historical processes as indispensable 
for understanding both stability and change in social formations. Marx’s 
dialectical materialism conceptualised history as a succession of modes of 
production driven by class conflict; Weber’s comparative studies of religion 
investigated how historical variations grounded divergent paths of 
rationalisation; Durkheim explored the transformation from mechanical to 
organic solidarity as a civilisational shift in collective consciousness. These 
foundational works demonstrate that historical time functions not simply as 
background but as an analytic dimension shaping causality and meaning 
within sociological explanation. Modern historical sociology continues this 
orientation by embedding contemporary cases within contextual layers 
constituted over decades or centuries. This involves tracing continuities, 
such as enduring institutional patterns or cultural repertoires, while also 
accounting for rupture through revolution, crisis, or transformative policy 
interventions. As outlined by Bickerstaffe in analyses inspired by Norbert 
Elias’s figurational process sociology, generational interdependence and the 
long-term civilising process are key examples where historical method 
reveals relational dynamics obscured in cross-sectional research 
(Bickerstaffe, 2023, p. 16). Elias’s formulation connects micro-level 
experiences (habitus) with macro-level transformations occurring over 
extended periods, thereby reframing power relations, for example between 
age cohorts, not merely as situational conflicts but as structural linkages 
unfolding across time (Bickerstaffe, 2023, p. 18). Such perspectives help 
explain why short-term empirical snapshots may fail to capture strategic 
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exploitation of positional advantages embedded in inherited prestige 
systems. From an epistemological standpoint, historical sociology must 
negotiate between structuralist tendencies that privilege enduring patterns 
and interpretivist commitments to reconstructing meanings specific to past 
actors within their own contexts. Wainwright’s call for reflexively managing 
informant testimony alongside structural-historical analysis is directly 
relevant here (Wainwright, 1997, p. 17). It cautions against treating archival 
records or oral histories purely as transparent windows onto the past; instead 
these must be critically situated within broader political-economic 
configurations that shaped their production. The methodological implication 
is twofold: first, integrating primary sources, such as legislative records, 
memoirs, demographic data, with critical discourse analysis; second, 
acknowledging the layered mediation between past events and contemporary 
scholarly interpretation. The foundations further benefit from globalising the 
scope of inquiry beyond Eurocentric timelines. Aytov’s attention to socio-
cultural dynamics across economic, demographic, scientific-technological 
and educational domains insists that historical sociology attend to global 
processes without presuming uniform developmental sequences (Aytov, 
2022, p. 2). This aligns with calls from Global South scholarship to 
counteract epistemic erasure by incorporating histories rooted in non-
Western civilisations (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 2). In comparative terms, 
incorporating indigenous temporal frameworks, or periodisations based on 
colonial encounter rather than industrialisation, enriches the explanatory 
power of historical method while promoting epistemic justice. 
Methodologically this entails both adapting periodisation units and revising 
categories so they reflect locally salient transitions rather than those imposed 
externally. Case selection in historical sociology often adheres to theoretical 
replication logic rather than statistical representativeness (Noor, 2008, p. 3). 
For example, studying welfare state formation in multiple countries may 
involve identifying cases predicted, on theoretical grounds, to manifest 
similar sequences under analogous political conditions or contrasting 
sequences given different revolutionary legacies. Comparative-historical 
analysis uses such design choices to refine or falsify general propositions 
while remaining attentive to unique conjunctures that resist full 
typologisation. Importantly, historiography is not merely a source repository 
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but part of the analytical process: recognising how prior historians have 
framed narratives allows sociologists to interrogate underlying assumptions 
about agency distribution (individual “great men” versus structural forces), 
causal primacy (economic versus ideological), and temporality (linear 
progress versus cyclical recurrence). Here interdisciplinary engagement with 
anthropology’s historical anthropology enriches methodological 
sophistication by inserting deep cultural continuities alongside economic-
political timelines (Aytov, 2022, p. 2). Quantitative historical sociology has 
developed through techniques like event-history analysis and time-series 
modelling which formalise causal claims about sequential processes (e.g., 
industrial strikes leading to labour legislation). While these instruments 
increase clarity about timing and sequencing effects, as Comtean positivist 
aspirations would predict, they risk omitting interpretive nuance if severed 
from contextual analysis (Mohajan, 2020, p. 6). Mixed-method approaches 
mitigate this by pairing statistical pattern detection with qualitative 
examination of case-specific documentation. Ethical reflexivity forms 
another cornerstone: working with archival materials demands sensitivity 
toward representation, especially when dealing with histories involving 
marginalised groups whose voices were suppressed or distorted in official 
records. Participatory reinterpretation projects involving descendant 
communities reflect evolving norms where historical sociology embeds 
collaborative validation into its methodology (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 2; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Such practices address positionality concerns 
central to ensuring that narratives produced do not reproduce colonial 
historiographical biases. Finally, innovation within this foundation comes 
from incorporating emerging digital tools into historical method without 
displacing its interpretive core. Digitised archives enable large-scale 
comparative content analysis across periods; computational text mining can 
identify thematic shifts over centuries; yet these advances must remain 
tethered to critical theory aware that digitisation itself reflects selection 
biases shaped by institutional priorities (Andrade, 2018, p. 3). The challenge 
is integrating technical capability for scale with relational-theoretical 
orientation capable of interpreting patterns through historically grounded 
models such as Elias’s figurations or Bourdieu’s fields. 
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9.1.2 Archival and Documentary Research 

Archival and documentary research occupies a distinctive position within 
sociological methodology, particularly when embedded in historically 
oriented inquiry as discussed in Section 9.1.1. At its core, this approach 
entails the systematic identification, retrieval, evaluation, and interpretation 
of pre-existing materials, archived records, official documents, personal 
writings, institutional reports, and other preserved artefacts, that serve as 
evidence for analysing social processes across temporal spans. These 
sources function both as substantive data and as traces of the social 
conditions under which they were produced. As Mohajan outlines, archival 
research draws on a spectrum of materials classifiable into primary sources 
(original documents created contemporaneously with the events or 
phenomena being studied), secondary sources (interpretations by subsequent 
authors), official records (government or institutional), and private materials 
(letters, diaries, memoirs, oral histories) (Mohajan, 2018, p. 14). 
Distinguishing clearly between these categories is methodologically 
essential because each embodies different proximities to events and degrees 
of interpretive mediation. From a classical standpoint, such materials have 
long been integral to sociological theorising. Weber’s comparative studies of 
religion utilised extensive historical documents to reconstruct the normative 
orders governing economic conduct across cultural settings. Marx’s analysis 
of capitalist development relied on state reports and industrial statistics 
alongside political treatises to substantiate claims about class relations over 
time. Durkheim incorporated archival educational records in his work on 
occupational specialisation and moral regulation. In each case, documentary 
materials were not inert supplements but central evidentiary bases allowing 
for causal argumentation and comparative generalisation across historical 
contexts. Contemporary methodological pluralism extends this classical 
reliance by integrating archival analysis with quantitative content coding or 
qualitative critical discourse analysis, thus bridging textual interpretation 
with statistical pattern detection where corpus size permits (Noor, 2008, p. 
3). Evaluating the authenticity, credibility, representativeness and meaning 
of archival sources is arguably more complex than in many primary-data 
designs because researchers must address both the context of production and 
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the pathways through which records survive. Documents are products of 
specific organisational routines; their form and content reflect bureaucratic 
priorities, legal constraints, ideological framings, or personal biases of their 
authors. For example, official poverty statistics from colonial 
administrations may systematically underreport marginalised populations 
due to classificatory schemes that excluded them from recognition (Oakley, 
p. 11). Thus the analyst must contextualise findings against the backdrop of 
power structures governing record generation, a concern especially salient 
when working with materials originating in periods or regimes characterised 
by overt political repression or exclusionary citizenship regimes. The spatial 
politics of archive location also merit reflexive consideration. Access 
conditions can differ sharply between Global North institutions, where 
cataloguing systems and preservation infrastructures facilitate relatively 
egalitarian access, and Global South contexts where archives may be 
fragmented across jurisdictions, under-resourced, or subject to restrictive 
gatekeeping shaped by postcolonial sensitivities (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 
3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). In such situations reciprocal arrangements, co-
designed dissemination protocols or capacity-building commitments, can act 
as ethical counterweights to extractive archival practices. Scholars 
embedded in community-based participatory frameworks often negotiate 
access in ways that honour collective governance over sensitive records 
while still enabling rigorous scholarly analysis (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 5; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Documentary sources have important corroborative 
functions within multi-method designs. As Khairul Baharein Mohd Noor 
notes in his case study-based work on organisational training programmes, 
documents can supplement interviews or observations by providing 
procedural outlines and historical background unavailable through 
participant recall alone. They offer an independent line of evidence which 
can either confirm narratives gathered via other methods or expose 
discrepancies between stated practice and recorded policy. 

9.1.3 Comparative Historical Analysis 

Comparative historical analysis (CHA) occupies a critical position within 
sociological methodology as a bridge between the temporal depth 
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emphasised by historical sociology and the logic of comparison 
characteristic of much empirical social research. While the preceding 
discussion in Section 9.1.1 considered archival and documentary work as 
foundational for tracing processual change, CHA systematically juxtaposes 
multiple cases across space and time to refine theory, identify causal 
mechanisms, and clarify scope conditions. It does so not merely by lining up 
descriptive narratives but through a deliberate methodological design that 
connects historically situated events to broader sociological explanations. 
This approach resonates with the tradition of comparative-historical 
sociology that draws from both classical theoretical repertoires and modern 
advances in research design (Mohajan, 2018, p. 38). From an 
epistemological standpoint, CHA integrates diachronic analysis, tracing 
sequences within cases, with synchronic comparison, identifying patterns 
across cases, thereby allowing researchers to interrogate both within-unit 
dynamics and cross-unit variation. The method’s intellectual lineage 
includes Weber’s typological comparisons of world religions, Marx’s 
contrasting trajectories of capitalist development, and Tilly’s examinations 
of state formation. These exemplify how juxtaposing different historical 
pathways can generate robust conceptual frameworks without collapsing 
distinct trajectories into homogenised models (Mohajan, 2018, p. 23). The 
approach inherently demands careful attention to case selection logic. 
Employing what George and Bennett term “most similar” or “most 
different” systems designs enables researchers to control for certain 
variables while exploring others’ explanatory leverage. Cases are selected 
not only for representativeness but also for their potential contribution to 
theory testing, plausibility probing, or building-block synthesis toward 
cumulative theoretical construction. Central to CHA is sequencing analysis, 
the reconstruction of temporally ordered chains linking antecedent 
conditions to outcomes. Event sequences are not treated as linear 
determinants but as contextually embedded processes marked by 
contingency, path dependence, and conjunctural causation. This recognition 
opens possibilities for engaging with complexity theory perspectives that 
understand social outcomes as emergent from interacting mechanisms over 
time rather than straightforward independent effects. Comparative analysis 
here weighs recurrent causal combinations across cases alongside attention 
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to idiosyncratic elements that resist generalisation yet illuminate boundary 
conditions for broader propositions (Mohajan, 2018, p. 38). Such attention to 
complexity aligns CHA with methodological pluralism: quantitative 
techniques like event-history modelling can be used where data permit, 
while qualitative process tracing reconstructs causal pathways from granular 
historical evidence. The analytical strength of CHA also rests on its 
treatment of causal heterogeneity. By systematically contrasting instances 
where similar conditions lead to divergent outcomes, or different conditions 
converge on similar outcomes, it becomes possible to refine middle-range 
theories sensitive to context without lapsing into purely idiographic 
accounts. This capacity is particularly important when integrating Global 
North and Global South research traditions. The risk of imposing 
Eurocentric teleologies onto non-Western histories is mitigated when 
comparative frameworks explicitly accommodate alternative developmental 
logics (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 7; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). For instance, 
analysing welfare state emergence in postcolonial contexts alongside 
European industrialised democracies requires recognising colonial legacies 
as structuring variables distinct from those shaping Northern welfare 
regimes. Such designs foreground the need for epistemic reflexivity, 
ensuring that theoretical categories travel only after critical interrogation of 
their ontological fit with local socio-historical realities. Data sources in CHA 
are necessarily diverse, spanning archival records, policy documents, 
statistical series, and contemporaneous accounts; their integration reflects 
methodological hybridity. Archival research provides depth on institutional 
configurations at key junctures, while content analysis identifies thematic 
shifts or ideological framings across periods (Mohajan, 2018, p. 40). Oral 
histories or ethnographic retrospectives may supplement official accounts by 
capturing subaltern perspectives absent from formal documentation, an 
especially pertinent corrective when investigating societies where written 
records selectively represent elite voices. Yet such supplementation must 
include critical evaluation of memory’s selectivity and retrospective 
reframing against other evidence types. Triangulating these heterogeneous 
data streams enhances validity not through naïve corroboration but by 
illuminating tensions between sources that signal analytical opportunities, a 
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principle consonant with contemporary views on triangulation in qualitative 
inquiry (Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). 

9.2 Case Study Method 

9.2.1 Defining the Case 

Defining the case within sociological research is a foundational step in case 
study methodology, establishing the parameters that will govern data 
collection, analysis, and theoretical inference. Rather than a mere procedural 
label, “the case” embodies a deliberate methodological choice concerning 
the bounded system or unit of analysis upon which the study will focus 
(Mohajan, 2018, p. 11). This boundary-setting has epistemological 
consequences: it clarifies what aspects of social reality are to be examined in 
depth, while simultaneously signalling exclusions that may delimit the scope 
of inference. The process is neither purely empirical nor purely theoretical; 
instead it integrates conceptual framing with contextual understanding so 
that empirical investigation remains coherent with broader analytic aims 
(Noor, 2008, p. 2). In qualitative orientations, particularly those influenced 
by interpretivist and critical traditions, defining the case often begins from a 
substantive rather than statistical logic. Researchers select a social 
phenomenon, an organisation, community, policy regime, social movement, 
or event, because it illuminates theoretically significant processes or 
contradictions. Here, Flyvbjerg’s reflections on “information-oriented 
selection” resonate: cases are chosen for their potential to provide dense 
insight into specific mechanisms rather than to offer statistically 
generalisable findings. Purposive sampling strategies become central to 
operationalising this choice (Knott et al., p. 2). If the aim is to examine 
contradictions between formal policy frameworks and lived experience in 
marginalised communities within an urban setting, defining the case 
involves specifying not only which community and institutional structures 
will be observed but also why these illustrate broader patterns of exclusion 
or resistance identifiable in similar contexts. Quantitative-leaning designs 
approach case definition differently yet still rely on conceptual clarity. When 
embedded within comparative historical analysis or multi-case surveys, “the 
case” may be operationalised as a nation-state during a specified time frame, 
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or as a school district over a decade of reform (Mohajan, 2018, p. 37). These 
boundaries enable variable measurement across comparable units; however, 
their interpretive sufficiency depends on whether the chosen temporal and 
spatial limits capture the relevant causal processes. Overly narrow 
definitions risk truncating important antecedent conditions; overly broad 
ones may dilute specificity and introduce extraneous variation that obscures 
mechanisms under study. Boundedness thus needs to align both with data 
availability and with the explanatory model adopted, a consideration evident 
in stratified sampling approaches where lists of eligible units are subdivided 
according to characteristics pertinent for comparison before final selection is 
made (Knott et al., p. 2). The bounded nature of “the case” does not imply 
impermeability; interactions across identified boundaries can be integral to 
explanation. In network-based conceptualisations such as Latour’s actor-
network theory, defining a case might entail mapping relational assemblages 
that extend beyond physical co-location, digital platforms linking dispersed 
actors could constitute a single analytical unit if connections within them 
form the crucible for emergent practices or discourses. Here boundaries are 
drawn through relational criteria rather than geography alone, demanding 
attentiveness to flows of information, capital, affect, or authority that 
connect internal dynamics to external influences (Andrade, 2018, p. 5). One 
recurrent methodological problem is ensuring congruence between how a 
case is defined at inception and how it unfolds empirically during fieldwork. 
Adaptive designs must decide if emergent features, unexpected actors 
entering a field site; shifting political conditions altering institutional 
behavior, warrant redefining the case midstream. Such redefinition may 
sharpen analytic relevance but must be documented transparently to preserve 
verifiability (Knott et al., p. 16; Wainwright, 1997, p. 14). Maintaining an 
audit trail ensures later readers can understand why boundaries were altered 
and how such shifts affected findings. This reflexive attention also intersects 
with ethical considerations: changes in scope can enlarge participant pools 
beyond those originally consented or expose actors to unanticipated risks 
(Knott et al., p. 16). Negotiating ongoing consent in such circumstances 
reflects both methodological coherence and moral responsibility. Global 
perspectives add further complexity to defining “the case.” In Global North 
contexts with extensive demographic databases and institutionalised survey 
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infrastructures (Oakley, p. 3), definition can draw on abundant secondary 
indicators allowing precise specification before entry into the field. 

9.2.2 Analytical versus Statistical Generalization 

The distinction between analytical and statistical generalization represents a 
methodological juncture at which the logic of case study research, 
particularly within sociological inquiry, must be explicitly acknowledged 
and rigorously defended. While both forms of generalization share a 
commitment to producing knowledge that extends beyond the immediate 
confines of the observed data, they differ fundamentally in how such claims 
to broader applicability are constructed, justified, and bounded within the 
epistemological frameworks of the discipline. This is especially salient when 
situating case study methodology alongside alternative designs operating 
under positivist assumptions that privilege representative sampling and 
inferential statistics. Statistical generalization proceeds from the principles 
of probability theory. It assumes a defined sampling frame from which a 
subset is randomly drawn, with the aim that measured properties in this 
sample accurately estimate those of the population as a whole. In 
quantitative survey research typical of mid-twentieth-century sociology 
(Mohajan, 2020, p. 19), this logic has been operationalised through stratified 
random sampling to ensure proportional representation across key 
demographic variables. Empirical claims about relationships between 
variables, such as correlations between educational attainment and 
occupational status, are extended to the population on the condition that 
sample bias is minimised, measurement instruments are reliable, and 
statistical inference models are correctly specified. This approach lends itself 
to contexts where large-scale datasets are available and variables can be 
clearly operationalised, as often found in Global North settings with 
advanced national statistical infrastructures (Oakley, p. 17). However, it 
presupposes stability and uniformity in measurement constructs across 
heterogeneous contexts; when these constructs derive from Eurocentric 
categories unsuited to Global South social realities (Sumida Huaman, 2019, 
p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2), statistical generalisation risks epistemic 
invalidity by projecting culturally contingent measures onto dissimilar socio-
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historical terrains. Analytical generalization employs an entirely different 
warrant for extending findings. Rather than inferring from sample to 
population based on frequency distributions, it builds connections between 
empirical observations and broader theoretical propositions. The central idea 
is that evidence derived from carefully bounded cases can inform or refine 
conceptual models whose applicability transcends those specific instances 
(Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). The parameters for such generalisation rest on 
theoretical reasoning: a case may exemplify certain mechanisms predicted 
by a theory, say, Bourdieu’s concept of field dynamics or Giddens’ 
structuration processes, that can plausibly operate in other contexts 
regardless of their surface characteristics. Here replication is not about 
duplicating numerical estimates but about corroborating theoretical linkages 
through their manifestation across cases selected for analytic relevance 
rather than statistical representativeness (Mohajan, 2018, p. 11). 

9.3 Content Analysis 

9.3.1 Quantitative Content Analysis 

Quantitative content analysis represents a formalised approach to the 
systematic examination of textual, visual, or multimedia material in which 
communication content is transformed into data suitable for statistical 
treatment. Its logic is closely related to the empiricist heritage that has long 
informed sociological method, retaining an emphasis on replicability, 
measurability, and comparability across samples (Mohajan, 2020, p. 7). At 
its core, the technique involves selecting a corpus of documents, these may 
be newspaper articles, policy reports, television broadcasts, organisational 
records, digital media posts, and developing a coding scheme that 
categorises elements of their content according to explicit operational 
definitions. These categories become variables subject to quantitative 
description and inferential analysis. The methodological strength of this 
approach lies first in its standardisation. By defining coding categories and 
rules in advance of analysis, researchers reduce coder discretion, thereby 
minimising subjective interpretive variance. Codebooks serve here as both 
procedural guides for training coders and as instruments for documenting 
conceptual decisions (Thompson, 2022, p. 7). Well-constructed codebooks 
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tie coding categories directly to theoretical constructs: for instance, 
operationalising “framing” concepts from media sociology might involve 
categories capturing diagnostic frames (problem definitions), prognostic 
frames (solution proposals), and motivational frames (calls to action) 
(Author, p. 2). This alignment between theory and category ensures that the 
quantitative outputs, usually frequency counts or co-occurrence matrices, 
retain interpretive salience within the chosen analytical framework. Ensuring 
reliability in quantitative content analysis requires attention to inter-coder 
agreement metrics such as Cohen’s 𝜅 or Krippendorff’s 𝛼, particularly when 
multiple coders are deployed. While critics have associated codebook 
protocols exclusively with positivistic epistemologies aiming at “objective” 
accuracy (Thompson, 2022, p. 7), they also fulfil transparency requirements 
by making explicit the link between raw text and numerical representation. 
When designs incorporate abductive reasoning cycles, coding frameworks 
can evolve iteratively; amendments are then systematically documented 
alongside rationales so that replication remains possible even under adaptive 
protocols. Sampling strategies for content units must reflect both theoretical 
scope and empirical feasibility. In certain designs influenced by agenda-
setting research traditions (Author, p. 3), time-based sampling is employed, 
for example selecting articles from randomly assigned days over a year, to 
avoid bias toward particular events. Stratified sampling may be used where 
strata correspond to theoretically important publication types (e.g., 
broadsheets versus tabloids) or geographic origins. In comparative studies 
spanning Global North and South media systems (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 
5; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2), stratification can ensure coverage of distinct 
political economies of communication while permitting cross-context 
frequency comparisons. The quantified outputs yield descriptive statistics 
revealing patterns in theme prevalence, source usage, actor visibility, 
sentiment polarity scores, or other measurable attributes. Cross-tabulation 
enables comparison across nominal categories (e.g., differences in how 
public health measures are reported by state-controlled versus independent 
outlets). For more sophisticated analysis, regression models may assess 
whether specific attributes of sources predict occurrence or prominence of 
particular themes. Time-series analysis can track longitudinal changes, for 
example mapping shifting salience of environmental issues before and after 
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pivotal policy summits. Operationalising abstract concepts into quantifiable 
indicators is not without epistemological tension. The positivist ambition for 
precise measurement risks reductionism when complex symbolic 
phenomena are distilled into presence/absence codes or broad thematic bins 
(Schmitz & Hamann, 2022, p. 9). This tension becomes particularly acute 
when engaging with culturally specific discursive forms from contexts 
outside the epistemological frameworks underpinning the original coding 
schema. 

9.3.2 Qualitative Content Analysis 

Qualitative content analysis functions as a systematic yet interpretive 
strategy for examining communicative material, oriented toward uncovering 
the latent and manifest meanings embedded within texts, images, or other 
symbolic forms. In contrast to the frequency-driven quantification that 
characterises its quantitative counterpart in Section 9.3.1, qualitative variants 
are more flexible with respect to category construction, allowing analytic 
frameworks to evolve inductively from the material while remaining 
anchored in explicit documentation of coding and interpretive logic 
(Thompson, 2022, p. 9). The approach rests on the principle that meaning is 
co-constructed between data and analyst rather than objectively 
“discovered” in isolation from context; interpretations therefore emerge 
from iterative engagement with the corpus. One of the central 
methodological decisions involves determining the extent to which 
categorisation will lean on pre-formulated theoretical constructs or be 
permitted to surface through grounded interaction with material. Deductive 
category application, often aligned with critical theory, feminist analysis, or 
specific conceptual models like Bourdieu’s field theory, utilises sensitising 
concepts to frame initial coding while permitting subcategories to arise 
locally. Inductive strategies, more characteristic of interpretivist traditions, 
require sustained immersion in the data to develop thematic categories 
responsive to participants’ frames of reference (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14). 
Hybrid approaches incorporate abductive reasoning, oscillating between 
established theory and emergent insights so as neither to impose rigid 
structures nor lapse into atheoretical descriptivism. Maintaining this balance 
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demands detailed memo-writing to capture decision rationales at each 
analytic iteration. The qualitative lens enables researchers to interrogate not 
only what content is present but how it is articulated, attending to tone, 
rhetorical structure, narrative sequencing, metaphor usage, and intertextual 
references. Thematic network analysis, as outlined by Attride-Stirling and 
discussed in broader methodological contexts (Thompson, 2022, p. 9), offers 
a structured path for moving from codes rooted in raw data through 
organising themes toward overarching global themes that articulate 
theoretical significance. Visual representations, web-like thematic maps, can 
clarify these linkages for both analysts and audiences, enhancing 
transparency without reducing complexity. Unlike fixed-variable 
measurement schemes dominant in quantitative designs, qualitative content 
analysis requires reflexivity regarding positionality throughout interpretation 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14). The analyst’s disciplinary training, cultural 
background, political orientation, and experiential proximity to the field all 
shape category salience and inferential weight assigned during 
interpretation. Reflexive statements embedded within methodological 
reporting thus form part of the credibility apparatus: they enable readers to 
evaluate how particular vantage points may have influenced meaning 
reconstruction. This reflexivity aligns with epistemic justice commitments 
found in Global South methodologies (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2), where collaborative coding with community 
stakeholders is employed not only as a validity check but also as an ethical 
measure ensuring local categories are preserved within analytic schema 
rather than overwritten by external constructs. Sampling logic diverges 
sharply from statistical representativeness criteria; purposive selection of 
media artefacts or archival documents is justified on grounds of information 
richness relative to the research question rather than frequency prevalence. 
For example, a study deconstructing policy discourse on welfare reform 
might target legislative debates during landmark reform periods alongside 
advocacy group publications critiquing those reforms. Document choice 
would be justified via their capacity to illuminate contested constructions of 
“deserving” recipients, a theme potentially resonant across disparate 
institutional contexts regardless of volume count in mass media. This 
theoretical replication logic mirrors case study reasoning (Wainwright, 1997, 
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p. 12), allowing findings about discursive mechanisms (e.g., problem 
framing shifting public perception) to travel analytically beyond immediate 
cases while remaining grounded in contextual specificity. Analytical 
procedures often combine micro-level coding with macro-level interpretive 
synthesis. At micro-level, open coding attends closely to semantic units, a 
phrase or sentence, as potential carriers of meaning relevant to research 
aims. These are compared constantly across materials for convergence, 
divergence, and patterned co-occurrence before being clustered into higher-
order categories (Thompson, 2022, p. 9). At macro-level, these clusters are 
interpreted against theoretical propositions or explanatory models: for 
instance, identifying neoliberal paternalistic narratives structuring welfare 
debates may connect directly to critical-theoretical accounts linking 
discourse patterns with governance rationalities. 

9.3.3 Applications to Digital and Media Data 

Applications of content analysis to digital and media data have expanded the 
methodological repertoire of sociology, particularly through the integration 
of computational capabilities with established qualitative and quantitative 
protocols. Digital environments, from social networking platforms to online 
news archives, produce volumes of communicative material whose scope 
and granularity challenge traditional analytic frameworks. The proliferation 
of networked publics complicates both sampling and interpretation: 
interactions occur within algorithmically mediated arenas where visibility, 
engagement, and even textual persistence are contingent on platform-
specific logics (Battista, 2024, p. 4). Researchers must therefore situate 
digital artefacts not as transparent reflections of “public opinion,” but as 
outputs conditioned by technological architectures, corporate governance 
policies, and user interface affordances which influence discourse formation 
and information dissemination. Quantitative content analysis adapts 
effectively to the structured aspects of digital datasets when coding schemas 
are designed to process high volumes of text or image data consistently. For 
instance, frequency counts of hashtags in Twitter-based political 
communication can be mapped over time to identify agenda-setting patterns 
during elections, yet such outputs must be read against evidence of selective 
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amplification driven by recommendation algorithms (Battista, 2024, p. 2). 
Sampling requires careful calibration, random grabs from continuous 
message streams may yield datasets skewed toward hyperactive users or bot 
accounts, necessitating probabilistic adjustments or exclusion criteria. 
Stratification logic can extend into the digital domain by segmenting data 
according to platform (e.g., Twitter versus Facebook), user type (journalists, 
politicians, ordinary citizens), or content genre (text posts, video clips), 
ensuring that analytical comparisons respect both theoretical aims and 
empirical heterogeneity (Knott et al., p. 20). Qualitative content analysis in 
digital contexts foregrounds interpretive reconstruction of meaning within 
rapidly evolving discursive spaces. Here inductive coding benefits from 
capturing temporal shifts in topic framing, such as changes in sentiment 
around pandemic management when new policies are announced, and 
identifying symbolic repertoires distinctive to online cultures. Reflexivity 
becomes paramount: analysts must disclose how their own positionality 
interacts with the multilayered anonymity and pseudonymity common in 
online spaces (Knott et al., p. 5), where absence of direct interpersonal cues 
alters interpretive dynamics compared with offline fieldwork. Moreover, 
applying abductive thematic analysis permits iterative interrogation between 
emergent narratives in social media discussions and existing sociological 
theories on polarisation or public sphere fragmentation (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 
14; Thompson, 2022, p. 3). This dual orientation counters both theory-blind 
description and overdetermined imposition by allowing analytic categories 
to evolve alongside empirical observation. The transnational nature of many 
digital platforms poses distinctive challenges for comparative research 
designs. Discourse surrounding identical global events, such as climate 
summits or geopolitical crises, often diverges sharply between Global North 
and South nodes due to differences in media infrastructure, language use, 
and political constraints (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 5; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 
2). Comparative content analysis must account for structural asymmetries 
influencing participation: Northern-origin platforms may privilege dominant 
languages through automated moderation tools, marginalising vernacular 
expressions that nonetheless carry local salience. 
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9.4 Descriptive Method 

9.4.1 Early-Stage Inquiry and Exploration 

Early-stage inquiry and exploration function as critical, generative phases in 
the research process, particularly within descriptive methodological 
orientations where the aim is to map out the essential contours of a social 
phenomenon before more formalised explanation or theorisation proceeds. 
The exploratory stance here involves iterative engagements with empirical 
contexts to capture emergent properties, refine conceptual categories, and 
assess the viability of subsequent research designs. Unlike hypothesis-testing 
frameworks that demand prior operational precision, early-stage exploration 
tolerates, and indeed benefits from, a higher degree of openness, ambiguity, 
and flexibility in approach (Noor, 2008, p. 2). This openness allows the 
researcher to detect patterns or categories unforeseen at project inception, 
supporting theoretical sensitivity that can inform later phases of study. At 
this stage, sampling strategies often prioritise maximum variation or 
purposive targeting rather than representativeness in the probabilistic sense. 
The ambition is to encounter a wide range of manifestations of the 
phenomenon under study so as to probe its boundaries and internal 
differentiation. The notion articulated by Henriques regarding “discovery 
sampling,” where additional participants are incorporated until saturation is 
reached, no new categories appear and repetition emerges as a marker of 
closure, is particularly relevant (Henriques, 2014, p. 12). Saturation operates 
here not as a fixed numerical threshold but as an analytic criterion 
demanding continuous evaluation during field engagement. This contrasts 
with later stages in confirmatory research where sample size is typically 
determined a priori through statistical power calculations. Early-stage 
inquiry frequently relies on qualitative modes such as unstructured or semi-
structured interviews, participant observation, or document review to 
generate rich contextual insights. These methods facilitate iterative 
reframing of questions and flexible pursuit of emergent leads while still 
embedding data generation within systematic principles such as maintaining 
detailed field notes and reflexive memos (Noor, 2008, p. 2). Reflexivity 
serves dual roles: it records shifts in the researcher’s conceptual framing 
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prompted by early findings and surfaces positional influences, social identity 
markers, institutional affiliations, that might shape access or interpretation 
(Knott et al., p. 19). Incorporating observational strategies into early 
exploration can serve two interconnected purposes: documentation of 
naturally occurring events and identification of salient variables for potential 
operationalisation in later quantitative designs. Within observational 
approaches, tools such as measurement instruments standardising observer 
attention toward specific behavioural dimensions can contribute to 
comparability across sites without constraining exploratory breadth unduly 
(Girard & Cohn, 2016, p. 2). Such hybridisation between open-ended 
discovery and structured observation exemplifies methodological pluralism 
even at formative stages. Global South perspectives reinforce the importance 
of grounding early inquiry in community-defined priorities from the outset 
(Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 11; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 4). In these settings, 
often marked by legacies of extractive external research, exploratory phases 
may be embedded within participatory workshops or co-learning processes 
that invite community members to articulate problem definitions 
collaboratively. This alters not only what constitutes relevant data but also 
who determines research scope; thematic areas that might appear marginal 
from a Northern academic vantage could emerge as central when filtered 
through locally grounded epistemologies. Such co-production aligns with 
indigenous methodologies’ emphasis on epistemic justice and relational 
accountability. Technological developments expand the terrain for early 
exploration beyond physical sites into digital domains. Digital ethnography 
affords preliminary immersion in online communities to observe 
interactional norms, discourse repertoires, or organisational structures before 
committing resources to deeper investigation. These spaces present both 
opportunities, archived communicative events enabling longitudinal 
scanning, and complications due to platform-specific algorithms shaping 
visibility (Lane & Lingel, 2022, p. 3). An exploratory pass through digital 
content benefits from combining platform analytics with interpretive 
scrutiny to contextualise patterns flattened by automated metrics. 
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9.4.2 Data Visualization and Representation 

Data visualization and representation in sociological research entails a 
purposeful synthesis of methodological rigour, epistemological awareness, 
and communicative clarity. As a dimension of descriptive inquiry, visual 
outputs should be understood not as mere aesthetic adjuncts but as critical 
components of analytical reasoning, capable of revealing relational patterns, 
temporal trajectories, and multi-scalar dynamics that may elude purely 
textual or numerical exposition. The translation from raw data, whether 
qualitative narratives, quantitative measures, or multimodal artefacts, into 
visual form involves a series of methodological decisions which must align 
with the theoretical frameworks underpinning the study and the empirical 
characteristics of the evidence base. In quantitative paradigms more closely 
associated with statistical generalisation, visualizations often take the form 
of charts, histograms, scatterplots, regression coefficient maps, or network 
diagrams. Their construction requires careful operationalisation: axes must 
reflect indicators conceptually congruent with the phenomena under study; 
scales must avoid distortions that compress or exaggerate differences; 
legends and annotations should make categorisation transparent for 
independent evaluation (Mohajan, 2020, p. 8). For example, when mapping 
survey-derived correlations between educational attainment and 
occupational position, stratification by gender or migratory status could 
reveal intersectional patterns invisible in aggregate outputs. However, in 
contexts involving comparison across Global North and Global South 
populations, standardized categories may fail to capture local variances in 
occupational status formation (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 5; Wallerstein, 
2020, p. 2), necessitating either redefinition or explicit qualification of 
comparative claims within the representation itself. Qualitative traditions 
adapt visualization differently. Here diagrams may serve to depict thematic 
relationships extracted via interpretative coding, concept maps linking 
emergent themes from interview transcripts; timelines situating narrative 
arcs within broader historical events; spatial representations plotting 
ethnographic observations across physical or symbolic geographies 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14; Wainwright, 1997, p. 12). The objective in such 
cases lies less in summarising frequency distributions than in rendering 
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visible the structures and processes constituting meaning. Reflexivity 
becomes integral: researchers must indicate how their interpretive agency 
has influenced categorical clustering, whether through colour coding to 
differentiate participant groups or hierarchical arrangements suggesting 
causal priority. 

9.5 Experimental Method 

9.5.1 Classical Experimental Designs 

Classical experimental designs in sociology reflect a methodological 
transposition from the natural sciences, historically shaped by positivist 
aspirations to achieve causal explanation through rigorous control over 
variables and conditions. At their most traditional, these designs embody the 
full structure of a “true experiment”: pre-test and post-test measurements 
surrounding an intervention, with participants randomly assigned to either 
experimental or control groups. This tripartite structure, control groups, 
randomisation, and repeated measurement, was conceived to maximise 
internal validity by ensuring that observed differences between groups could 
be attributed to the manipulated independent variable rather than to 
extraneous influences. The historical infusion of this model into sociology 
was driven by the influence of early scientific thought leaders such as Comte 
and later methodological elaborations aimed at aligning social inquiry with 
what were considered universal scientific standards. In practical terms, 
classical experimental design requires clear operationalisation of both 
independent and dependent variables so that manipulation can be precisely 
enacted and its consequences accurately measured. The researcher’s role 
expands beyond observation into active intervention: one or more 
independent variables are deliberately altered to observe resultant changes in 
dependent variables (Mohajan, 2020, p. 9). For example, an experiment 
designed to evaluate the impact of participatory decision-making within 
community organisations might assign different groups to distinct 
governance models, measuring changes in engagement metrics before and 
after implementation. Such designs appeal strongly to causal inference 
logics because they enable isolation of the treatment effect under controlled 
circumstances. However, even when strongly structured according to 
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classical norms, experiments in sociology inevitably grapple with specific 
challenges not shared by laboratory-based disciplines. Social systems cannot 
always be held constant; participant behaviour is influenced by cultural 
context, historical moment, interpersonal relations, and awareness of being 
studied, leading to phenomena such as the Hawthorne effect where 
performance shifts occur simply due to observation (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 
8). Moreover, ethical considerations limit the range of interventions 
permissible; manipulations likely to induce harm cannot be justified on 
methodological grounds alone. This constraint produces tensions between 
experimental purity and ethical integrity, a theme that recurs across 
sociological debates about research design. The methodological advantages 
of classical design are well-established: strong control over independent 
variables allows straightforward testing of hypotheses regarding cause-effect 
relationships; repeatability enables verification through replication; and 
statistical techniques can robustly estimate magnitude and significance of 
observed effects. Yet disadvantages are equally salient: contexts created for 
experimental control may be artificial and thus limit external validity, the 
degree to which findings translate into real-world settings. Further, an 
exclusive reliance on this design risks neglecting interpretive richness; 
actors’ subjective understandings of their circumstances are often crucial for 
explaining why particular outcomes arise but may elude purely numerical 
capture. In sociological pedagogy this contrast fuels methodological 
pluralism. Mixing classical design elements with qualitative strategies can 
integrate control with contextual depth, for instance pairing experimental 
manipulation with ethnographic interviews capturing participants’ 
experiences of the intervention. Such hybridisation maintains causal 
leverage while acknowledging that meaning-making processes mediate 
behavioural responses. Importantly, one must distinguish classical designs 
from pre-experimental or quasi-experimental approaches. Pre-experimental 
studies may apply interventions without random assignment or proper 
controls; these suffer from threats to internal validity such as selection bias 
but can still serve exploratory purposes under constrained conditions. Quasi-
experiments retain pre- and post-testing alongside comparison groups yet 
omit randomization, reflecting practical realities where full control over 
assignments is infeasible (Mohajan, 2020, p. 9). In contrast, classical designs 
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insist upon random allocation as a safeguard ensuring equivalence between 
groups on all uncontrolled variables at baseline. From a global perspective, 
feasibility diverges sharply between contexts. In some Global North research 
environments equipped with institutional infrastructure, stable populations 
for sampling frames, funding for prolonged field control, true experiments 
can be conducted at scale. In Global South environments where resource 
limitations intersect with culturally specific epistemologies sceptical toward 
artificial separation of observation from everyday life (Sumida Huaman, 
2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2), researchers often adapt classical 
frameworks into ethically and logistically acceptable quasi-experimental 
forms or embed them within participatory methodologies such as living labs 
(Dekker et al., 2020, p. 8). These adaptations aim at retaining systematic 
evaluation while aligning with local knowledge governance norms. The 
intellectual legacy of classical experimental designs within sociology is thus 
ambivalent: they represent an archetype for rigour in causal analysis while 
simultaneously inviting critique for reductionism if applied without reflexive 
accommodation of contextual variability. Engagement with interpretivist 
traditions underscores that manipulation alone does not guarantee 
explanation unless embedded in broader theoretical narratives attentive to 
meaning systems. Critical theory further complicates their application by 
foregrounding how power relations shape both participant behaviour during 
experiments and institutional endorsement or rejection of certain 
interventions. 

9.5.2 Field and Natural Experiments 

Field and natural experiments occupy a distinctive space within sociological 
methodology as designs that retain a causal inference logic while embedding 
interventions or observations within real-world settings, thereby mitigating 
some of the ecological validity concerns associated with classical laboratory 
configurations outlined in Section 9.5.1. Both approaches seek to balance 
internal validity with contextual authenticity, yet they diverge in the degree 
of control researchers exercise over treatment variables, the manner in which 
interventions are implemented, and the epistemological commitments 
underpinning their design. Field experiments preserve the foundational 
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experimental structure, manipulation of an independent variable, comparison 
against one or more control conditions, and systematic measurement of 
outcomes, while situating the process within naturally occurring 
environments (Mohajan, 2020, p. 2). This arrangement enables sociologists 
to examine causal relationships under circumstances where participants 
behave in ways closer to their normal routines compared with laboratory 
settings. Random assignment remains a hallmark feature, whether achieved 
at the level of individuals, groups, or larger units such as schools, firms, or 
neighbourhoods. For example, an intervention aimed at increasing civic 
participation might randomly allocate different precincts to receive varying 
forms of voter mobilisation messages, capturing turnout data under genuine 
electoral conditions. Such embeddedness enhances external validity but 
simultaneously introduces heterogeneity and potential confounders, local 
political culture, weather on election day, that necessitate careful modelling 
during analysis. Natural experiments differ in that researchers do not 
actively manipulate the independent variable; instead, they exploit 
exogenous changes or events as “as-if random” treatments whose allocation 
is beyond their direct control (Mohajan, 2018, p. 5). These could derive from 
policy shifts, institutional reforms, environmental disruptions, or other 
contingencies that divide populations into affected and unaffected groups in 
ways approximating experimental assignment. An oft-cited type involves 
staggered implementation of legislation across jurisdictions, for instance, 
comparing employment patterns before and after minimum wage increases 
enacted at different times in different regions. The plausibility of causal 
claims hinges on demonstrating that treatment exposure correlates minimally 
with pre-existing differences between groups; here qualitative contextual 
knowledge becomes critical in assessing whether such assumptions hold 
across diverse socio-political landscapes. Methodological pluralism enriches 
both field and natural experiment traditions by inviting integration with 
qualitative inquiry for deeper interpretive leverage. In field experiments 
grounded in critical or interpretivist epistemologies, quantitative outcome 
measures may be supplemented with ethnographic observation capturing 
participant perceptions of the intervention (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 4). Such 
hybrid designs illuminate mechanisms mediating observed effects, 
mechanisms easily obscured by aggregate statistics alone, and expose 
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unintended consequences shaped by local norms or power asymmetries. 
Similarly, natural experiments can be coupled with historical case analysis to 
explain why similar “treatments” yield divergent outcomes across settings 
(Wainwright, 1997, p. 17). This resonates with comparative-historical 
sensibilities emphasising conjunctural causation: unmeasured background 
conditions alter how nominally identical exogenous shocks are absorbed and 
translated into behavioural change. Ethical considerations acquire 
heightened complexity outside laboratory confines. In field experiments 
directly intervening in communities, informed consent protocols must adapt 
to collective rather than solely individualised contexts (Sumida Huaman, 
2019, p. 12; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). When researching politically sensitive 
issues, for example discrimination, audit studies (a subtype of field 
experiment) raise debates about deception ethics versus public good 
justification. Researchers send matched résumés differing only on racialised 
names to real employers; while this reveals discriminatory practices under 
authentic selection conditions, it also involves misrepresentation to 
participants who have not consented to being part of a study. Ethical review 
must weigh these tensions carefully against potential societal benefits from 
exposing systemic inequities (Knott et al., p. 5). In natural experiments 
arising from disruptive events such as disasters or policy terminations, 
retrospective data collection imposes its own ethical calculus: affected 
communities may face research fatigue or retraumatisation if approached 
insensitively soon after upheaval. Global context influences feasibility and 
design sharply. In Global North environments endowed with robust 
administrative datasets and legal frameworks for randomisation within 
public programmes, education lotteries for school placement being a 
standard case, field experiments can capitalise on institutional cooperation 
for clean random assignment (Oakley, p. 17). 

9.6 Quantitative Method 

9.6.1 Statistical Modeling and Inference 

Statistical modeling and inference in sociological research extends beyond 
the mechanical application of statistical procedures; it represents a 
theoretically embedded process of translating substantive social questions 
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into formal representations amenable to systematic analysis. The decision to 
adopt a particular statistical framework must be situated within the 
epistemological and ontological commitments that shape the research 
design, as well as the type and quality of empirical data available. From the 
perspective outlined in Section 7.5.1, modeling is not merely a 
computational operation but an interpretive exercise wherein models act as 
simplified theoretical schemata of complex social processes. At its most 
basic, the modeling process involves specifying relationships between 
dependent and independent variables in ways that operationalise 
hypothesised causal or associational structures (Mohajan, 2020, p. 2). The 
form of the model, be it linear regression, logistic regression, survival 
analysis, or multilevel hierarchical specification, reflects analytical needs 
derived from both theory and measurement scale. For example, linear 
regression assumes a continuous outcome variable whose variance structure 
fits model assumptions; logistic regression is more appropriate for 
dichotomous outcomes such as labour force participation (yes/no). In 
sociology’s long engagement with stratification research, these models have 
been used to evaluate how educational attainment, class origin, gender, and 
migration status predict occupational outcomes (Di Franco & Santurro, 
2021, p. 14). Inferential reasoning here hinges on parameter estimation (e.g., 
coefficients) that quantify the direction and magnitude of associations while 
controlling for confounding effects. Multivariate statistical models are 
grounded in assumptions, linearity, independence of errors, 
homoscedasticity, that rarely hold perfectly in social data. Awareness of 
violation consequences is vital: heteroscedasticity can bias estimated 
standard errors; omitted variable bias may generate spurious relationships; 
multicollinearity can obscure individual predictor effects despite large 
sample sizes (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 4). Consequently, robust 
methodologies such as heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors or 
penalisation techniques (e.g., ridge regression) are sometimes deployed to 
address these issues. Logistic models require additional interpretive care 
since coefficients are expressed in log-odds rather than intuitive probability 
units; odds ratios facilitate accessibility but may still obscure non-linear 
change over predictor ranges. In time-dependent phenomena, social 
movement diffusion, epidemiological spread within social networks, event 
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history analysis models (Cox proportional hazards or discrete-time survival 
models) provide capacity to model hazard rates contingent on covariates 
varying across time (Heesterbeek, 2015, p. 3). Here inference rests on 
estimating how factors accelerate or delay transition events while accounting 
for right-censoring or competing risks. Such techniques exemplify how 
sociology has adapted rigorous statistical paradigms from biostatistics and 
demography while tailoring them to relational and institutional contexts. 
Hierarchical or multilevel modeling addresses data structures where 
individuals are nested within higher-order units such as households, schools, 
firms, or nations. These structures violate independence assumptions by 
inducing intra-cluster correlation; ignoring this leads to underestimated 
standard errors. Multilevel models partition variance into components 
attributable to different levels (e.g., individual vs school effects), thereby 
enabling cross-level interaction testing, for instance assessing whether the 
effect of parental education on student achievement varies systematically 
across educational systems with different policy regimes. Modeling thus 
becomes an instrument for articulating macro–micro linkages central to 
sociological theory (Koliou et al., 2018, p. 4). Model selection cannot be 
divorced from overarching theoretical orientation. In positivist frameworks 
prioritising generalisability and prediction accuracy, goodness-of-fit indices 
(AIC/BIC), cross-validation error rates, and predictive performance take 
precedence in evaluating model adequacy. Interpretivist-inflected 
quantitative work might emphasise model transparency and conceptual 
coherence over marginal gains in predictive metrics, preferring parsimonious 
specifications aligned with well-substantiated theoretical constructs rather 
than expansive models optimised solely for statistical fit. This tension has 
contemporary resonance when considering machine learning approaches: 
while deep learning architectures can yield superior predictions in complex 
data situations (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 4), their opacity challenges 
sociological imperatives for explanatory interpretability rooted in theory-
laden constructs. Inference extends this discussion from estimating 
parameters to making probabilistic statements about population-level 
processes based on sample data. Traditional frequentist approaches frame 
parameters as fixed but unknown quantities estimated through sampling 
distributions; hypothesis testing via 𝑡-tests, 𝐹-tests, likelihood ratio tests 
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provides formal inferential machinery under null hypotheses. P-values 
indicate extremity of observed statistics given null truth, but their 
mechanical use has faced sustained criticism for engendering dichotomous 
thinking divorced from substantive significance. Effect size estimation 
accompanied by confidence intervals offers richer inferential interpretation 
aligned with calls for transparent communication of uncertainty. Bayesian 
inference reconceptualises parameters as random variables informed by prior 
distributions updated through observed data likelihoods, a move consonant 
with interpretivist insights about knowledge being conditioned by precedent 
understandings (Mohajan, 2020, p. 2). Bayesian frameworks allow 
incorporation of prior scholarly evidence into estimation processes, yielding 
posterior distributions that integrate new observations with existing 
knowledge hierarchies. This can be especially valuable in small-sample 
sociological studies where purely data-driven estimates are unstable yet 
theoretically informed priors exist from related contexts. Nevertheless, 
priors must be defensible and their influence explicitly reported to preserve 
analytical transparency vis-à-vis competing interpretations. Model 
diagnostics represent an indispensable component of sound inference: 
residual analysis detects misfit patterns suggesting omitted variables or 
functional form misspecification; influence measures identify cases exerting 
undue leverage; simulation-based checking compares replicated datasets 
drawn from fitted models against observed patterns to assess adequacy 
beyond conventional residual plots (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 14; 
Heesterbeek, 2015, p. 3). This iterative critique strengthens both internal 
validity and theoretical plausibility before moving toward substantive 
interpretation. Global diversity challenges underscore that statistical 
modeling practices forged in Global North contexts cannot assume 
unproblematic portability elsewhere (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 4; 
Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Variable operationalisations may lack cross-cultural 
equivalence; hierarchical clustering structures could differ radically outside 
Western schooling or labour market systems; available sampling frames 
might preclude ideal probability sampling underlying many inferential 
frameworks. Context-responsive adaptions, involving local collaborators 
during variable definition stages or employing culturally congruent 
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measurement indicators, are necessary to maintain epistemic validity across 
diverse settings without abandoning inferential rigour. 

9.6.2 Sampling Design and Measurement 

Sampling design and measurement in sociological research represent 
interconnected methodological domains that decisively influence the 
evidential strength, scope, and interpretive validity of quantitative inquiry. 
While statistical modelling and inference, as discussed in Section 9.6.1, 
depend on the logical coherence of variable specification and model 
assumptions, they are only as defensible as the sampling frames from which 
data are drawn and the measurement strategies through which theoretical 
constructs are operationalised. The two processes must therefore be 
conceived in relational terms: sampling defines the boundaries of empirical 
generalisability, and measurement specifies the epistemic quality of what is 
observed within those bounds. In probability-based surveys aligned with the 
positivist tradition, sampling design follows formal principles intended to 
secure representativeness and minimisation of bias (Mohajan, 2020, p. 6). 
Simple random sampling offers maximal simplicity under conditions where 
all units have equal probability of selection; stratified sampling introduces 
structured heterogeneity into the frame by segmenting populations according 
to theoretically relevant attributes before random selection within strata 
(Knott et al., p. 30). The rationale for stratification extends beyond statistical 
efficiency, it enables comparative sub-analyses that preserve analytic clarity 
when social categories (e.g., gender, ethnicity, occupational sector) are 
central explanatory variables. However, high-quality stratified design 
presumes access to auxiliary information robust enough to define strata prior 
to fieldwork, a condition often met in Global North contexts with 
comprehensive demographic registries (Oakley, p. 17) but far less tenable in 
many Global South settings where census data may be incomplete or 
outdated (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). In such 
environments, hybrid methodologies, combining cluster sampling in 
accessible locations with purposive oversampling of underrepresented 
groups, may reconcile feasibility with analytic inclusivity. Cluster sampling 
itself emerges as a pragmatic solution where population dispersion or 
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logistical constraints make listing all units impossible. This approach draws 
clusters (often geographic or institutional) into the sample probabilistically 
and then enumerates all eligible units within them. While cost-effective, 
cluster designs introduce design effects that inflate variance estimates due to 
intra-cluster homogeneity; weighting adjustments become necessary to 
maintain precision (Farrell & Petersen, 2010, p. 5). Multi-stage cluster-
stratified designs further complicate analysis yet can extend reach across 
diverse sociogeographic contexts without sacrificing statistical defensibility 
when appropriately modelled. Non-probability methods such as quota 
sampling and snowball referrals occupy a contested methodological space. 
In interpretivist or critical-theoretical projects concerned more with 
theoretical transferability than numerical representativeness, their value lies 
in securing participation from hidden or marginalised populations 
inaccessible via standard frames (Knott et al., p. 16). Quota logic enforces 
proportional representation along predefined dimensions, such as age 
brackets or migration status, to permit structured comparisons even when 
overall inference to a wider population is not claimed. Snowball sampling 
facilitates entry into socially insular networks but risks reinforcing internal 
homogeneity; reflexive acknowledgement of such biases is essential to avoid 
overextending analytic claims. Measurement strategy transforms abstract 
theoretical constructs into empirically tractable variables while sustaining 
conceptual fidelity. Operationalisation requires rigorous definition: 
indicators must capture core attributes of constructs rather than peripheral 
correlates, avoiding “instrument drift” where measures reflect evolving 
practical exigencies more than original conceptual intent. Classical 
sociologists exemplified this linkage, Durkheim’s “social facts” were 
anchored in measurable indicators like suicide rates contextualised through 
institutional records; Weber’s comparative religion studies developed ideal 
types whose dimensions could be coded from textual sources and survey 
responses alike. Quantitative measurement demands attention to reliability 
(the stability and consistency of an instrument) and validity (the degree to 
which it measures what it purports to measure). Reliability checks include 
test–retest analyses for stability over time and internal consistency metrics 
such as Cronbach’s 𝛼 for multi-item scales. 
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9.7 Qualitative Method 

9.7.1 Ethnographic Foundations 

Ethnographic foundations in sociology are rooted in a sustained engagement 
with lived social realities through prolonged, immersive participation and 
observation. At their methodological core, ethnographic approaches 
prioritise the co-presence of researcher and participants in shared contexts, 
enabling the production of thick, situated accounts that integrate descriptive 
detail with interpretive analysis. This intimate proximity to the field builds 
on interpretivist commitments to meaning-oriented inquiry as articulated by 
Weber’s notion of Verstehen, yet also resonates with critical-theoretical 
imperatives to interrogate power, inequality, and structural determinants 
embedded within everyday life. Durkheim’s emphasis on treating social 
facts as ‘things’ is less directly aligned with ethnography’s interpretive ethos 
but has influenced its insistence on systematicity and the constitution of the 
social as an object of empirical scrutiny. The epistemological orientation 
underpinning ethnography holds that human action becomes intelligible only 
through understanding actors’ own frameworks of meaning. This entails 
iterative interaction between inductive sensitivity to emergent themes and 
deductive orientation toward theoretical constructs. Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), for example, embodies this dynamic by 
combining idiographic case focus with analytical abstraction through a 
“double hermeneutic,” where the participant interprets their world and the 
researcher interprets those interpretations (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14). Such 
reflexivity distinguishes ethnography from detached observational schemes; 
it acknowledges that presence in the field unavoidably shapes data 
generation. Researcher positionality is therefore central to ethnographic 
integrity. The fieldworker is not a neutral recording device but an active 
participant whose identity markers, such as class, gender, ethnicity, and 
institutional affiliation, influence access, rapport, and interpretive stance 
(Knott et al., p. 5). Engagement with participants involves a constant 
negotiation of trust and risk; social distance can both hinder access to certain 
spheres of knowledge and protect from over-identification that may cloud 
analytical judgement. As feminist and decolonial critiques have highlighted, 
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failure to address positionality risks replicating epistemic hierarchies 
wherein “the Other” is represented from an unacknowledged position of 
privilege (Sharpe, 2016, p. 5). Embedding reflexivity into all stages, from 
research design to dissemination, mitigates these tendencies, though not 
without inherent tensions over advocacy versus analytic distance. 
Methodologically, ethnography operates across a continuum from complete 
participant observation, where researcher roles blend seamlessly into 
community life, to more detached observer roles that limit direct 
intervention in social processes while still allowing close documentation of 
interactional detail. The choice along this continuum must align with ethical 
considerations around consent, intrusion, and representation. In practice, 
negotiating entry into field sites often entails building relationships with 
gatekeepers whose interests may shape both initial access and ongoing 
participation. These dynamics can be accentuated in Global South settings 
where legacies of extractive research have fostered scepticism toward 
outside investigators; co-produced protocols anchored in community 
priorities are increasingly recognised as ethically sound pathways for 
gaining legitimacy (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 12; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). 
The ethnographic interview functions as a complementary technique within 
observation-centred designs. Semi-structured formats allow exploration 
guided by thematic foci while leaving space for participants to introduce 
unanticipated topics. Active listening skills, attentiveness to verbal nuance 
and nonverbal cues alike, are crucial for eliciting deeper layers of narrative. 
Post-interview debriefing serves both as quality control, gauging whether 
intrusiveness occurred, and as an opportunity for participants to appraise the 
process itself (Henriques, 2014, p. 14), strengthening relational 
accountability. Analytically, ethnographic data move beyond surface 
description when observations are linked to broader structural-historical 
contexts. Critical ethnography exemplifies this approach: micro-interactional 
phenomena are situated within macro-level processes such as neoliberal 
economic restructuring or racialised state governance (Wainwright, 1997, p. 
17). This layering challenges reductionist readings that isolate local practices 
from systemic determinants. 
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9.7.2 Narrative and Biographical Research 

Narrative and biographical research in sociology engages directly with the 
lived temporalities of human experience, situating personal histories within 
broader socio-cultural and structural contexts. This approach foregrounds the 
analytical potential of life stories, autobiographies, and self-narratives not as 
mere anecdotal illustrations but as intricate reconstructions where individual 
agency intersects with collective trajectories. The emphasis on temporality, 
how events unfold over a lifetime and are retrospectively ordered into 
coherent sequences, marks narrative inquiry as distinct from other 
qualitative modes that may privilege synchronic description over diachronic 
understanding (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 7). By interpreting lives as narratives, 
researchers can apprehend how actors make sense of past events, anticipate 
future possibilities, and position themselves in relation to societal structures. 
These methods rest on certain epistemological premises. First, they 
acknowledge that autobiographical accounts are mediated through language 
and cultural repertoires; what is told is shaped not only by lived experience 
but also by available narrative forms and genres (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 17). 
Second, they accept that recall is selective, interpretive, and reconstructed in 
light of present concerns. This reflexivity is not treated as a flaw but as a 
fundamental feature of meaning-making: biographical narratives become 
key windows into how individuals integrate personal and collective histories 
into a self-concept. Polkinghorne’s observation that people use self-stories to 
transform chronological passing into meaningful unity underlines the 
methodological significance of narrative structure for constructing identity 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 7). Methodologically, narrative research typically 
involves collecting extended accounts through life history interviews or 
other elicitation techniques designed to enable participants to tell their 
stories in their own terms. These encounters often proceed through open-
ended prompts encouraging chronological reconstruction, yet flexibility in 
sequencing allows unexpected thematic linkages to surface. Esin’s emphasis 
on sequence as integral to narrative (“and then what happened?”) 
underscores why capturing event order matters not merely for plot coherence 
but for interpreting causal reasoning embedded in participants’ accounts 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 17). Chronology reveals which events actors place in 
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relation to one another and which are treated as catalysts or turning points. 
Analytical work proceeds at multiple levels. One concerns thematic content: 
recurrent motifs such as migration, educational attainment, class mobility or 
oppression form an evidential base for linking individual trajectories to 
patterned social phenomena. Another attends to narrative form, the 
structuring devices (flashbacks, foreshadowing), the use of metaphors, 
abrupt shifts in focalisation, that provide clues about underlying self-
conceptions or coping strategies. A third layer draws connections between 
the narrator’s biography and collective histories; here archival triangulation 
can situate claims within documented historical sequences (Biggerstaff, 
2024, p. 9), enhancing validity without displacing subjective voice. 
Reflexivity remains indispensable across these stages. As in ethnographic 
practice described earlier in Section 9.7.1, researchers must be aware of how 
their own identity markers, class position, ethnicity, institutional affiliation, 
influence both what narrators choose to share and how they frame it. 
Interview dialogue itself becomes co-constructed: empathy or moral 
alignment expressed by the interviewer may subtly steer disclosure toward 
resonant themes while leaving other aspects unexplored (Schmitz & 
Hamann, 2022, p. 7). This interactive shaping complicates any claim to 
objectivity but also opens space for richer insight if acknowledged 
transparently. From a critical-theoretical vantage point, narrative 
methodologies can unmask structural asymmetries by revealing how macro-
level forces permeate personal lives over time. Feminist adaptations have 
insisted that life histories be read vis-à-vis systemic gendered constraints 
while resisting reduction of women’s voices into merely illustrative tokens. 
In contexts involving precarious subjects, such as criminalised women under 
youth justice supervision, Sharpe’s work demonstrates how self-narration 
can entail resurfacing “classed and racialised pains,” potentially producing 
reluctance or resistance to retelling life events (Sharpe, 2016, p. 6). 
Sensitivity to these dynamics necessitates trauma-informed interviewing 
practices alongside ethical reflexivity about the potential impact of soliciting 
certain disclosures. Global South perspectives challenge universalist 
assumptions embedded within some narrative approaches by underscoring 
culturally specific modes of storytelling that may diverge from Western 
linear sequencing (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 4; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). 
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Oral traditions often integrate communal rather than strictly individualistic 
accounts; life stories may foreground relational roles over personal 
milestones. A methodology attentive to epistemic justice must adapt 
instruments accordingly, not imposing externally derived structures but 
accommodating indigenous temporal frameworks or collective authorship 
norms. In analysis phases, triangulation can strengthen interpretive claims by 
interweaving biographical narratives with other sources such as media 
content analysis or quantitative indicators aligned with key thematic strands 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 9; Hussein, 2009, p. 3). Such multi-source 
corroboration does not aim at statistical representativeness but at deepened 
contextualisation, for instance pairing an individual’s account of industrial 
job loss with regional employment statistics and policy documents detailing 
sectoral decline. 

9.7.3 Triangulation and Mixed-Methods Strategies 

Triangulation and mixed-methods strategies emerge as deliberate responses 
to the limitations inherent in singular methodological traditions, enabling 
sociologists to address research questions with greater epistemic breadth and 
analytical depth by integrating multiple forms of evidence and modes of 
reasoning. In practice, triangulation refers to the use of different methods, 
data sources, theoretical perspectives, or investigators to study a single 
phenomenon, not simply for corroboration but also for revealing variation or 
contradiction that might otherwise remain concealed (Hussein, 2009, p. 29). 
When carefully conceived, the approach resists an instrumentalist framing 
where “more methods” are presumed to automatically yield “more validity.” 
Instead it sharpens reflexivity by obliging the researcher to confront 
inconsistencies between data streams, thus stimulating theoretical refinement 
rather than confirmation bias (Wainwright, 1997, p. 14). One conceptual 
distinction in the literature separates triangulation within a single paradigm 
from mixed-methods integration across paradigms. Within-paradigm 
triangulation may combine several qualitative techniques, such as participant 
observation, semi-structured interviews, and documentary review, while 
adhering to interpretivist epistemology (Mohajan, 2018, p. 3); across-
paradigm integration entails combining qualitative and quantitative 
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components in ways that navigate substantive differences in underlying 
ontologies and truth claims (Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 4; Hussein, 2009, p. 29). 
The latter raises specific challenges about commensurability: quantitative 
traditions grounded in positivist commitments often prioritise 
standardisation and statistical inference; qualitative traditions value 
contextual nuance and emergent understanding. Such divergences require 
deliberate design frameworks, sequential explanatory, sequential 
exploratory, or convergent parallel, that specify temporal ordering, linkages 
between strands, and points of analytic interface so that integration is not left 
as an afterthought. The explanatory sequential design provides a clear 
example: researchers might first deploy large-scale surveys to detect macro-
patterns, for instance in educational attainment disparities across gender or 
class, then follow up with targeted qualitative interviews that probe how 
such disparities are experienced and rationalised by actors in specific 
institutional settings (Hussein, 2009, p. 29). Here the statistical modelling 
anchors claims about prevalence while narrative accounts flesh out 
mechanisms and meanings. Conversely, sequential exploratory designs 
reverse this sequence: inductive thematic analysis generates hypotheses or 
constructs which are then operationalised for broader testing through 
structured questionnaires (Thompson, 2022, p. 4). In both cases, candid 
documentation of decision rules governing transitions from one phase to 
another enhances transparency; without it, later readers cannot assess 
whether integration logic was theoretically principled or opportunistic. 
Issues of weighting, the relative priority accorded each method, are central. 
In a convergent parallel design both qualitative and quantitative strands 
enjoy equal status; integration then occurs during analysis by identifying 
complementarity or divergence in findings. 

10 Innovation and Emerging Trends in Sociological Methodology 

10.1 Digital Data and Big Data Analysis 

Digital data and big data analysis have become prominent methodological 
frontiers in sociological research, offering new opportunities for scale, 
granularity, and dynamic modelling while simultaneously raising theoretical, 
epistemological, and ethical complexities. The expansion of this field is 
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partly attributable to the proliferation of specialised sensors, pervasive 
digital devices, and computational infrastructures capable of processing vast 
and heterogeneous datasets at unprecedented speeds. Advances ranging from 
faster CPU architectures to general-purpose GPU computing, along with 
improved distributed frameworks and network connectivity, have created the 
material conditions for complex analyses that were previously unattainable 
in sociology (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 2). These infrastructures 
support applications of machine learning (ML), deep learning (DL), and 
artificial neural networks (ANNs) to domains as varied as language 
processing, image recognition, predictive modelling of social behaviours, 
and automated classification of textual corpora, functions that map closely 
onto long-standing sociological interests in communication patterns, social 
stratification, and collective behaviour. At a conceptual level, big data 
research invites reconsideration of what constitutes a sociological 
“observation.” Traditional methods often rely on explicit sampling frames; 
by contrast, digital traces, from social media interactions to sensor-generated 
mobility logs, produce continuous streams whose scope approaches entire 
populations in given contexts. This challenges conventional inferential logic 
grounded in probability samples and statistical generalisation. One response 
has been to shift towards real-time mapping of non-linear processes in 
complex networks: dynamic changes in large-scale relational structures, the 
emergence of collective actions like political mobilisation or protest waves, 
or the detection of systemic transformations such as financial crises or 
abrupt shifts in business cycles (Luo et al., 2019, p. 5). In these contexts, 
data analysis is not merely descriptive but theoretically informed by 
concepts from complexity theory, including self-organisation, instability, 
attractors, that resonate with contemporary interdisciplinary frameworks 
such as synergetics (Добреньков, 2023, p. 16). The integration of ANNs 
into sociological analysis is particularly illustrative of this methodological 
evolution. Originally conceived as computational analogues to biological 
learning systems, ANNs, especially multi-layered deep learning 
architectures, allow for the modelling of non-linear relationships without 
requiring distributional assumptions about variables. This opens possibilities 
for analysing cardinal, ordinal, and categorical variables within unified 
frameworks where the network itself generates its own representational 
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schema. Such capacities partially overcome some restrictions inherent in 
traditional statistical techniques while enabling predictive modelling 
grounded directly in observed system behaviour. Yet adopting these tools 
raises interpretive questions: how should sociologists conceptualise “nodes,” 
“weights,” or “learning rules” when applying models originating in 
computational neuroscience to socially embedded phenomena (Di Franco & 
Santurro, 2021, p. 5)? The choice lies between treating them as black-box 
predictors for forecasting outcomes or embedding them within a substantive 
sociological ontology that links computational parameters to institutional 
processes or interactional dynamics. Big data also reconfigures the 
relationship between theory and empiricism. On one hand, there is potential 
for theory-driven use: deploying large-scale datasets to test long-standing 
sociological hypotheses under new empirical conditions or to probe 
unexplored domains revealed through high-volume observation. On the 
other hand, there is a risk of “data-driven positivism” that privileges 
statistical association over interpretive depth, a worry akin to early criticisms 
that over-reliance on surveys marginalised qualitative nuance (Schmitz & 
Hamann, 2022, p. 18). Maintaining theoretical anchoring requires deliberate 
choices about problem framing: large datasets must be interrogated for their 
provenance (who generated them and why), their coverage bias (what actors 
or actions are excluded), and their embeddedness within socio-technical 
systems whose architectures shape observed patterns before analysis even 
begins. Epistemologically, this shift exposes a tension between inductive 
pattern discovery favoured in some data science practices and deductive 
model testing central to much sociological reasoning. Hybrid strategies have 
emerged wherein exploratory ML identifies candidate patterns subsequently 
subjected to theoretically informed explanatory modelling, a form of 
iterative triangulation across computational and traditional methods 
(Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 14; Hussein, 2009, p. 7). This integration aligns with 
perspectives arguing that big data should extend rather than replace 
established theories (Luo et al., 2019, p. 5), creating feedback loops where 
unexpected patterns prompt reconceptualisation while maintaining the 
critical apparatus necessary for causal inference and meaning reconstruction. 
Global inequalities surface sharply in the political economy of big data 
research. Corporations controlling major platforms often hold exclusive 
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access to datasets generated by billions of users globally; academic 
researchers may face prohibitive barriers to acquisition or usage rights. 
Additionally, platform architectures reflect particular normative orders, 
commercial imperatives favour engagement maximisation, that skew what 
content circulates and persists online. 

10.2 Network Analysis and Relational Sociology 

Relational sociology and network analysis share a conceptual affinity in 
shifting analytical focus from individual attributes or purely macro-structural 
variables toward the patterned interdependencies that constitute social life. 
Rather than treating actors as isolated units, both perspectives emphasise that 
relations, whether understood as social ties, exchanges, affiliations, or flows, 
are primary in shaping behaviours, opportunities, constraints, and collective 
dynamics. In this frame, entities derive meaning and capacity from the 
positions they occupy within broader relational configurations. The move 
toward such an orientation has been strongly influenced by critiques of 
atomistic models in earlier sociology and by theoretical developments 
stressing how the structure and content of interpersonal connections shape 
both micro-level interactions and macro-level formations (Luo et al., 2019, 
p. 6). The development of network analysis into a distinct methodological 
domain has allowed these relational emphases to be operationalised with 
analytical precision. Core concepts such as centrality, density, reciprocity, 
bridging ties, and structural holes provide formal tools for mapping 
relational structures and assessing positional advantage or marginality. For 
example, betweenness centrality captures an actor’s potential control over 
information flow by occupying strategic intermediating positions between 
otherwise disconnected clusters. At a more aggregate level, measures like 
network cohesion or modularity index the extent to which groups form 
tightly knit substructures or exhibit clear boundary segmentation. These 
metrics permit systematic comparison across empirical contexts while 
maintaining fidelity to the relational ontology underpinning their 
interpretation. From a theoretical standpoint, relational sociology resists 
reducing these metrics to mere descriptors. Instead it theorises them as 
embedded within fields of power, symbolic capital distributions, or 
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normative regimes that animate ties beyond their structural form. This move 
aligns network analysis with Bourdieu’s theory of fields where positions are 
defined by differential access to resources mediated through relational 
configurations (Luo et al., 2019, p. 31). Similarly, Giddens’ structuration 
theory can be integrated to capture how tie formation reproduces or 
transforms structural properties over time, illustrating mutual constitution 
between agency and structure in dynamic networks. An important 
epistemological evolution within this field addresses the shortcomings of 
explanations that either over-socialise individuals by attributing behaviour 
wholly to network position (Process 1) or under-socialise collectives by 
reducing them solely to aggregated individual properties (Process 3). Luo 
et al. explicitly identify these pitfalls and call for analytical attention to the 
interplay between interpersonal relationships, egocentric networks, broader 
network structures, and collective behaviours (Luo et al., 2019, p. 6). Such a 
synthesis necessitates models capable of integrating micro-level tie 
dynamics with macro-level emergent phenomena, approaches increasingly 
feasible through advances in dynamic network modelling that trace co-
evolution between behavioural changes and structural reconfiguration over 
time (Luo et al., 2019, p. 14; 2019, p. 15). Methodologically this creates 
fertile ground for combining longitudinal network data with behavioural 
measures. Temporal Exponential Random Graph Models (TERGMs) or 
Stochastic Actor-Oriented Models (SAOMs) are examples of techniques 
able to estimate how existing tie structures influence subsequent tie 
formation and dissolution, while simultaneously modelling reciprocal 
influences from actors’ changing attributes or actions. Luo et al.’s discussion 
of predictive models illustrates that unpacking causal mechanisms in such 
settings requires iterative testing against empirical cases and continual 
refinement informed by big-data-enabled observational scope (Luo et al., 
2019, p. 15). The adoption of network thinking expands beyond analytic 
technique; it reconfigures thematic priorities across varied substantive 
domains. In humanitarian studies, for instance, conceptualisations of 
“networks of networks” highlight horizontally organised flows of 
information, resources, technologies, and partnerships as key mechanisms 
for resilience under conditions such as war or displacement (Panter-Brick et 
al., 2024, p. 2). Here the egalitarian circulation characteristic of distributed 
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networks contrasts with hierarchical command structures and suggests 
alternative governance logics more conducive to adaptability under 
uncertainty. 

10.3 Computational Social Science 

Computational social science has emerged as a methodological and 
theoretical trajectory that integrates advanced computational techniques with 
the conceptual apparatus of sociology, offering new modalities for the 
analysis of large-scale, complex, and dynamic social processes. Unlike 
earlier quantitative traditions that operated primarily through sampling and 
statistical inference on limited datasets, computational approaches leverage 
massive, often real-time digital data streams combined with algorithmic 
processing to model phenomena at both micro- and macro-scales. This shift 
entails not only technical innovation but an epistemological reconfiguration 
in how sociologists conceptualise observation, explanation, and prediction in 
the context of digitally mediated societies. The integration of artificial 
intelligence (AI) methodologies, particularly machine learning (ML) and 
deep learning (DL) architectures based on artificial neural networks (ANNs), 
exemplifies this transformation. In supervised ML modes relevant to 
sociological applications, algorithms iteratively adjust internal parameters 
against known outcome data (“training sets”) to optimise predictive 
accuracy; unsupervised variants detect latent structures without pre-labelled 
outputs, revealing clusters or patterns that may correspond to meaningful 
social groupings (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 2). The capacity of ANNs 
to capture non-linear relationships and high-order interactions among 
variables presents methodological advantages over traditional linear 
modelling when dealing with complex sociological data involving 
interdependent behavioural, institutional, and cultural dimensions (Di Franco 
& Santurro, 2021, p. 17). At the same time, such models bring 
interpretability challenges: their “black box” nature can make it difficult to 
trace how input features map onto outputs, raising questions for theory 
development where explanatory transparency is essential. The scientific 
utility of these tools thus depends on their integration within theoretically 
grounded research designs rather than their deployment as stand-alone 



122 
 

prediction engines detached from sociological reasoning. From the 
standpoint of theory-method alignment, emphasised throughout relational 
and complexity-theoretic innovations discussed earlier, computational 
sociology offers distinctive affordances for modelling emergent properties in 
large-scale interaction systems. Dynamic network models can incorporate 
temporal evolution into structural metrics such as centrality or modularity; 
agent-based simulations allow exploration of macro-patterns generated by 
aggregated micro-behaviours under varied parameterisations. In contexts 
informed by complexity theory and synergetics, these tools enable 
formalisation of phenomena like self-organisation, path dependence, or 
tipping points within socio-technical systems (Добреньков, 2023, p. 14). 
Such simulations extend comparative-historical sensibilities by allowing 
controlled experimentation on counterfactual scenarios, varying institutional 
rules or resource distributions virtually to examine their long-term systemic 
consequences. However, the promise of computational techniques requires 
critical engagement with the provenance and structure of the data on which 
they operate. Much contemporary digital trace data originates from 
proprietary platforms whose architectures shape recorded behaviours in 
ways that are neither neutral nor transparent (Di Franco & Santurro, 2021, p. 
2). Algorithmic curation affects what interactions occur and what content 
persists; platform governance regimes influence whose activities are 
rendered visible in datasets at all. Consequently, analyses based purely on 
harvested social media posts or transaction logs risk reproducing platform-
induced distortions as if they were organic features of social life. 
Methodologically reflexive practice here incorporates triangulation, 
correlating computationally extracted patterns with alternative data sources 
such as surveys or ethnographic observation, to disentangle genuine 
behavioural regularities from artefacts of system design (Biggerstaff, 2024, 
p. 14; Hussein, 2009, p. 2). Interdisciplinary synthesis is particularly 
pressing in this field: effective application demands familiarity not only with 
sociological theory but also with algorithm design principles drawn from 
computer science and statistics. Theoretical interdisciplinarity involves 
asking how constructs like “field,” “network,” or “capital” may be 
operationalised within computational models without reducing them to 
decontextualised numerical proxies. For example, centrality scores in 



123 
 

network graphs might be mapped onto Bourdieu’s conceptions of position 
within a field if supplemented by qualitative knowledge about the 
distribution of symbolic capital across ties, a synthesis resisting purely 
formal abstraction while taking advantage of computational precision. A 
further layer concerns global asymmetries in access to both data 
infrastructures and analytic resources. 

11 Ethics, Politics, and Epistemic Justice in Sociological Research 

11.1 Ethical Principles and Dilemmas 

Ethical principles in sociological research are not static checklists but 
contextually negotiated, reflexively applied norms that respond to the 
demands of specific methodologies, epistemologies, and field conditions. 
They entail an interdependence between the procedural domain, codified in 
institutional review board protocols, and the substantive ethical reasoning 
that emerges from lived engagement with participants across diverse 
sociocultural settings. This bids researchers to move beyond compliance 
toward an integration of ethics within the design, execution, and 
interpretation phases of their work. As evident in participatory and living lab 
models discussed in Section 6.4, ethical frameworks must accommodate 
continuous informed consent processes that respect evolving participant 
perspectives and shifting project scopes (Dekker et al., 2020, p. 9). This is 
essential when research agendas transform due to emergent findings or 
contextual changes; consent cannot remain a static artefact disconnected 
from ongoing interaction. Informed consent itself, a cornerstone principle, 
requires translating abstract information into accessible terms responsive to 
participant literacy levels and cultural protocols. In longitudinal 
ethnographies or community-based studies, reaffirming consent periodically 
ensures participants remain aware of the uses to which their data will be put 
(Henriques, 2014, p. 11). The safeguarding of confidentiality is equally 
layered. In some digital environments or visual methodologies, anonymity 
may be technically difficult or even undesired by participants seeking 
visibility for advocacy purposes (Bates, 2013, p. 8; Biggerstaff, 2024, p. 20). 
Here ethical integrity demands negotiated solutions, voice masking 
combined with subtitling, partial image obfuscation, that preserve agency 
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while mitigating harm. These represent more than cosmetic choices; they are 
situated responses grounded in the twin priorities of respecting self-
representation and avoiding unintended exposure. Another recurrent 
dilemma arises from power asymmetries between researcher and researched, 
which persist even under explicitly egalitarian methodological frames such 
as communicative methodologies (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020, p. 5). Control 
over publication venues, analytic framing, and dissemination formats 
remains structurally weighted toward academics, introducing the possibility 
of epistemic extraction despite participatory rhetoric. 

11.2 Power Relations in Knowledge Production 

Power relations in knowledge production within sociology extend beyond 
overt political struggles to encompass the subtle, embedded mechanisms 
through which epistemic authority is structured, contested, and reproduced. 
As Section 11.1 highlighted, ethical principles often intersect with these 
dynamics, but here the focus shifts to their systemic patterning within 
research processes, institutional arrangements, and transnational academic 
exchange. The term “knowledge production” is itself not neutral; it 
presupposes certain circuits of legitimation that privilege specific 
epistemologies while marginalising others. These circuits are shaped by 
historical trajectories, colonialism, industrial capitalism, post-war 
geopolitics, and continue to inscribe hierarchies between and within 
scholarly communities. In classical theory, Marx’s dialectical materialism 
offers a lens on how the economic base and political superstructure mediate 
scholarly labour: control over the means of production extends 
metaphorically into control over intellectual means of production. Weber’s 
analysis of bureaucracy similarly exposes tensions between formal 
rationalisation and substantive values in academic institutions, where 
credential systems may selectively admit certain kinds of knowledge while 
disqualifying experiential or subaltern perspectives. Durkheim’s insistence 
that sociology must treat social facts as ‘things’ reflects an aspiration toward 
universal grounds for inquiry but also risks rendering invisible those realities 
not easily formalised within analytic categories derived from Eurocentric 
contexts. Contemporary theorists have reframed these insights around 
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epistemic justice. Postcolonial critiques underscore that disciplinary canons 
were historically assembled through processes of epistemicide (Kazembe, 
2021, p. 12), whereby indigenous knowledge systems and locally situated 
methodologies were systematically displaced in favour of Western-derived 
frameworks seen as universally valid (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3). In 
Global North–South collaborations, this manifests as asymmetric division of 
intellectual labour where Northern scholars dominate theory-building roles 
while Southern partners are relegated to data collection or ‘case provision,’ 
reinforcing stratified authorship patterns. Comparative international 
education research has directly challenged these dynamics by embedding 
Southern priorities into design phases rather than appending them post hoc 
(Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 3; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). Power operates 
through methodological hierarchies as well. Within positivist-dominated 
institutional milieus, quantitative approaches often command higher 
legitimacy for policy influence despite interpretivist or critical-theoretical 
methods producing insights more attuned to context and lived experience 
(Mertz et al., 2014, p. 11). This privileging aligns with state governance 
preferences for measurable indicators, an agenda that shapes funding calls, 
journal acceptances, and career pathways in ways that marginalise less 
quantifiable epistemologies. Conversely, interpretivist traditions may 
monopolise moral authority in activist scholarship spaces by framing 
quantitative precision as inherently complicit with technocratic 
reductionism, thereby excluding methods that could integrate scale-sensitive 
modelling with local knowledge claims. At the micro level of field relations, 
researcher positionality becomes a vector for power enactment (Knott et al., 
p. 5). Demographic markers, race, gender, class location, influence access to 
sites and inform gatekeeper interactions; they also frame participants’ 
willingness to disclose information or challenge researcher interpretations. 

11.3 Epistemic Inequalities and Inclusion 

Epistemic inequalities in sociological research represent a layered 
constellation of structural, historical, and methodological asymmetries that 
determine whose knowledge is valorised, whose perspectives are silenced, 
and how inclusion is framed within scholarly practice. Building on the 
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preceding discussion of power relations in knowledge production in 
Section 11.2, these inequalities can be read as both an outcome and driver of 
epistemic hierarchies that have evolved through colonial histories, 
disciplinary canon formation, institutionalised metrics of quality, and 
selective adoption of methodological repertoires. They manifest not only in 
the overt exclusion of particular communities from research agendas but also 
in the subtler forms of epistemicide, the systematic displacement or 
devaluation of localised knowledge systems through the prioritisation of 
Eurocentric conceptual frameworks (Kazembe, 2021, p. 11). From a 
historical standpoint, classical theorists such as Durkheim, Weber, Marx, 
Comte, and Simmel constructed foundational categories for sociological 
analysis that have endured as disciplinary touchstones. Yet the universality 
claimed for these categories often masked their origins within specific socio-
political contexts tied to European modernity. This produced an implicit 
hierarchy where theories and methods emerging from certain metropolitan 
centres were positioned as universally applicable benchmarks against which 
other modes of knowing would be measured, and often found deficient. Such 
hierarchies became embedded in methodological monism frameworks 
privileging positivist survey design or statistical generalisation over modes 
more attuned to interpretive complexity or indigenous epistemological 
grounding (Schmitz & Hamann, 2022, p. 17). The result has been a 
conflation between scientific rigour and adherence to procedural norms 
rooted in Northern academic traditions, a conflation resistant to pluralisation 
even when critical theory has foregrounded power reflexivity in method. The 
Global South perspective explicitly challenges this assumption by 
articulating the conditions under which its scholarship confronts double 
marginalisation: first, through subordination to global research agendas 
aligned with Northern funding priorities; second, through domestic policy 
environments that undervalue locally generated theory when it appears at 
odds with imported development models (Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 12). 
Approaches such as Comparative Indigenous Education Research (CIER) 
position inclusion not as post-hoc integration but as co-constitutive framing 
at design stage, aligning community priorities with theoretical architectures 
while resisting reduction into case material for Northern theory testing 
(Sumida Huaman, 2019, p. 12; Wallerstein, 2020, p. 2). These strategies 
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offer tangible models for mitigation of epistemic inequalities by 
redistributing authority over research problem formulation, instrument 
development, and interpretative framing. Inclusion here requires a rethinking 
beyond demographic representation among participants toward integration 
of diverse epistemologies into core analytical processes. Methodological 
pluralism supports this reconfiguration by creating space for both 
quantitative modelling, valued for its predictive scalability, and qualitative 
immersion, critical for preserving context specificity, but inclusion demands 
parity between these modes rather than instrumental subsumption of one 
beneath the other (Hussein, 2009, p. 4). 

12 Conclusion 

Sociological research methodologies occupy a dynamic intersection of 
historical legacies, epistemological debates, and practical applications that 
collectively shape the discipline’s capacity to engage with complex social 
realities. This synthesis highlights the necessity of methodological pluralism 
as an adaptive response to diverse cultural contexts, shifting ideological 
landscapes, and the intricate interplay between theory and empirical practice. 
Classical foundations such as positivism, interpretivism, and critical theory 
continue to inform contemporary approaches, each contributing distinct 
perspectives on objectivity, reflexivity, and the role of normative 
commitments in knowledge production. The ongoing dialogue between these 
traditions enriches sociological inquiry by balancing quantitative rigor with 
qualitative depth, enabling researchers to capture both structural patterns and 
lived experiences. 

Global intellectual traditions from both the Global North and South 
emphasize the importance of epistemic justice and inclusivity, challenging 
hegemonic paradigms and advocating for the integration of indigenous and 
locally grounded knowledge systems. This pluralistic orientation demands 
reflexive awareness of power relations embedded within research processes, 
from problem formulation through dissemination, ensuring that diverse 
voices are acknowledged and that authority over knowledge production is 
equitably distributed. Methodological innovation emerges through the 
blending of established techniques with novel tools, including digital 
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ethnography, computational sociology, and network analysis, which expand 
analytical possibilities while requiring critical engagement with their 
theoretical and ethical implications. 

Ethical integrity remains central, encompassing informed consent, 
representation, confidentiality, and the mitigation of harm, especially in 
participatory and action-oriented research that seeks to align scholarly work 
with social transformation. The integration of theory and praxis underscores 
sociology’s potential to contribute meaningfully to societal change, provided 
that researchers maintain transparency about their positionality and remain 
accountable to the communities involved. The sequential and reflexive 
nature of the research process, from problem identification and literature 
synthesis to data collection, analysis, and interpretation, demands coherence 
and adaptability, balancing theoretical relevance with empirical feasibility. 

Ultimately, sociological methodology is characterized by its commitment to 
systematic inquiry that is both context-sensitive and theoretically informed, 
capable of addressing the layered realities of social life across local and 
global scales. This orientation encourages ongoing critical reflection on the 
assumptions, values, and power dynamics that shape research, fostering a 
discipline that is intellectually rigorous, ethically responsible, and responsive 
to the diverse experiences and knowledges that constitute human societies. 
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